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a~apter 5 Part A: 

The Contemporary Hero 

nllie unheroic hero has become the ste.nderd fictionPl 

1 representative of the age. 11 Some critics prefer to call 

the contemporary hero a unon-hero" or an "anti-hero 11 but 

few would dispute the truth of Gindin 's stat'e:Jent. The 

term "heron in post-war fiction has lost its heroic connote.-

tiona and means no more than the central character of a 

novel. Since the term 11anti-hero ;, implies that the hero is 

against something - and this is not always true - the term 

1Tion-hero 11 has been preferred. Tb define the characteristics 

of today's non-hero and to discover some reasons for his 

oranipresence, it is necessary to look at the literary, 

religious, social and political changes which l1ave affected 

writers in this century and e.ltered the concept of the hero. 

F.R. Karl 2 finds non-heroes in some of the works of Dickens, 

Tnackeray, Meredith and George Eliot, but he considers that 

he was most consciously developed in the novels of Stend.hel, 

Flaubert, MaupE!Ssant a.nd Zole. 'lhese writers, kno1im as· the 

French Realists, led the reection of the novel to Romsnticiss. 

Colin Wilson 3 suggests that Flaubert 's Medame Bovary ma.rks 

the actual turning point. The concept of the hero as "an 

e.ristocratic Christie..'1 knight in modern dress ~~, a romantic 

concept, was replaced by a realistic picture of contemporary 

man. In the realistic novel there is no place for the 

rorentic hero and the substitution of the non-hero can be 

seen as a move away from romanticism towards realism. 

1 J. Gindin, Postwar British Fiction, 1963. 
2 F .R. Karl, A R~der 's Guide to the Contemporary English 

Novel, 1963. 
3 "'ESSaYs on Books and \llri ters, 1965. 
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Discussing the effect of realism on fiction, Saul Bellow 1 

said: 

I think that realistic li tereture from the first hes 
been a victim literature. Pit eny ordiMry individuel 
- and revlistic literature concerns itself with ordli1ary 
individuals - against the external world, and the 
external world will conquer hi~, of course. • • • Serious 
rea.lisr:J. also contrasts the coornon raa.n l'Ti th aristocratic 
greatness. He is overborne by fa.te, just as the great 
ere in Shekespeare or Sophocles. But the contrast, 
inherent in li tera.ry tradition, always damages him. 
il1 the end the force of tradition carries realism into 
parody, satire, mock-epic - Leopold Bloom. 

The hero is known by his character and by his e.ctions. The 

development of the study of psychology made the creation 

of a credible hero not only nore difficult but e~so less 

desirable, for psychological reelism dir;linishes the hero. 

Conrad in Lord Jim described a m&n of whom heroisD could 

be expected, but he is self-destructive, a shell, and even 

his fi~1 act of ''heroism if could be construed es the 

suicidal act of a coward. There ftre no heroes in E .rL Forster's 

novels. Joyce's Bloom is a tra.gi-cor:Uc figure whose non-

heroic character is underlined by the ::zythic otructure of 

the book. The transformation of the Greek hero Odysseus . 

into the Irish non-hero Bloom is e striking exe.mple of the 

effect of psychological realism on the novel. The stream 

of consciousness technique used by the I<loderns focussed 

attention on the i1mer lives of men, dra.wine; attention 

away from their outer lives. The hero became self-absorbed 

and inward-looking. '!he unconscious springs of his actions 

were revealed end he vre.s seen to be motivated not by 

abstract ideal such as honour ~1d a sense of fair play, but 

by prioitive urges. 

Karl Marx's theories also had an effect on the hero of the 

1 Interviewed in Writers at Work 3, '!he Paris Review Interviews 
1968. 
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novel. L.P. Hartley 1 points out that Freud and Marx 

combine 11to rmdermine the individuel's sense of responsibil-

"tyll J. ' • Marx held that our actions are conditioned by the 

world to which we belong, Freud that our actions ~re subject 

to influences - pre-natal and juvenile - over which we have 

no control. The hero is essentic:lly a man responsible for 

his actions: the non-hero can .'-'bdicde such responsibility. 

R .H. Gardiner 2 holds a similar vie't'r: ''Merx end Freud 's 

contribution was to reduce man from a free, rational, 

responsible being .of the Renaissance, to a pathetic and 

sonewhat disgusting creature, sweatine beneath the double 

yoke of economic and psychological slavery. " TI.1e effect 

of this type of thinkiv~ is most narked in the non-heroes 

of working-class novels and novels about cricinels or bullies. 

TI1e hero is recognised by his actions, but in the contemporary 

world it is difficult to believe in the possibility of 

significant action. Religious, political and social 

changes have made man "less sure of progress, virtue, God, 

and tho independent uniqueness of his own soul."3 The 

evolutionists in particular shook ne.n' s belief in God, fmd 

the effect of this loss of belief on the novel and 

on the concept of the hero was to further reduce the 

significance of his actions. Colin ~rfilson 4noted: '"Ihe 

nodern decline of religion is :>. further ranson for the 

decline of the hero. For o.t leest the Church dignified man 

by supposing him capable of darme.tion t;>..nd salvation, thereby 

conferring utCertain heroic stature on hin. 11 A. Mauria.c 5 

wrote: "The collapse of the novel is due to the destruction 

of this fundai'.lental concept: the awareness of good and evil." 

1 The Novelist's Res onsibilit (1967) 
2 The Splintered Stap;e 1965 
3 J. Gindin, Postwar British Fiction,(l963) 
4 Essays on Books and Writers (1965) 
5 \friters at Work I,\ 1958) 
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Gr~hrun Greene, like Wilson !'nd JVI.nuriilc e.:~. Cr.tholic, wrote 1 : 

r'for with the death of Janes the religious sense was lost 

to the English novel and with the religious sense went the 

sense of the iBportance of the hllfJ8n act. 11 These three 

writers end \rlilli~n Golding, e professed Chrlitian, h,ove 

conti~d to create heroes in their novels, wherees atheists 

or agnostics Bore usually create non-heroes. In a world 

destitute of spiritual values, actions are without Beaning, 

ru1d the heroic action is seen as the least neaningful of 

all. 

The Nietzschean notion that God is delld led directly to the 

view of the hero ns an absurd being. Deprived of a reason 

for its existence, the wliverse loses all neaning, ~~d nan's 

position in it becones absurd. rrThe sense of oetaphysical 

anguish at the absurdity of the hunan condition is, broadly 

speaking, the thene of the plays of Beckett 1 Ada.nov, 

2 Ionesco e.ncl Genet." The absurd hero continues to behave 

as if his actions were neaningful, illustreting e si tu.s.tion 

which is essentially comic. The Theatre of the Absu.rd was 

V.ven its chief expression in Fr~mce where Beckett led it 

to its logical conclusion, the state where no action is 

possible. In Engltmd the comic potentifll of th:e Absurd 

hero wss Dare often recognised by dranatists then novelists, 

( N .F. Siupson and Harold Pinter for exanple), e.l though 

Peter Everett in Negatives (1964) has written an .Absurd· novel. 

1"llie coiJ.a.ps~ of public labels, public ties that would help 

the indi vidue.l define himself leads to man 's necessary 

reliance on hinself as the only means availe.ble. 11 3 This 

is the Existential position with its insistence on "dea.ling 

with concrete facts of experience, uultiple and m1syste[wtic 

1 Collected Essays, 1969. 
2 R.H. Gardiner, The Splintered Stage1 1965. 
3 J. Gindin, Postwar British Fiction, 1963. 
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though they ruay be, rather tha.n theorizing about the genere.l 

1 natu.re_of essences. 11 The effect of existential thought 

on the literary hero has been to produce a ~~~who recognises 

no values other than those derived from his own perceptions. 

Iris Murdoch, who has written e. critical study of Sartre, 

has been most directly influenced by this thinking, but its 

effect is apparent on other novelists whose heroes rely 

on their perceptions and distrust the abstractions which 

society accepts without exar:ri.nation. 

Both World Wars had the:: effect of devaluing the worth of 

the individual: bureaucracy has had the effect of denying 

him individuality. The non-hero is essentially one of the 

masses, a little na11., living in a confusing world. His 

bewilderment is often a source of conedy for his creator, 

but tragedy is denied hir.1 for he has not the statu.re of a 

tragic hero. Before the Second 1forld "lvar there were causes 

to believe in end glaring social ebuses to be attacked, 

pe.rticuls.rly poverty, unemployment rmd class privilege. 

vli th the birth of the me.terially comfortable Welfare State, 

poverty and une1:1ploynent T!Tere virtually eliwinated, which 

left only the target of class privilege still stcnding. 

A nui:lber of non-heroes, particularly the working-cless ones, 

have attacked it directly, but the middle-cla.ss non-heroes 

are concerned less with the injustices of class thEtn with 

the difficulties of living in the post-war society. English 

::ta:n..'1ers continues to be the rnain concern of contemporary 

novelists. Sone of the non-heroes who have appeared in 

contemporar.y fiction resemble earlier literary creations, 

but they are sufficiently different to be considered as 

~~aracteristically contemporary, products of the Welfa~ 

1 J. Gindin, Postwar.British Fiction, 1963. 
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Sta.te. Some of these types will be discussed for the 

remainder of the chapter. The cluD.sy word "non-hero" will 

be dropped, and ''hero", u11less othenJise specified, will 

be used as a naQe for the chief character. 

For the &ike of convenience and to avoid undue repetition 

only the best-kno~n1 or most representative character of each 

type ~dll be discussed in detail. The yolhlg anti-heroes 

are all urebelsH il1 one way or another, and they have been 

divided into The .Angry You...YJ.g liien (John Osborne's Look Back 

in Anger 
1

), The Redbriak University Graduate (KiP..gsley 

Ao.is 's Lucky Jia), The Pusher (John Braine 's Room at the 

Top )and the Dropout ( llnthony Burgess's A Clockwork Orange). 

The niddle aged heroes are discussed in the lt.tter he.lf of· the 

chepter. 

Jiomy Porter, the hero of John Osborne's play J~ok Beck in 

.Anp;er, which was first performed in L01i.don in 1956, we,s 

dubbed a rebel by the critics, and the label 11A"l{Jry Young 

Man 11 was coined to describe hin, his creator; and the 

many sirri..lar characters v1ho began to appear ir1nediately 

a.fterwa.rds. The dra:J.D.tic and li tera.ry qualities of the 

play were overshe.dowed by the endless discussion of Ji~\Y 1 S 

character. 

Jinll:JY is lower middle-class, but lives with his wife Alison 

in an attic in a large Midla.nds town. In partnership vri th 

his friend Cliff he works as a stall-holder in a market. 

There is nothing nev1 in this si t"LWtion. The English novel 

(if not very often the sts.ge) has shown "slumming 11 before, 

particularly during the 'thirties. The slut1llli.ng socie.list 

1 Although Look Back in Anger is e play and not e. novel, it 
was felt that as Jinm.y Porter is virtually the a-rchetypal 
aod.el of this group, the plE"ty should be discussed here,. 
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w·e.s either guilty of his privileged position c,s ::c nesber of 

the upper classes and -vrished to improve the lot of the lower 

classes, or he believed that they had the key to the honest 

and simple life and were in some way admirable because they 

were poor. The socialist's energies were devoted to r~ising 

the standards of the working-classes, ~md their anger wes 

directed against the men who denied them the right to raise 

their standards. The Welfare S.t8te TrTes the achievement of 

the pre-war socialists who fought end worked for it. But 

Jimmy, who we.s born into the \rJ'elfare State, is violently 

angry. He rejects the edvEmtages of free education; he 

refuses to take the career opportunities open to hin, and 

instead lives an apparently aioless existence in his attic. 

Jimrny ' s anger has been variously described as 11ill-na tured 

1 
spleen against the EstablishrJent 11 or 1'worked-up nili tancy" 

but although such phrases draw attention to the frequently 

false quality of his anger, they do not expls.in its sources. 

if'Jhere aren't any good, brave causes left" is a key phrase 

to the 1mderstanding of Jimmy. Jimrzy envies the older 

genere,tion who he.d sonething to work for, whose anger had 

direction, but he resents the sefe, secure, confortable 

world that grew out of their ideals. Jimmy has the energy, 

the desire which mrrks the rebel, but there is nothing 

tangible for hio. to rebel cgeinst. The plr,y is a hyrm of 

frustration and envy. His wife's r:liddle-class fa.ther, who 

was in the Indian Co~onial Service is derided (<!nd scorned 

by Jiooy, but he is r.lso envied, for his life hell a purpose. 

Ji~1~'s nostalgis for a pest he never knew is expressed in 

his love of music-hall patter and songs end in jazz. 

1 A. Kaza.YJ., Contenporaries, 1963. 
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Jimoy is essentially a rot:Jantic, but can find no way to 

express his passion. Alison se.ys of hin towards the end of 

the play: "I have discovered what is wrong with Jimmy •• . . 
He was born out of his tine •••• There's no place for 

. people like that any longer- in sex, or politics or anything. 

That's why he is so futile." 

Once Jiofuy's anger is understood the reaction of the older 

generation to t::w play can also be nnderstood, for although 

they were appalled by his sadism end often by his la.'Ylguage, 

this alone does not explain the furore the play caused. 

J. Lehoann 
1 

suns it up in these terns: 

Jin:zy Porter, in fact, is envious of rry generation because 
we could go and get killed fighting against fascisn in 
Spain. 'lhat was colourful, that was a real cause a 
radical could throw himself into heart and soul: and 
because there appee.r to be no such causes any longer, 
he turns in exasperation e.gainst the \r/elfare Ste.te - thet 
more-than-half-way-house to social justice my generetion 
has so passionately desired and worked for - as e rnein 
source of the snugness, drabness, and petty provinciel 
ideals of post-war Britain. 

fl1 his Fbreword to the Evans Play edition, John Osborne says 

that Jimmy 11spea.ks out of the real despeir:s, frustretions 

end sufferings of the age we Etre living in, now, ,d this 

nonent. 11 This oe.y h£·Ve been the ~uthor 's intention, but 

the "realness 11 of Jiarny 's despairs, frustrations and so on 

are not e l together convincing. Jim:J.y' s anger, and his 

energies, often look like a pose, ft. way of excusing hinself 

fron any effective notion. He accepts without question 

that there are no rool injustices to fight, no reel causes 

to believe in, and indulges in a lively display of verbe.l 

pyrotechnics which colour and drar:1e.tize his "rJ.isery 11
• It 

is unfortunate that Jir.:uzy's articuJs.cy, which is one of the 

chief nerits of the play, should elso be one of the factors 

l 'Radica.lism Then and Now', List.,9.8.1962. 
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which E18kes one suspect his vaunted self-honesty. look 

Back in Pnger is an extreme exemple of the nFrroW 

provinciglism which cha.ra.cterises so much of English fiction, 

and indeed the Engli&~ character. If Ji~~y had decided 

to emigrate, to leave the 1velfare State he detests and 

seek a country where hie.: energies might find some direction, 

it would be ee.sier to believe in the genuineness of his 

anger end his energy. As it is, the play ends with 

Jicrgy and Alison retreating tnto a fantasy world where 

they pretend to be squirrels and bears. 

look Back in .ftnger did not, es mght have been expected, 

produce a rash of imi ta.tion-Jiomy Porters on either the 

stage or in the novel. But the mood of dissent which he 

he.d articulE~ted rppef.red in sever£!1 guises in later works. 

~issent or rebellion flavours the picaresque and most of 

the provincial working-class novels of the 'fifties end 

'sixties. It is rarely fired by the sort of frustro.ted 

idealism which made JirD.rJY' s rebellion more complex than 

a straightfo1~ard hatred of society. More often th~n 

not the anger becru~e an expression of the conflict between 

the older generation and the younger - c conflict which 

has a biological basis rather than a socia.l one (which 

is why so many of the 11rebels" who came after JilllElY were 

younger than he was, adolescents rather tha...'1. iomature 

adults). Anger became with some an expression of envy, 

envy of the mon&:y, success or affluenca of tho upper classes. 

Hypergamy becane a populs.r theme, an ugly expression of 

this envy. 

One of the few true suceessors .to Jimmy Porter was 

Dominick Shepiro, the sixteen-yeer old hero of 
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Bernard Y.ops 1 s 'llie Dissont of D:minick Shapiro ( 1966 ). 

Ibl'linick: illustrt1tes sone of the changes which ho.ve 

overtaken the Angry Young r1a.n in the last ten years. He 

has a Diddle-class fanily background as Jirmy had (although 

Jhr:linick 1s is Jewish) and he he.s JirJr.JY 1s idealisn and 

desire to find a ce.use in t-~hich he cen believe. But he 

is a very nuch more sophistictlted and less naive chare.cter 

then Jiony, nore honest with hinself and nore perceptive 

flbout others. He leaves home and joins 6'. group of. beetniks 

in Soho, believing then to be genuine rebels who have 

rejected the values of their society, but he eventually 

reelises their rebellion is superficic;.l tlnd thet they t:re 

only seeking "kicks "• They hE!ve no philosophy to support 

or justify their behaviour nnd their ties with their 

families are not severed - the~Ebel of today is the 

confornist of the morrow. After various adventures, 

including his first sexual experience, Ibninick returns 

to his family ( a.bout whon he writes very ~musingly end 

well). 
1 

A very different type of rebel fron the hero of Look 

Be.ck in Anger is Kingsley .4rrl.s 1 s Jir::~ Dixon, the hero of 

Lucky Jim. 'lhe novel - Pcis 1 s first - was publishe0. in 

1954, two years before look Be.ck in .Pnger. The cries of 

joy - end disgust - which greeted its l'lppeer~mce have 

tended to obscure its literery quelities. 

l Billy Waterhouse 1 s Billy Liar ( 1959) end Sld Chsplin 1 s 
The 1~y of the Sardine (1961), which e.re discussed in 
the chapter on the Provincial novel ( Che.pter 4C) ere 
also examples of the direction wh).ch Anger has taken. 
'lllere ere obvious parallels between r 11 these English 
rebels and the llmericsn Holden Caulfield who appeared 
in 1951 L'1 J.D. Salinger 1s ~tcher in the R.ye. Holden 
is an idealist who sees hinself surrounded by Hphonies 11 

but he is a real outsider, a real rebel. His rejection 
of society is complete and whole-hearted. The lively 
nar~tive technique - a sort of d~~tic monolgue - has 
been >·ridely ircrl. tated. 
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Class distinction has long been e. popular theue auong 

English nz1velists, but until Luch.=y Ji::1 there were two --./ accepted r;;ays of treeting it: either one could reil 

e.gainst its iniquities or one could concentrcte on 

elevatine oneself to e. higher class, ( Tl1cse ::.ro the 

oethods of John Osborne 1 s Look &.ck in Anger end John 

Braine 1s Roon Pt the Top respectively). 'Ihe rebels r-nd 

the socir-1 clinbers were both approved ofJfor their 

presence inplied thct all thot was best in English 

society and culture could be found at the top. It ~vas 

therefore unnerving for the EstablishDent to discover !1. 

new breed of heroes had energed since the war who were . 

conscious of class differences, but "t-Tere uninpressed 

by the pretensions of the class above then. JD.though 

Jio marries a girl above his chtss and enters the world 

of the rich, it is not throt~h his own social-clinbing 

efforts that this vras achieved. This point would have 

been IJade clearer if his creator had re8isted the teoptc~-

tions of {;_ ronentic ending, but r·s the title seys, Jim 

vre.s lucky. 

1 
Sonerset r.'IaughaJ:l voiced the protests of those who objected 

to the 1r10rking class oc.n not kilO'trring his li teTery place. 

The working classes f!t university heve been tredi tionelly 

regarded by novelists es either pathetic in their ettenpts 

to be rrone of us 11 or wildly funny in their sociel gr.uchencss. 

Naughan vrns appalled. to eli scover tha.t nen like Jio - or 

~~s, for identification of the creator and creation inevitably 

/4t occurred - had repla.ced their illustrious predecessors at 

tmi versi ty. Zuleika. Dobson 1 s young nen had disappeared and 

the 1'whi te-collar proleterit't n had entered the -portals. 

11'Ihey arc scun a, lY"J.augheo concluded. 

1 The Su..11day Tines, 25.12.1954. 
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L'..wl:.y Ji1~ bec3Pi6 11one of those novt:~ls, rege.rJ.loss of its 
nbsoluto importe.ncc, 1 
the,t set a tone of feeling for e whole dec~de. 11 "Lucky 

JiLl 11 passed into the la..l'lgLiage as a la.b'cl for '1a post-war 

genus of cocky university graduate who had scholarshipped 

his way out of the working class but was still rather 

truc..:_ulently lTi th them in spirit. 11 2-

.l\.1 though rwny of .Anis 's techniques were Fldrnired &nd imi tded, 

it was the character of the hero, Jin Dixon, which attracted 

nost attention and COlJnent. Jir.1 is one of the Greet 

Lncoopetents, e. type of chr.racter which lends itself 

ree.dily to cooic treatw.ent. He is e 1floumbling, self-

conscious hero who st1mbles against the esteblished socir>l 

and cultural world, r~{ing fun of both the world end 

hinself in the process." 3 He was not a11 entirely new 

creation, and a nuober of critics have drawn attention to 

· his reseoblance to Wells's Kipps, Mr Polly and George 

4 Ponderovo, but his type was uncoooon in post-war fiction • 

There lias also a.n essential difference between the ~mrking-

cle.ss heroes of vlells 's and .'ktis 's novels: Jir:1 is not 

fighting a class-war. He is intent only on possessing 

his own integrity. "He refuses to be teken in by the 

l The British fuagination, 1960. ( TLS public~tion). 
2 K • .Allsop, The Angry D3co.de, 1958. 
3 J. Gindin, Postwar British Fiction, 1963. 
4 Two forerunners of lucky Jim were Philip lorkin 's Jill 

( 1946) end Willian Cooper's Scenes fron Provinciel Life 
(1950), but they did not ct; .. pture the public's irwgin...,tion 
in the way :Wcky Jio did. Jill broke· fresh ground for 
the novel with its portrait of l'l working-class student 

at Oxford during the wcr yeArs. J .ohilKent is e rethor 
sad and pEithetic creeture conp.sred to Jihl, r.nd hes none 
of his resilience. His attempts to join the "in crow•.l 11 

t>nd to hide his working-class origins E:re only superficiF.lly 
coDical e.nd his invention of e sister, Jill, showed only 
his loneliness and inadequacy. Joe Lunn, Cooper's hero 
is a phYs-ics nester in a provincial seconde..ry school in 
1939. The -vritty, colloquial, laconic style, the oocking, 
anti-culture, anti-literature, e~1ti-art tone, were to 
influence later writers. 'Ihe conedy is a little tr.in. 
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the deceits of socic;l eoinence or hard cash end his clownish 

destructive energy is devoted wholly to the maintenence 

f '. 'l'b . ': l o n1s own equ1 2 r1lli~.· The theoe of this novel 

could be described es 11adjustnent il 1 etdjustoent of the 

individual and his Dins to the wid3r society in Trlhich he 

lives. Jis is not c. rebel, unless pessive dissent er-n 

be described as such, rmd he does not (lspire to .:.cceptence 

in e higher social class. His observcnt end irreverent 

gaze sees through the genteel pret...:~lsions of his rrsuperiors ". 

11It is self-questioning the,t redecns the new fictional 

- 2 
heroand Lwkos hio tolerable.'' 

Lucky Jin's chiuf influonco on tho contGnporc.ry English novel 

has been to prwe the we_y for tho highly P.rticule.tc, 

irreverent end often very cnusing lower clc.ss and lower-

middle class heroes who eppeer in such nmi!~ rs in tho 

novels of the 1950s. ltrJis's style, perticularly his 

use of the rrdranatic nom.logue 11 ho.s been widely 

ir.J.i tat ed. 

Both Eill.1und vfilson 3 end Ja~_1es Gindin 4 hc-vo cotmented 

on the influence of .1'-lillericrtn slDng, wisecra.cking und 

filo languege on fills's comic style. His lenguege is 

full of word play D.nd verbal jokes, <:nd £ny chr-nce 

observa.tion is likely to bring forth e list of veguely 

associated comic improbnbilities. For exanplo, he tries 

to visuelise Christine's f~ce end this leads hio to 

thinking of other sorts of feces: 

5 ••• very renote fron her own. There wes the pernnnent 
grin of an .;Jcrobat, or partner in en e.pache-dence routine; 
the sun-claz~le of sane Honourable trollop photographed 
notor-boating on tho Riviera; the sulh.ry ninclless glaro 
theoretically d€lect3ble on the face of £t pin-up; 
the fro~1n of a plethoric and not very nice little girl. 

·1 Tho British L~gine.tion, 1960. 
2 P. West, The Tt1odern I'bvel, 1965. 
3 TI1e Bit Between uy Teeth,(l956) 
4 The Postwar British J:~ovel. 1963. 
5 C'na.pter 16. 

.., 
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!cis also phonetically reproduces various forns of speech 

for corJic effect. He atteopts the voice of the upper-class 

young man over the telephone: 

1 
11Halla.her, hallaher ••• have yc-.w ~ Niss Kellerhen 
steng with ye.w, pliz? 11 

Much of the chorn of Luclcy Jin f!nd sane of ilr:ri.s 's J:J.ost 

successful hu.o.our co11es fran Jio 's kna.ck of ninic-ry and 

rune, a kn£,ck which hes been widely adopted by other 

heroes. It appe$rs for the first tine here: 

2 
QU.ickly deciding on his .:JWn vTOrd, Dixon seid it to 
hiL1Self and then tried to fleil his feptures into 
sone sort of response to hm1our. Ment~'lly, however, 
he was :J.e.king a. different fc.ce end proo.ising hiuself 
he 1 d oake it actually when next alone. He'd drew his 
lower lip in under his top teeth end by degrees retract 
his chin as fer as possible, a.ll this v-rhile dilvting 
his eyes and nostrils. By these ::1eans he woulcl, he 
was confident, cause a deep dangerous flush to suffuse 
his face. 

It is a way of getting hie own back on people and is a 

forrJ of release, but is is also a form of self-nockery. 

_He lacks the courage to be honest except with hioself 

and out-wardly he confoms to what is expected of hin, 

but his secret actine helps hin rete.in his self-respect. 

It also provides a conic perspective, distancing hin fro:J. 

the events end people around him. It is, of course, f'n 

essentially childi&~ trt.it - end Jin is not cbove 

indulging in school-boyish prenks- but it endeers hin 

to the ree.der. No other character in i\[]iS 's novels 

has quitG this que.li ty. 

Que of 1\nis 1 s nost oerked talents is for fe.rce, end the 

farcice.l elenent in courtship and sex in pcrticular does 

not ascape hio. It is ct dangerous talent for it too ecsily 

degenerates into a pointless ronp and, in 1-nis 's case, 

.1 Chapter 16 
2 Chapter 1 
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it too frequently in.terrupts a crucial scane or relation-

ship. One of his ff.>rcical set-pieces is the dru.~."lken 

lecture scene which he,s becone r. cliche, a guerentee the.t 

the writer is one of the Contenporeries. D.J. Enright 

in Figures .of Speech ( 1963) ve.ries the forr1ula with e 

sober lecturer and a drunken sudience. In 1968 it was 

still a favourite stand-by of novelists - both Edward 

Taylor in Heerts of Stone end Lfwrence Durrell ii'l Tunc 

use it. 

llois 's satire is based on shrewd observa.tion of how people 

spool:: and behave, but it is often Dockery re..ther tha.i'1 

genuine satire, though no less sharp for that. Jl .. nis 

has been criticised 
1 

for not being a real rebel and for 

not being deeply involved with the pro blm;1s of society, 

but Jir1 Dixon is not, and his creator hos not attenpted 

to nake hin, an I:agry Young Nan. '. An insistence on the 

need to grapple vTi th ree.l social probleos, which is 

Raynond \villie.LJ.' s thesis, disregnrds the value of kJ.is 's 

attacl::s on provincial gentility ~nd cru1t. 

Stephen Spender 
2 

said of the Contenporaries, of l'lhon .l\r.1is 

is one, that: ;1T1'10y ettack the nodern T!TOrld but they do 

so by stundvrds vThich c:rc of it. They do not consider 

their own way of feeling and thinking is perhe.ps conditioD.ed 

by the fact thet they the1~1selves live ~nd think &nd feel 

in this world. 11 'Iheir setire, then, is not truly objectiv'9 

ac'ld they ha.ve no absoh:~te stendard a.ge.inst 1-1hich to 

neusure the world they see. Paul ~vest 3 wrote: 1'1he great 

danger is the.t such English novelists as • • • i1J-_1is • • • 

stop short of the 1.mi versally PWthica.1 as distinct fron 

the socially oythical. A si1:ri.lar observation of 1\nis, 

1 F.R. Karl, A Reo.der's Guide to the Contenporary Enl<:lish 
Novel, 1963 and R. VJillia.Lls, 'll1.e long_ Revolution 

2 'I1oclerns and ConterJpora.ries li' llie List., 11.10.1962. 
3 The. Mc::.dem Novel, I 'f(,S' 
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Osborne and \Plain has been J:Jade 1 . They :rca.11 ell define 

their ~mtipathies nore cleorly then they can explfin their 

&ffir::.:. ·tions ". 

The noral ba.sis of !,r.us 's se. tire is less obvious in this 

his first novel than it is in his le.ter work• • L1 1957 

.t'\rri.s ~Trote: 

2 
1fe are in for a golden e.ge of setire, in ny opinion, 
aml if this is so ive will be fortuncte indeed. &>.tire 
offers e. social e.nd oore.l cm1tribution. • • 11. society 
such as ours, in I'Thiqh the forns of power are chanGing 
and nultiplying, needs above all the restre.ining 
ir1fluence of savage laughter •••• L}1odern se.tire ii} 
fiction the.t attacks vice and folly as Danifested in 
the individual. 

The laughter in Lucky Jiu and the novels by othor vrri ters 

which followed it is rtlrely savage, for their targets 

are seldoD oajor ones. But their 1eughter offers e fresh 

perspective. The sor.1bre, solerm working-cle.ss nen in 

novels by \val ter Allen and Edward lij;mard have been 

shouldered aside by the hw]orous and often witty non-heroes 

of the younger generation. A new type of tmiversity 

:graduate wes introduced to the reeding public, setting 

a feffi1ion for Redbrick university conedies, of which 

I1alcolrl BrfJdbury 1 s Erting People is \'J'rong is perheps 

the best. The use of farce, end the use of the deus Q!. 

nachinn to solve plot proole:'ls have becooe typicP.l of 

the post-Iucl;y Jin novel. 3 

Joe lruJ.pton is the hero of John Braine 1 s .Roon ct the Top, 

a book i-Thich sold 35,000 copies in its first yeor of 

publication in 1957. Its success was due less to its 

literary uerits than to the portrait of Joe, a working-

cle.ss hero who seened peculiarly conteuporary in the 

1 .T. Gindin,Po'Stwe.r British Fiction, 1963. 
2 NYTBR 7.7.1957. 
3 David lodge's entertaining The British Nuseun is:Fruling 

Dm!Q. ( 1965) is o::1e of the novels to use this :Jethod. 
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nineteen fifties. Superfically he resenbles H .G. \fells's 

Kipps or Ar::lold Bennett's Derry Me. chin, for he is elso a 

social clinber1 but he is not driven by en edoiTIJtion for 

the class above hic1, by :sinple e.nbition or a desire for 

self-inprovenent. Joe is e ruth.less egoist, pursuing 

me. terial success with a determined single-rllindedness, an 

1 
"anbi tious predator 1' • He uses any neans of advenceiJ.m'lt 

2 ewaileble, including 1iTlU>t .Anthony Burgess calls 

11hypergecy 11 
- l::'!~t:rrying into the cless cbove. 

Even after the social upheavals of the Second World War 

the upper classes retained their privileges, and Joe, 

who despises then, is deterEJined to take so:1e of the 

privileges for hinself. He attacks the class-systeil 

not b~ shouting against it but by joining it, turning it 

to his own advantage and beconing whrtt K. 1Ulsop calls 

an "expcdient-conforDri.st ". \fuat Joe wants is si.o.ple: 

" an !lston-rrJartin, throo-guinet.>. linen shirts, a girl with 

a Riviera suntan. 11 The cultural pretensions of the upper 

classes do not interest him except c.s a neans of ge.ining 

entree to the D:::.gic circle. His . seduction of Susan is 

also notiveted by an a.ccunule.tion of in.h.eri ted resentnent 

as he shows in his comments on her fe.ruly u<lnsion: "The 

Dan ~'l'ho built it wes dead • • • all the St Cle.irs wore 

dead; I ilras alive, the uere fr-et of cry survivr>l was 

itself a victory over the.:-o.I. " 

If Joe were nothing Glore tha.n a self-seeking egoist, our 

interest in hin ilrould be liLri. ted. But he is not a nodern 

version of the nediaeve.l vices. He energes e.s a conpleto 

1 K. Al.l~op, The Jlngry llicpdo, 1958. 
2 A. Burgess, The Novel Novl, 1967. 
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character, e round character, for whom the reader .feels a 

reluctant sympathy. Joe is saved from simplification 

by his ability to distance himself fron his actions, and 

to anticipate our criticisms of then by voici1~ then 

himself. He is not self-deluded, he knows he is a 

predator, but accepts that the ends justify the neens. 

His observe.nt, sardonic eye is turned as nuch on hinself 

as on the people and society around him. In making his 

choice between the true love of Alice/end the false love 

of Susan, he is carrying his philosophy to e. logical 

conclusion, but he does not anticipate how sour the 

fruits of victory will te.ste. I11ice kills herself end 

Joe r&~l~ses what he hes thrown Fway in his relentless 

pursuit of his anbition - his chance of happiness. 

The aggressive, pushing, arabi tious and unscrupulous hero 

of Braine's novel has appeared in thinly-disguised forns 

in a nuober of other contenporary novels. Joe Lanpton 

was enployed at the Town Eall, but most of his successors 

have beloP~ed to professions which have a oore attractive 

surface g~ur and offer nore substantial rewards. 

Advertising men, Public Relations Officers,T~elevision and 

Newspaper journalists - they appear in these novels as 

sophistics.ted con-nen, parasites on society, involved in 

a world which has no ethics ~nd where the law of the jungle 

1 is the only lew. 

In Kingsley fcis's I vlan.t it Now (1968) a more sophisticeted 

Ronnie .Appleyard replaces Joe I.eopton. Ronnie runs a 

television discussion progreone and belongs to a world 

1 John Bowen 'sStoryboard~(l960) is one of the few to offer 
a synpathetic portrait of the world of advertising. 
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apparently far reooved froo Joe's Yorkshire town, but 

it too is a jungle where only the oost adaptable and 

strongest survive. Ronxrie in a.n opportunist, he knows 

what he wants, end he "t'l'ants it now 11 • Whe.t he wants 

includes of course a girl, Sinon, rich and beautiful, but 

in the course of getting her Ron...'1ie eli vests himself of 

sone of his nore neritricious ways.- He e.ttains en honesty 

he had not possessed before, s.nd is rewerded by the .!'!uthor 

c~iving hin what he wants. Towe.rd3 the end of the book 

Rormie says to Sinon: 

Very odd, this whole thing. I was a shit 'I'Then I t1et 
you. I still ru~ in lots of ways. But because of you 
I've had to give up trying to be a dedicated full-tiue 
shit. I couldn't oake it, hadn't the strength of 
character. 

\Vhere Joe envied and sneered e,t the rich, Ronnie hates 

then. The savagery of Allis's attacks on such diverse 

targets as the cynical world of television ( i'l'here culture 

and sincerity are both saleable coc~.:1odi ties) 1 the meanness 

of the very rich a.~d the vileness of the Southern States 

i'niggerwhippers 11 , r.lakes this novel nore sociel in its 

concerns than Breine's. Anis offers a less unbiguous 

noral viewpoint, but he is also oore rorumtic in his 

suggestion that the love of a wooan can change ft nan end 

persue.de hio. to discard his forner beliefs and anbi tions. 

John iraine' s The Qryi.ng Gane ( 1968) ha.s e. iJ its hero Frl:'nk 

Belcoube, en ar.J.bi tious reporter from the provinces "going 

to the top 11 in lQndon. After a nun bot' of disillusioning 

experiences, including betrayal by a nan he trusted, Fra.rili: 

opts out of the rat-race ru1d is rewarded with the love of 

the niue Catholic girl he had rejected earlier on. 
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Patrick Skene Catli:r..g 's hero in Tourist Attraction ( 1965) 

is a Public Relations na.n who fraudulently clains LJ.Oney 

fron a deed \vomm 's est~te to further his enbi tions. 

In The Early Life of Stephen Hind ( 1966) Stern Janeson 

introduces a young ::wn, the bastard son of a whore end 

spiritualist, whose tenacity has brought hin to the 

posi tim1 of private secret£t.ry to a. diplona t. In the course 

of the novel he ue_rries a. pregnnt rich girl, but his 

ootives in seving her fran disgrece ere not entirely 

selfless
1 

and inevitably he rJeets another girl when it 

is too late. The novel ends uith a rena.rk which could 

have been made by any of these heroes: ''He sa~'l' the next 

step he would take clearly, so clearly, with such intense 

alnost personal excitenent, that he knet'l there was not 

the soa.llest danger he would LJ.iss it. " 

. Jack 'lrevor Story,in Live Now Pay later and Sonething for 

Notl1iJJK (1963)J offers a slight variation on the charncter 

of the ru1bitious hero - lUbert .4rgyle is a wide boy, 

living on his wits, and fino,lly defeated by his otm. 

clevGrness. .ill though he is nore trensparently dishonest 

tha.>J. nost of the literary heroes of his type - in Sonething 

for Nothing he tries to defre.ud a struJ.p-trading fir:J. -

his S.iJ.bi tions and nethods are not dissi:Jilar. His ple.ns 

fail because he over-ree.ches hinself, and of course he 

loses his girl and is trappe·d. by another who is very 

nice but quite unsuitable. To his farner Distress he 

sadly a.dnits: 11 ••• and now you've got nothing and I've 

got nothing." 

John Osborne's hero in The t'lorld of Paul Slickey ( 1959) 

is a gossip-coluor.J.st who personifies the workings of the 
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bitch-goddess Success, but 1r1ho sees hinself as a vict~1 

rather than a aanipula.tor, bla.oing 11then 11 for forcing 

hio and his like into the ret-race. He is consequently 

an unattractive creature used by Osborne as e oouthpiece 

for his social satire, but the degree of objectivity 

required for .satire is alien to Osborne, and the rockets 
; 

he fires e.re wide of their targets. In look Back in Anger 

this did not natter because the oan who ~vas firing thew. 

was nore inportant th£m his now.inal targets, but Slickey 

is sentinenta.lised and too feeble to carry the play. 

The Roon a.t the To.]. pattern occurs again in Sid Chaplin's 

Sal:1 in the Mornipg ( 1965) but Sao is already half-way 

to the top, and the top he a.ins a.t is higher than Joe 

le.opton even dreaaed of. In the 1965 version the young 

th~1ster fron the rlidlru1ds is fired by a lust for power, 

power over people and their destinies, rather than by 

the nore nodest ::.1aterial anbi tions of a Joe I.e.opton. 

011 the first page of Roan at the Top l.ao.pton says: · 

My clothes were rry Sunday best: a light grey suit 
that had cost fourteen guines.s, e plcin grey tie, 
plain grey socks, and brown shoes. 'll1e shoes >vere 
the nest expensive I'd ever possessed, with e deep, 
rich, nearly black lustre. My trench-coat and ny 
hat, though, weren't up to the same st~ndsrd •••• 

Coopare this with the first page of San in . the Morn.il18:: 

The door snapped shut on ':J.Y past. It snapped not ne 
but :-:1y past. Shapeless overcoat, suit frow the hook, 
chee.p shirt, stained tie, down-at-heels shoes were 
ell so nuch caw.oufle.ge. Tho shepeless black overcoAt 
was e. eleele for c new o.e.n and a gleaning, ra.zor-sherp 
oind. I knew Lzy way; I had been there before; I knew 
it was os.de for ne. 

In the ten or so years between the ~vo novels Joe has been 

replaced by a tougher, brasher character who does not try 

tp l:fide his origins or r.J.ake a good irJpression, but uses 

his class as e weapon, even exaggerating it to enphasise 
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how far he has already clinbed. Sa.u takes an alnost perverse 

pleasure in refusing to conforn. He loses the &irl he 

wants, but is happy with the wor:u:m he does oarry, only 

sonetines feelipg that there is soraething missing in 

his life. The pat nor~~ ending which is so characteristic 

of this type of novel is thus avoided, but this gain in 

realis1::1 is off-set by Chaplin's predilection for fants.sy. 

His view of big business is so startlingly unreal that 

it is inpossi ble to believe either in Sat:l or in his 

success. A large portion of the book is devoted to 

showing SaD et the office, where his tirJe is spent 

inpressing end ru:mipulating people, people who ere then­

solves 1.mlikely, and the reader is expected to take San's 

brilliance as a businessuan for granted. He nust have 

been very good at his job (whatever it was), for there 

is no other apparent reason why this insufferable yoLL~g 

nan should have been tolerated even in 1970, the elate 

1 
in which the book is set. 

~lillian Golding in Fincher Tlbrtin ( 1956) has drawn a 

portrait of the cooplete egoist, a nan v-1e can only admire 

for his perverse tenacity &nd coure.ge. In Fincher the 

desire to survive is so strong thet ct the mnent of 

deatW he invents D world where his ego can survive. 

Before he went inoo the nsv.Y, Chris (his descriptive 

nicknene was given to hin later) wa.s e.n ector, t:lnd 

brief flashbacks of his life are interspGrsed with his 

struggle to survive on a rock in the Atlentic. In 

Chepter 8 he is chosen to set the p~rt of Greed in e 

1 ~1en at work are rarely convincing in contenporary novels~ 
and the subject is seldon central. So~.1e exceptions are: 
Wilfred Sheed Office Politics (1966). I1ichael Frayn 
Towards the End of the ]\~ornin (1967), John Bowen Story-
Board! 1960 and ~~irley Hazzard People in Glass Houses (1967) 
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play and the producer says: 

let ne .neke you two better ecqu~.inted. 'Ihis pe.inted 
bastard here t11kes anything he cen ley his hands on. 
Not food, Chris, that's far too sinple. He takes the 
best pert, the best seat, the nost noney, the best 
notice~ the best wouan. He was born with his nouth 
e.nd his flies open and both hands out to gra.b. He's 
a cosnic ce.se of the bugger who gets his penny and 
soneone else's bun. 

He has always taken whet he wants and ~Then he neets a 

woElen he can love, he rapes her because she will not 

give in to hio. She oarries Nathf.\niel, en innocent end 

good oan w"hoo Fincher tries to nurder. His love-hate 

relationship w:i. th Nathaniel· steus froE1 his fear of being 

weakened in his resolves and a.obi tions. Nathaniel's 

goodness threatens the e.utonorzy of his selfish ego, for 

a feelip:g for soneone other tha.n hinself would destroy 

his solitude e.nd independence. The strength of Pincher's 

will to live, his ruthless egoisn, is the key ·to the 

interpretation of the book, for if Fincher had not been 

such a rwn he would not have invented the rock where he 

struggles for survival. 

Three years ofter Fincher Martin, vlillian Golding published 

Free Fell in which the hero, S&liJY Hountjoy, is ~~ nore 

subtle version of Fincher. \tlhere Fincher is shown as he 

is, SaDIJY tr'i!es to discover. at what point he bece.l;le whe.t 

he is. Fincher is en evil ;:nan, but Saony is less obviously 

so and he tries to pinpoint the nooent in his life when 

he lost his innocence. Like all the pushing heroes i-Tho 

he.vo been discussed in this chapter, Sru:u:zy has used 

wooen, not in this case for the purpose of a.dvanceoent, 

but out of a sense of power and e. desire to inpose his 

will on others. 
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Jocelin, the hero of Willian Golding's The §eire (1964) 

would not at first sight appear to hc."l.ve ouch in co.r.1non 

with Joe lanpton and his type. He is a. churchoan who 

succeeds in getting e spire built on the church - largely 

thrm.gh. his own efforts. The power of his 'trill is 

trenendous end it is used to further his spiri tus.l 

aobitions rather than.naterial ones, but he is of the 

sane breed as Joe la~:1pton. i\. ruthless egoist whose 

~~1otives are suspect, he is the csuse of deaths and· 

disasters aoong those t-rho cor:1e in contact 'lri th hin. 

In ell the novels discussed so fer, the pushing young 

hero has been seen from the inside (Jocelin is older 

but he is not an exception). In Anthony Powell's 

twelve-novel sequence The I"lusic of Tine (begun in 1951) 

the pushing young D..en is seen fro;::t the outside, frou the 

point of view of those he is pushing out. The Music 

of Tine chronicles the social history of the upper cless, 

public school, Oxbridge young nen of the 1920s end 1930s. 

They are a doooed species, anachronisos, pushed finally 

into extinction by the aggressive, power-h1mgry, energetic 

lm-rer closs type represented here chiefly by lrlid:1erpool. 

1 A. Mizener suggests that there is e nr,jor contrast 

inplied between Stringham "the cnn of iuaginstion vii th 

his heightened sensitivity to the proruses of life ru1d 

his objectless passion • • • on the verge of disintegra-

tion 11 end Wi<L."J.erpool "the self -absorbed mm of will • 

on his wey to success. " Mizener 1-rri tes of: "Powell 's 

deep, quiet sense of the ~Tentieth century as a wrecked 

civilization grubbing along in the ffi1adow of its greatness's 

1 The Sense of Life in the Modern Navel, 1965. 



5A.25 

ruins, a viOrld ner,rly trt.;nsforDed by the l1Tidnerpool 's 

though still ht:unted by the Stringhcn' s." .Another critic 1 

sni:t the incursion of Widr1erpool into the lives of the 

Stringhens end Gorings !lS "sigDifica...YJ.t of the chrmging 

forr.1 of society end t"lso r portent of \•lidnerpudlian 

\'lrath to conie. 11 1vflter J'lilerfsuggests that Jenkins, the 

nv-rrator, is interested in the anolysis of human behe.viour 

and the natives that proopt it. "The ;-m.in motive s.ppeers 

to be the will to povrer, seen at its nost grotesque 

and nlso at its oost for::ri.dable in Widnerpool. 11 

Widnerpool o.ppeers in these novels f\.S a clown, e vulgar 

buffoon, the butt of the refined witticisns of his 

"superiors "• But it is 1fidwerpool who gets to the top, 

the others who faclo away or die. 1-U though P0well 's 

approach to his ne.terie.l is ironic, it is clear -vrhere 

his syr1po.thies lie. Consequently he sees in \fidmerpool 

only L~terie.l for fGrce - 1'-n Dtti tude which contrasts 

strangely to thD-t of writers like John Brdne. 

1vidnerpool cannot be taken seriously by the <mthor, the 

other cheracters or the reader: he is a grotesque. Such 

en e.tti tude severely lini ts the tTL1.th of Powell's picture 

of the decr,y of en effete society end the growth of one 

nore vulgar but nore vital. Wict:J.erpool' s effect on the 

tight circle of the StringhaL1s, Gorings e.nd lialpole-

Wilsons is the natter of the comedy of r~ners, but in 

Powell's hands it is alnost the r.w.tter of farce, and the 

two do not quite nix. Fron the point of view of the 

upper-classes in Powell's novels, WiruJerpool is a figure 

of fun. By the 1950s such fi[;ures are toker1 seriously -

society (and fiction) has been forced to change its attitude. 

1 TLS: The British Iuaginntion, 1960 •. 
2 'The Husic of Tine', The List., 3.4.1958. 
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Jinoy Porter, Jim Dixon and Joe l.e.l:~pton vrere three of the 

c::tost ioportant characters to appear in · English fiction 

in the 1950s. They are inportent not only because of the 

nunber of i!:ri. te.tions they inspired - end only o few of 

the better ones heve been discussed here - but also 

bec£J.use they were cherecters vrho were iE:h':ledit>tely recognised 

by critics and readers as truly conteoporary creations. 

'Th.eir reset:J.blances to pre-wer li terery che.ra.cters is 

superficial; they fire products of the ivelft:re Strte. 

One further group renains to be discussed before leFving 

the young non-hero: the delinquent, the drop-out, the 

social reject, the petty-criruna.l. He is the true rebel. 

Since the wer, delinquents and juvenile crL.rl.nals have 

provided fodder for sociologists, crininologists, psycholo-

gists and 'Th.e Tines letter-writers, but novelists, perhaps 

not l'l'ia'Yli11g to conpete with the experts, heve tended to 

shy away fron the subject. There is no body of delinquent 

literature and no vogue for delinquent heroes, in spite 

of the obvious contenporenei ty of the subject. SoD.e of 

the few novels with delinquent heroes are of interest, 

ond because there was no r.10del for the type, FS there 

wes in the other three groups, they ere surprisingly 

varied. 

Alan Sillitoe 1s The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner 

the title story of a volw::te of short stories (1959) is e 

prief but perceptive study of a juvenile delinquent. 

The hero is a Borstel boy, a ;~gnificent ethlete and 

runner. 'Th.e Governor of the Borsta.l 'llrants hila to win 

a race, and he wants to win it hio.self, but for the sake 

of pure defitmce he forces hioself not to. The clea.r 
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division between ''us 11 e"nd "then" Which Wf.>S notiCeFble in 

Silli toe 1 s Sf3,turdey Night and Sunday rllorning is even 

nore ::JB.rked here. Sni th, the boy, must prove to hir:1self 

he is really e free individuel end he prefers social 

ostra"cisn to loss of inner liberty. His refuse.l to 

win is f' revenge on e society ill'hich hed nothing to offer 

hit:1. F .R. Ksr 1 
1 

points out ths.t two conflicting ideas 

of society ere in opposition to eo.ch other: "the ~ocie.l 

1norrJali ty 1 of the governor in his corrupted va.lues and 

the personal defiance of the nngry Borstal boy with his 

integrity and purity. 11 The reasons for the "e.nti-socia.l ;r 

behe.viour of the delinquent, · Borstal boy, e.re r,ade 

explicit without the aid of sociological or psychological 

explanations. 

llnthony Burgess 1 s A Clockwork Orange ( 1962) is the auto-

biographical co~Session of ~ juvenile delinquent, 1Uex, 

who lives in en unspecified but not vezy distent future, 

a future vvhere reginentation rnd neche.nisetion hpve 

increased. The delinquent is essentially a non-conforr:list 

end when "'llex is Cllught by the police and kills e. cell-

nete, society decrees that he should be re-educeted. 

Baclc in the world he ueets ~ s~npathetic 1~n who s~ys: 

2 
You 1ve sinned, I' .suppose, but your punishr:~ent hes been 
out of all proportion. They have turned you into 
sonething other than a hUlJEm being. You have no power 
of choice any longer. You are c01:ui tted to socie.lly 
e .. cceptable acts, a little EJachine cape.ble only of good. 
• • • But the essential intention is the real sin. A 
;·,w,n l'll'ho cannot choose cea.ses to be e nan. 

Alex is eventually "re-re-educa ted n, the conditioning 

is reversed end he returns to the worll older, but nuch 

as he was when the book began. But he finds he no 

l A Reader 1s Guide to the Contenporarv English Navel, 1963. 
2 Chapter four. 
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longer enjoys gang life ~md the book ends with Alex 

deciding to find a girl end settle down. Burgess's viel'T 

of the teen-pge or delinquent probleo is sinple: they.will 

grow out of it. .Uex is drmm into the gcng becruse he 

is bored and because it offers a kind of security find 

friendship, a sense of belongi~,which his hone-life 

does not • 

.Anthony Burgess does not gloss over the crl.lelty and 

thoughtless sadisn and destructive_ness of Alex a.nd his 

kind, but he does succeed in enge.ging the reader's synpathy 

and liking for hir;1. The book is successful on anothe:::r 

level too: it is stylistically exciting. 

1 
There we.s ne, that is lliex, and uy three droogs, that 
is Pete, Georgie, and Din, Din being really diu, Emcl 
we sat in the Korova f1illcbar r:wking up our rassoodocks 
what to do with the evening, a flip dark chill winter 
bastard though dry. The Korove Ffilkbar WEtS 11 Dilk-plus 
nesto, end you rwy, 0 DY brothers, have forgotten whet 
these nestos were like, things chf>n:::,:ring so skorry 
these dP.ys and everybody very quick to forget, news­
papers not being read uuch neither. lvell, wh<:: t they 
sold. there was nilk plus sonething else. ·They h.P.d no 
licence for selling liquor, but there ~'la.s no lm-1 yet 
against prodding sone of the new veschches • · • • poet 
it vii th •• drencron or one or two other veschches 
which wOuld give you e nice quier horrorshow fiftee:::n 
ninutes ed.niring Bog And .411 His Holy .Angels and &dnts 
in your left shoe with lights bursting ell over your 
o.ozg. • • • Our pockets vmre full of deng, so there 
wes no real need fron the point of vievr of cresting 
nny nore pretty polly to tolchock sone old veck in en 
alley end viddy hiD swL1 in his blood while we counted. 
the takings e.nd divided by four, nor to do the ultra­
violent on so:-.1e shivering starry grey-haired pti tse. 
in a shop and go sneaking off with the till's guts. 
But, es they say, uoney isn't everything. 

'Ihis teem:.ge shmg, t sort of ru1derworld lingo vri th slc\v 

roots, 1'n<tdsat 11 they cell it, is very effective. It is 

eosy to understand and, curiously, is uore successful at 

conveying the essential noutsiderness :r of the delinquent 

tho.n c.re r.1ost cttenpts e.t reelistc recording of contenporo.ry 

l Chapter 1. 
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teen-age speech. A conporison between, soy, J.D. Salinger's The 

Catcher in the Rye (1951) .nnd Burgess's novel shows how 

curiously de, ted Selinger's novel has becone in s few 

yeers. As a sociologicel study it is still of interest, 

but as a novel it lacks the freshness r.,nd tinelessness 

of Th~rgess's book. 

l 
Colin Mac Innes has been described by Paul vlest as "the 

Hogarth of the cleared-streets er~ • • • • A connoiseur 

of underdogs, Flash Harrys, and wo..nglers •••• " Mr-cinnes 's 

territory is the neglected wastes of Kensal Green, 

BaymTcter, Netting Hill Gate and Ladbroke Grove, and his 

people are the Spadesjo.nd Junbles 1-rho live there, soo.etines 

in a state of uneasy truce, end sonetines in a ste.te of 

violent conflict. 
2 

J'vfu.c Innes he s been described as 8. 

"docunente..ry novelist 11 whose novels ere fiction~lised 

versions of his essays end trticles. In EnglP.nd, H8lf 

English (196§) M~.cinnes answers this criticisn: 

3 In ey own case e the:1e, lo ter to be evoked in fiction, 
ha.s e.lwD.ys 'novecl in on' ne end has becone, without 
any delibere.te intent, P part of ny life elnost befor~3 
I vTf'S E'Were of it, and certr:inly long before I thought 
of writing of it. DJ.ring this period of se turr tion 
such epprehensirlm es I h£Jve is intuitive, then thoughtful; 
the fe.ctuel 'doCUL1entetion' elwe.ys cones long efterwords 
••.. I would thus describe•. City of Spades or 
Absolute Beginners - no doubt fle.tteringly - &s poetic 
evocations of a h\KIDn situation, with undertones of 
social cri ticisn of it: 1r1ildly rooantic in nood, and 
as rigorously analytic es I can be, by inplication. 

Colin I'Iacinnes hes published a nunber of books vThich devl 

with delinquents end nea.r-delinquents, of o.ll colours. 

His chief interest, though, is in the coloured iruJigrents 

who he sees .::ts victins of racial prejudice. Like .c'lnthony 

Burgess's delinquent, they are outsiclers, alien to the 

society in 't-Thich they find thenselves. In City of Spades (1957) 

l The Hoclern Novel, 1965. 
2 enongst others by J. We-in in Essnys on 4-ter!-:ture end 

Idens, 1963. 
3 Fron his esSC'Y 'Sharp Sch::mtter 1 • 
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he traces the downfall of a Nigerian who cones to Engla.nd 

with high hopes for his future, but vTho beco:Jes entangled 

in the lew and finolly returns hooe. He tells his story 

hiraself in o.n exuberant lively argot, the ergot of the 

black underworld, the drop-outs, drug-pushers, ponces and 

petty thieves, nen who pride thenselves on their elegant 

sophistication, who live 1-vi th flair and a certain style. 

'Iheir nanes ere rer:d.riscent of Th>non Runyon cherscters: 

Misery Kid, Zesty-Boy Shift, The Fe bulous Hopli te, Cell-

1ae-Cobber, Ex-Deb-of-lest-Year, end so on. Tho hero ~ 

tells his story like this: 

This didn't seew to be rzy lucky drw for ge.y society, 
because the next person who accosted ne was no one 
less but e well-knovm idiot from beck hone celled 
ThrahiD Tondepo, P. thoroughly gilded youth, who just 
because his I8d owns tvm Sl:JDll cineor:s thDt regularly 
catch on fire end burn up portions of the eudience, 
allowed hinself in le.gos greet firs of class distinction, 
earning hatred and laughter everywhere around. He 
looked at oe up and doW11 and shook his body in his 
expensive suit as if he was shivering cold water off 
it. So 'Hull or, chieftain, ' I said to hin. 'How is 
each one of your six ;~others?' (this being a reference 
to his not knowing really who his oother was, becac2se 
his Ia.d is vole.tile, end he quite unlike any of his 
brothers). 

Colin Macinnes is not e.ttempting strict nature.lisn of 

1 it would in the C?·se of soci:;:.l exotics such c.s these, 
result in t 'period diclect' : pedestrio.n, t~nd fixed 
for ever in the tino streo.n. So I tried • • • to 
re-invent, fron ret.1i ty, a nore 're~~ 1 

- and therefore 
tioeless - lo.n.gu.ege, as Dickens did, I believe, with 
S::u:mel Weller's speech. 

In Colin *·.cinnes's view, young nen, whether bl::ck or white, 

becone delinquents priJ::Je,rily becr.:use of the pressures of 

society. ( There z:.re of course sone very nasty ch.?.r:.-.cters 

o.oong then - Macinnes does not sentinentelise his portroits). 

1 Englcnd, Ifulf English (1966). 
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Jane Gc.skell is ~ very nuch younger novelist than Colin 

Macinnes, cmd the view she gives of delinquents is fron 

::;. different engle. In Attic &"lf:ter (1963) her young 

heroine neets a group of ''leather-jacket 11 boys. The world 

of the g~ng with its rigid r::1ores, its t.ping of e.dults, 

its essentio.lly adolescent end im1ocent bel11>.viour, !:!nd 

its Q~dercurrent of violence, is discovered by the heroine 

~then she bccones the girl-friend of one of them. In 

All Ncs.t in Black Stockings ( 1966) her hero is not fron 

the middle-classes es in her ee.rlier book, but is one of 

the "ler.ther-jl'.cket" brigode. He is a window-clecmer whose 

chief leisune occupetion is the pursuit of girls • 

.Alex Hanil ton in Tmm Parole ( 1964) elso tells his story 

fron the point of view of a petty-criuina.l and drop-out. 

Many questions about the hero are left unanswered but he 

appears to be in London on parole fron a nental hol.:le. He 

returns to his old haQ~ts, Soho rJainly; and his picaresque 

r,dventures begin. In spite of his efforts to avoid the 

oistakes he QC,d~ before, he finds he is trapped in his 

old identity, and he gives up and returns to his "hotel". 

HSL1ilton gives n vivid picture of the seedy m1derworld of 

Soho end of sone of its chart~cters, but he offers no 

sociological or psychologicnl Hexplcnf' tions 11 of their 

condition. If he is meking e point ebout these people, 

it is only the obvious one tha.t they cannot be 0cured rr if 

they return to their old environoent - society does not 

recognise change in personality ~nd one's old identity is 

c trap for the new • 

Rupert Croft-Cooke in his seventeen or so novels hvs 

specialised in portraying delinquents, crioinels t:md 

drop-outs from society, but he is concerned nore l-Tith 



5A.32 

telling c good story (l~1ich he does very well) than with 

offering fresh insights into the cri[unal nind. Croft-

Cooke's psychology and sociology are fairly conventional 

but his characters are reasonably convincing. Clash 

by. Night ( 1962) has a. chnra.cter who is a first-offender 

and Croft-Cooke iuplies thet not only was his downfsll 

inevitable, given his hone life, but that by the time 

he comes to realise the ~.me is not worth the candle, 

it will be too le.te for him to change. Paper Albatross 

( 1965) was possibly inspired by the Great Train Robbery -

the hero is one of the new-style criDintls with br1.ins, 

ebility and coBDon-sense, but he is tr~pped when his 

share of the proceeds fron a robbery turns out to be 

larger than he can handle, ~~d he has no idea of what 

to do. 

The portrait of the delinquent which euerges from the 

pages of these writers is a sy.~pcthetic one, but all 

the writers e.re outsiders looking in on the group 

(although Alex Ifu.oilton gives the impression of having 

a. closer view tha.."l. the others). Tho other young non-- . 

hl::~roes .discussed i...'1. this chnpt~"Jr had a convincingly 

autobiographicE>l !feel"to thea. A novel by a delinquent 

could ,.Tell start a foshion for this rather neglected 

hero. 

1 The non-heroes discussed so far have all been young, 

either in their teens or early twenties. They ht.ve all 

protested or rebelled against the Welfare State or post-

war EngU:lnd. Their rebellion has t<'2ken a number of 

1 Willi~~ Golding's heroes nust be excepted fron these 
genercliso.tions - his characters are too conplex ro1d 
originol for then to properly belong toe 11schooln. 
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forms, but it would be wrong to suggest that they D.re 

revolutionaries. The so-called rebels do not want to 

change the world, but to elter their smoll corner of it; 

the delinquents and drop-outs build e world for themselves 

outside society. They e.re ''res.ctioneries 11
1 c. nore nega.tive 

kina of rebl.;ll thr.n ''r"wolution;~rios!' .rhey are reacting 

against the society into which they were born, but their 

reaction cen be seen in onother light os sinply s 

contenpor~ry l;}!lnifestation of the cge-old conflict 

between generations. In ne.ny of these novels the young 

hero is reacting e.gainst or escaping fron his pe.rents 

and the kind of lives they lead. Of course it is his 

pnrents and their generation who have r.w.de the post-war 

world whe.t it is, so in aff:Jct the young hero is rebelling 

against society, but if these novels ore seen as genere..tion­

conflict novels, rather than attc.cks on society, o. nevT 

light is shad on their importance, li1 the 1950s nru1y 

readers and critics hoped that the im.gry Young Men ( the 

nane bece.r,.1e c. blarket~ero for ell the new non-heroes) 

'l'muld lead ~- revolution which would e.ffect the future of 

literature and, it was hoped, society. This hc.s not 

happened end fron the perspective of ten yeBrs lnter it 

cc.n be seen that the rebelliousness of many 't'TaS sioply 

e. fashion. 'Ihe heroes b.Dve "grown-up 11 and both they end 

most of their creE!tors hElve conforned, establishing 

theuselves ss solid, serious-r:ri.nded edults. 'Ihe rebellious 

young hero appears less frequently in the novels of the 

late 1960s, but the influence of the 1950s writers 

continues to be felt in other ways. Their real contribu­

tion to the conteoporo.ry novel wa.s to revitalise the 

provincial novel and to introduce the witty, loquacious, 
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irreverent young hero. 

It uc.s suggested Dt the begim1i11_g of this chc.pter tho..t 

1'the non-heroic hero hDs becone the standtrd fictior4'11 

representrtive of his ego. ,,1 ill though the yolmg non-hero 

hos c.ttracted more cttention then the Eri.ddle-rged hero, 

partly beCDuso he seeo.ed particulDrly contanpornry, 

there is too :;:. conte11porary type of n:i.ddle-ogod hero. 

His likeness to pre-wt:.r heroes is nore r:.m.rked, but he is 

contenporory bec~mse thetiroblens he feces are unique to 

the post-wer world. Like the yom~ non-heroes the 

oiddle-D.ged ones are often victi;ns of society or rebels 

c.ge.inst society, or seekers of a plo.ce in society, but 

their sethods of protest are very different. 

It has elready been pointed out that the rebelliousness 

of the young non-hero is often without direction, a 

generalised ruther than a pe.rticularised feeling of 

discontent. The essential difference between these and 

the r:liddle-aged hero is that the latter can define his 

antipathies nore clearly, but because he is not tln 

adolescent froill whom non-conforo.isn is expected, even 

dena.nded, he finds it nore difficult to escope froo the 

l:i:eckles of society. His rebellion cmaes too lete. His 

behaviour is looked on by the rest of society $S e 

form of childishness or insanity, e.nd he is seldor.1 strong 

enough to ui thst~nd the pressures of B society to tihich 

he has belonged for forty or nore years. He becoues e 

victir:1, for while society condones extreordinery behaviour 

in the young, it does not tolerate it in the rri.ddle-

or old-e.ged. 

1 PostwFr British Fiction, 1963. 
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There are two types of oiddle-aged rebel - those who have 

conforoed all their lives ru1d now try to break out, and 

those 1-1ho have never conforoed and are fighting to retain 

their independence. 

In the first group the heroes rebel a.gainst routine, 

against nine-to-five jots and five-to-nine wives. 

Frequently they live in cor:lfortable, fel!tureless suburbs 

and have teen-sge children whose freedon they envy. 

Their rebellion is expressed either by trying to leave 

their old lives behind then and starting afresh, or by 

breaking sone of the rules of their society. 

The nost connonly broken rule is the rule of oonoge.my. 

The hero is bored, bored with his job, his vrife, his 

children anl the settled routine of his life. He 

expresses his boredon not by leaving hone but by having 

an affair with another vTonan. 'llie affair begins as rm 

idle flirta.tion- usually with a younger wonan- but the 

predictable conplications and crises arise and the hero 

is put in the position of choosing between love and duty. 

Usually he chooses the latter emd returns to his wife 

nursing a broken heart and showing a. brave face. T'ne 

essential triteness and banality of this pattern presents 

peculiar difficulties to the novelist vTho e.tteopts it, 

and few of the novels of this tyfe. rise to ony li terery 

heights. 

John Brophy's The Prine of Life ( 1954) illustrates sone 

of the difficu~ties. His hero is e very dull, sooffiihat 

ponpous DBn, but he is oore credible ths.n the heroine 

who is obviously es r:mch e.. puzzle to the euthor as to the 
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hero. She is not, however hard Brophy tries to 38ke her 

so, a nenber of the post-war generation. Robin Maughan's 

'lhe Green Sh..ade ( 1966) suffers fron the sa.rae handicap, 

as do Stanley Middleton's Terns of Reference (1966), 

John Willians 's I€ath is a Lizard ( 1963) and J.D. Scott's 

The Pretty Penny (1963). Panela Hansford Johnson varies 

the formula in The Hunbler Creation ( 1959) by rJBking the 

hero a clerg:ruan, tenpted into sin. 

Kathleen Nott in Pn Elderly Retired Men (1963) produces 

e hero so nonru:~ente.lly dull, so fond of introspection 

and soul-seerching that it reises the question of whether 

it is possible to depict a boring cheractOB:.' for any 

length of tine without boring the reader. Williar.1 

Se.nsoi:J. in Goodbye (1966) solves this problen by using 

s. delice.tely ironic approach to his subject. His hero 

nay be a boring little nan to his wife, but he does 

not bore the reader. Sinilar ly, Honor Tracy Is 'lhe Beau t:v 

of the World ( 1967) gains by the hu,":lorous ru1d ironic 

treatoont. of her hero. 

None of ti1ese novels is a love story. They ore sinply 

tales of restless r.ri.ddle-aged nen ha.ving a last sexue.l 

fling before settling clmm into old age with their nenories 

to warn then. 
1 

Therr rebellion is as pathetic as the 

rebellion of sone of the adolescents previously discussed, 

but rarely e.s funny t>n:d lively. JVIost of the novels have 

pat nora! endings, thotlg'h few ere quite ~s pa.t ~-s in 

JVIa.rtha Gellhorn 's Pretty 'lJ;l.les for Tired People ( 1965) 

which proposes that adultery and pride are elways followed 

by a fall. Iris Murdoch in The $andcastle (1957) 

1 In William Sanson's novel it is the wife who leaves the 
husband, so these rerw.rks do not apply to this book. 
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shows the.t the situation hes possibilities if the love 

between the hero ru1d his r~stress can be shown to be 

genuine and not merely a/tberapeuti'C/:fling. The San.dca.stle 

does not devie.te fron the typical pattern but the love 

affair arises naturally and inevitably, not because the 

hero is seeking a rof.la.Yltic ettachrJ.ent. The love-affair 

is a castle of sand, for the hero gives up his chance for 

personal happiness and obeys the c.rlls of duty, obligation 

and social expedience, but their love is nonethaess 

genuine. 

Nono of the heroes t:nd h.:;roinps of these; ~19V0ls is 

making a cooplete bre~k >'lith his old life, end nost of 

then return to it a little chastened. In contrast to 

these heroes are the ones who try to leave their old 

lives behind then end st€trt !'lfresh. Their rebellion is 

more positive but it is also nore dangerous, for while 

edul tery is not considered by society to be e greve 

crime, the total rejection of a way of life is. The 

adult is expected to behave responsibly, and society 

is against those who try to give up their responsibilities 

and start their lives &fresh. In the two novels chose~.1 

to represent this group, society is the victor. 

Brendan Mulholland's The COi:r.mter ( 1967) is s. brief novel 

uhich tells of one day in the life of a not particularly 

· endearing creature 1-1ho coor.mtes to London fron his se;;1i­

detached. Recently he has been feeling cltrustrophobic 

on the train and hf'!.S been getting off at An earlier 

station, with the result that he is late for work. On 

this de.y he is we.rned that he will be fired, e.nd he 
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expresses h:B t'nger, frustrttion :::nd resentnent in a 

riotous night. H0 is put on the trc.in by a policemcm, 

fights with his wife when he gets hone - o.nd next dey 

he is on the connuter 's trcdn. HG h:;s no choice. His 

rebellion is feeblG, but it is $111 that he con illC.ru?ge. 

John Wain's 'Ihe &ltller Sky (1967) is a more direct 

criticisn of & society which does not ellow for non­

conforr.ri.sts. A niddle-."l.ged ·scientist goes to live on 

Paddington station, the only plr.ce where he does not hecr 

druDs beating e-nd he ern feel at peece. He goes there 

to hold on to his sanity, but e 'well-nerning" friend 

discovers him and the process of forcing him to conform 

begins. A television te~ learns of his story end they 

cone to filo hin. He panics and cliobs onto the station 

roof where he feels a brief pooce under "the larger sky" 

before fs.lling to his death, 11.t'l.s Geary died, two good 

things he..ppened. The druns ceased, and the snow vTent 

on falling. 11 Society does not Dllow such r.1en as he to 

find their own sal vn tion or seek thei r own ansvmrs : non­

conform ty is construed as ins~mtiy, I'i. psychiatrist 

car:1e to talk to hir.1, the television Den carn.e to fili-.1 

hio.. His eccentric oeha.viour is sens~ltioncl na.terial -

his re?.sons for being there interest no one. 

The last group of middle-aged heroes is the nost interesting 

becsuse of the variety of character who beloP.g to it. '!hey 

ere e.ll nen who heve never conforned, who have been eble 

to reD~in reletively free froo the pressures and dene.nds 

of society. All of theu have rete.ined e freedom thet the 

nine-to-five - worker can never have. Their independence 
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has been hard-won and they fight to retain it with a 

grin tenacity. Inevitably rJ.ost of therJ. a.rG creative 

artists, a breed noted for its non-confornity. The 

novels usually show the heroes at a point \'There they 

are fightitg e. be.ttle to remain individuals outside 

society. 

A~thony Burgess's Mr Enderby first apperred in 1963 

in Inside Mr Enderby (published under the pseudonyr;: of 

Jpseph Kell) end later e sequel under Burgess's own 

noae was published, Enderby Ou.tside ( 1968). .Anthony 

Burgess's thesis is that the lyric poet is essentiEJlly 

an adolescent and if he is forced to grow up, to become 

an adult, he loses his gift for poetry. Illr Enderby is a 

pluop niddle-eged poet who has a.rranged his life around 

his work. He lives on a small annuity in a. tiny flat 

in e. set.side boerding-house, end his life is entirely 

devoted to his \-.rork. He reluctantl;y goes to London to 

receive en:nward, but the evening is a disaster. Tnere 

is a drunk lecture scene (shades of Lucky Jiw.) and 

Enderby finds hiDself penniless. He is adopted by an 

intelligent end glenorous rmgazine editor, Vesta Bainbridge, 

who bullies hio into living with her t.nd oo.rrying her. 

Enderby is "growing up", his inspir£•tion - or his nuse­

leaves hin and he cannot write. He tries to comr1ut 

suicide and is given a new personality by the psychiatrists. 

He is fairly hep!JIJ in his new role - but TtTill never be s 

poet again. 

JVIr Enderby's literary ancestor is Joyce's U:lopold Bloon, 

but he is not s. pel.e copy of hin. Enderby writes nost of 

his poetcy while sitting on the lavatory, end his bath 
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is filled with sheets and scraps of paper. His sexual 

life is restricted to onanism. He is haunted by the 

Deuory of his huge, coarse and revolti1~ step-nether, 

seeing her in every worJan he has met. His greatest 

treasure is his privacy, but he is no oatch for Vesta, 

the w·onan of the world. 

Anthony Burgess ha.s succeeded in this novel in not only 

showing the creative process of the poet's oind, but ~lso 

in offering convincing proof that Enderby's lyric poetry 

was good. He thus overcones the difficulty of persuading 

the reader to believe in Enderby's genius, e.nd the 

ironically ''happy" ending is seen es o tragedy .. 

Endertv Outside is a disappointment because it spoils the 

conpleteness of the first book, Obviously the sequel 

was not originally planned but was written because the 

first book we,s a critical success. In it Enderby finds 

his gift has returned. Enderby, a sworn enerJY of the 

Establishment, end finally its vic tiD, should not rise 

like a rather grubby Phoenix in the later book. 

Enderby is one of the uost successful portraits of the 

creative artist in conter.1pora.ry fiction; E~.nd he illustrates 

very explicitly the clesh between society and the non-

conformist. It would be repetitive to discuss any nore 

of these heroes here , for 811 of then show the sene 

fierce defence of their freedou, 

1 In .Aldous Huxley's Cr01:1e Yellow, Scogt'ln r sked : 111-lh.y will 
you young Den continue to ~irite rbout things thr-t ere so 
entirely ®interesting v.s the nentr.li ty of adolescents 
Bnd ertists?" Both E>.re still fevourite topics with writers 
- a selection of novelists who heve liritten ~bout en 
artistic character llrould include: ilngus tlilson, Sh'n :&rstow, 
John Berger, A.S. Byett, Sylvie, Clayton, J.B. Priestley, 
Honor Tracy, 11..rnold Ye.rrow, Michael BlDkenore, Murgnret 
Drabble, Maureen Duffy, Elizabeth Jane Ho't'mrd, Storn 
Janeson, lrlilfred Sheed, /Ue.:n Sillitoe, Muriel Spark. 
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One of the few artis:t:.tc heroes who hea not followed the 

sane pattern is Jake Donaghue, the hero of Iris Murdoch's 

first novel, Under the Net. Because this book was published 

in 1954 it was linked in the public's nind with Wain's snd 

ll.nis's first novels, 6nd it does, superficially, resemble 

then. n1e hero is rootless and restless and his picaresque 

s.dventures lead hin throtugh London e..nd Paris. 'Ihe huno'i.lr 

and the several scenes of high farce - the capture and 

release of Mers for example - linked Under the Net w·ith 

lucky Jim.. A closer exe.mination of the book a"l1.ows that 

the resemblances 0re fortuitous end the.t Jake hrs little 

in corJDJ.on with either Charles lumley or Jin Dixon. 

Jake is a. struggling peripatetic writer who earns his 

living froB trenale.ting. He is in his thirties end is 

an intellectuel. Moreover he is e true Bohenit:m whose 

restlessness erises more from ll.n instinctive desire to 

test out the range of his own edaptabili ty than from 

any strong hatre.~'. of a particule.r atmosphere or nilieu. 

t~e is less aware that our social structure is wrong, or 

e.irless, or oppressive, that that it is run, end it is 

the rumness the. t he's exploring, in e. sense even 

philosophically.u 1 He sees through intellectual shans, 

but he has no particular axe to grind or p~otest to make. 

Unlike the other, younger, rebels who have been discussed 

earlier, there is no likelLhood that he will ever conforn 

end the book ends more or less where it began, with Jake 

going off to find some lodgings. Jake does not resemble 

the other artistic heroes, such es Enderby, very closely 

because his art is not the whole of his life. He is 

1 G .S. Fraser, 'Iris ~1urdoch', Internetional Literary 
.~ue.l, ed. J. Wain, 1959, 
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not defendi1~ his artistic integrit,y, he is defending his 

philosophy and his right to be hiillself • 

Under the Net has no plot, there ~re no crises or resolu-

tions end the reader is not encouraged to look for a ooral 

or even an eoergent generalisation about life. Jake's 

hallucinatory quest leads hin "through half-literary and 
• 

only half-understood events, with the lower-half of the 

london scone flickering like r negic-lentem in the hands 

of an e::cci ted idiot child," 
1 

Under the Net is, then 

pi~resque, but it would be nore accurcte to describe it 

totS an Existonialist novel. 111 1111 theorizing is flight. 

We must be ruled by the situation itself end this is · 

unutterably pnrt±euler, 1 So ••• Jeke ••• ooves from 

situation to si tu.etion in a curiously dreanlike post-we.r 

london, coping with events as they occur, engaging the 

problens of existence ~r~i thout philosophioing e.bout essences.,(!. 

Jake's existentialist position is indicated in the.following 

extracts: 

3 This was what slweys happened. I 1'Tould be at pains to 
put oy universe in order e,nd set it ticking, 1'1hen 
suddenly it would burst ~tgv.in into a oess of the sene 
poor pieces, and Finn and I be on the run. 

" .,.But iJB.rriage rerJa.ins for ue an Idea of Reason, a concept 
which rJay regulate but not constitute oy life •••• 
I hate soli tude, but I 8.1"1 afraid of intil:w.cy. The 
substance of cy life is a privote conversation with 
oyself which to turn into a dialogue would be equivalent 
to self-destruction. • , • She took life intensely end 
very hard. vfuereae I think it foolish to take life so, 
e.s if you were to provoke D dnngerous s,nima.l ~-rhich will 
break your bones in the end in ~ny crse, 

5 ~~~at you need is to becone involved. As soon es you do 
S.)l'l'.Jthin~ erd"klock into people you '11 begin to hete e 
few of then. Nothing destroys e.bstractions so well es 
hatred," 
"It's true,n I said lazily. "At present I hate nobody." 

1 K • .A~lsop, 'lhe .Angry Deca.de, 1958. 
2 A. Burgess, The Novel Nqw, 1967. 
3, 4, 5, Penguin edition, peges 9, 31 end 103. 
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111 I've always travelled light,'' I soid, "end I don't see 
that it's ever helped~ to understend anything. 11 

.The title of Under the Net gives e key to Je..ke 1 s position. 

'rhe net can be seen as the net woven by society to trap 

and ermesh the individual and his private will. 

J. Gindin 
2 

offers a slightly different interpretation: 

"But planned weys of life ere nets, treps, no t:lEctter how 

carefully or rationally the net is woven, and Jake discovers 

tb.e.~10ne of these narrow paths really works. The nets 

range froo logical-positivist philosophy and left-wing 

politics through wir:ling theetricals to filo scripts and 

sophistica.ted bleckm.ail." Gindin 's interpretation is not 

wholly acceptable beceuse it implies the t Jp..ke tries to 

follow e. plan.TJ.ed wey of life. He does not, unless 

endeavouring not to follow a planned way of life C$n be 

so interpreted. Jake 1 s desire for soli tude always 

preserves hin fron true involveoent. In the light of 

this e rer~rk nade by Iris Murdoch is interesting: 3 

We need to return frorJ. the self-centred concept to the 
other-centred concept of truth. l'le are not isolated 
characters, nonarchs of all we survey, but benighted 
creatures sunk in a reality whose nature we are instantly 
and overwhelningly tenpted to deforn by fantasy. Our 
current picture of freedom encourages·~ dream-like 
facility; whereas what we require is a renewed sense 
of the difficulty end cooplexity of the ooral life and 
the opacity of persons. 

Neither Enderby and the others like hin (the creative 

artists who sacrifice everything except their independence 

for their art), nor Jake the Bohemian, are contenporary 

in the sense that the younger rebels were. JQl have about 

them ~ a. slightly anachronistic flavour and would have 

been nore at hone in london or Paris et the turn of the 

1 Pm::.::;;uin ocl.i tion, pllgQ !?23. 
2 Postwar British Fiction, 1963 
3 Quoted by A. Ke.zan, Contenporeries, 1963. 
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century. Joyce c~ry Is Gulley Jimson is their prototype. 

The le>st non-hero to be discussed in this chapter hss :-:1ost 

of the cl1~r~cteristics of the other non-heroes (including 

the rebellious young ones). He is in ;:Jt:.ny wo.ys the 

t>.rchetypc.l conterilporary non-hero. 

V.S. Naipaul in A House for Mr Biswr:s (1961), one of the 

finest novels in contenpornry fiction, hcs created a 

memorrble non-hero. r«r Biswes is borrt into a poor Indian 

f~Luly in Trinidad but he lJC"neges to get an education which 

leaves him discontented with the life of his parents, but 

ill-equipped for D.ny other. He is an artist manque, a 

otn with culture! pret<msion who would like to devote 

his life to readiug and writing but he is struggling.with 

the cooplexities of c. society where not only cletss but 0-lso 

race and caste present formidable barriers to the fulfilment 

of his ambitions. rrr Biswas is not physically prepossessing 

but he is trcpped into an arranged marriage with e. daughter 

of the Tulsi household~ The Tulsi 1s are fairly well-to-do 

shop keepers, but I'llr Biswas finds life barely tolerable 

with the fourteen daughters, two sons, sons-in-law and 

nru1erous cl1ildren, headed by a stern t~triarch and her 

adviser - all living in the sene house. Fron the time 

he joins the Tulsi 1 s his life becor.les a struggle to retoin 

his personality end to become indupendent of then. 

1 More iD.portent than religion we.s the Indiw 's fer:ri.ly 
organization, ~m enclosing self-sufficient 'I'Torld e.bsorbed 
with its quarrels and jealou~ies, as difficult for the 
the outsider to penetrate es for one of its nenbers to 
escape. It protected and imprisoned, a static world, 
mrai ting decay. 

1 V.S. Naipeul in The Middle Passage, 1962. 
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Mr Biswas would like to lee.d the life of a fastidious 

and cultured nan, but without Doney- and a house of his 

mm - this is inpossible. Towards the end he does build 

a house for hinself end his faLLily end he dies hcppy in 

his achievenent. But his house is nortgaged to the hilt 

end the son he adored a.nd had great aDbi tions for is in 

England and has stopped writing to his f~ly. 

The outline of Mr Biswas's life story would suggest that 

this novel is a tragedy, for it is a story of a would-be 

independent spirit crushed by the forces of society. Even 

his apparent victory at the end is hollo,.T. .. The outline 

suggests nothing of the considerable hur1our of the book. 

111r Biswas is an absurd hero, the situations in which he 

becones entangled are absurd, but he retains a vitality 

and optLJisn which gives hin a kind of Dore.l stature. 

He has a quick, irreverent and often facetious wit, end 

he never loses faith in hinself. Mr Biswas is never 

defeated or pathetic in his mm. eyes for his faith in 

hinself is supported by his lack of self-knoi'lledge. He 

sees hiaself as a nan of culture and education, e.nd yet 

ironically he can only do two jobs well - sign~writing 

(which is not profitable and he he.s to e.bandon it) end 

reporting for a sensational newspaper (which chenges its 

policies and puts hin out of a job). His life is a series 

of [Ushaps, but he continues to believe in his freedon • 

.Although l\1r Bimtas, his cha.re.cter ond fortunes, are the 

chief concern of the book, Naipaul's pictuxe of the exotic 

society in which he liv'es is vividly drawn while it avoide 

the trap of offering a sociologiceJ. study. l'Je.ipaul brings 
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a whole world to life • 

In contrast to this book nost of the novels discussed show 

a thinness of talent and a self-absorbed egoisB which 

suggests that the delineation of a dissentient or rebel 

is, in the end, of lioited interest. He nust be nore than 

that. Naipaul widens the range of this type of novel 

and by doing so indirectly shm'ls up the n8rrowness of scope 

and even a certali1 tioidity aLlongst the English writers. 

Naipaul has a Dickensian bree.dth, with a style a.rtd 

treatnent which liken hin to E .JVI.Forster. ~IJ:r Bisvras, 

in spite of his nationality, is oore w..ivorsal, mre 

representative, of the average non-fictional non-hero 

of this age than s,re any of the English non-heroes. 

He is, quite siDply, the non-hero of the contemporary 

world. 
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Chapter 5 Part B: 

vlomen Novelists 

• 1 A. Burgess refers to :-n ::ttc.ck Olivi.::- M:.,nning mc.de on 

people who declnre thc.t they ''never reed wooen novelists", 

~s though mole and female fiction constituted two distinct 

~d reqognisc.ble categories of art. 1\ll novelists, according 

to Olivia Mruming, "are really a sort of blootring hermnphrodi te ". 

Her cry of fury is far from new, but it is interesting 

that even the "emnncipated" woman writer of the twentieth 

century should still feel it. necessary to make it. The 

woman novelist is still struggling to free herself from 

the lnbel "lady novelist" and to have her work accepted 

on o. po.r with the wmrk of men. 

The (usually) male reader is not wholly to bla.ne for his • refusal to read women novelists. The ~-jority of women 

novelists are popular novelists whose specia~ity is the 

romantic women's mngnzine type of fiction. There are 

fewer male competitors in tr~s field than there are in the 

other field fr.voured by popu.l.C\.r women novelists, the 

detective story. Romance hns therefore become their 

particular preserve, and it is natural, if foolish, to 

o.ssume that n. woman novelist one has not read belongs t,) 

the majority. 

Su~~ an assumption is given further weight by the fact that 

the subject matter and material of popular and serious 

novels written by women is ~ery often the same. Jane 

Austen's novels, reduced to a plot outline, are love stories 

not unlike those of the typical story in Womo:n. In one way 

1 Urgent Copy, 1968. 
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or another, most women novelists are concerned with some 

~spect of love. In previous centuries this would 

necessarily have meant that men vmuld have ignored their 

work, but the average twentieth century mnle is peculie..rly 

fearful of being labelled effeminate. A glance at the most 

popular novels written and redd by men shows that love 

plays a very small part in this fiction. Rape and lust 

replace seduction and love, and their women a.re figu:r>es 

of wish-fulfilhent who bear little nesmeblance to actual 

flesh-and-blood women. Love is confused vTi th sentimenta.li ty 

and banished to women's.novels. There are signs that this 

position is begin_'Yl.ing to change, for the younger twentieth 

century male born since the war, is more feminine and less 

aggressively masculine than his older brother or father. 

If this trend continues the woman novelist may find that 

she has been accepted, not through any efforts of her own, 

but because the attitude of rJen to such "sissy" subjects 

as love has changed. 

A. Wilson 1 said of the younger generation: 

They have got rid of so much that destroyed my genera­
tion. I believe that to a great degree they are 
getting rid of whe.j; they would call "the hwg-up 11 on 
sex. The whole concept of victimise.tion, the vrhole 
concept that there must be somebody destroyed, the 
whole idea of the necessity of pain in love affairs, 
the Nbmle rigid idea of the little woman, the strong 
silent man, the flirt, the cad - all this goes. The 
old ideas disappear, of men here and women there, of 
the victim, the chase. All these hardened attitudes, 
and dogma tic honosexuali ty along with them. 'lhe lvhole 
thing is more merged and fluid. 

In spite of this hopeful prognosis, at the end of the 

article A. vlillmon says that he fears that "• • , this 

sexual revolution, like everything else liberal in England 

today, may well be threatened by the sudden panic that has 

begun over the loss of authority." 

l ''lhe Sexual Revolution', The List., 10.10.1968. 
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Olivia MonnL~'s belief that novels written by men and 

women do not belong in separate categories, is interesting. 

She is, of course, right in believing that sepa.rate critical 

standards should not be applied, but it is doubtful whether 

she is right in averring that the sex of the author is 

not apparent in his novels. Virginia Woolf,in a review 

of R.Brimley Johnson's The Women Novelists 1
, disagrees • 

• • • and yet no one will a.dmi t that he can possibly 
mistake o. novel wri tten . .;by a rn.a.n for a novel written 
by a woman. There is the obvious and enormous difference 
of experience in the first place; but the essential 
difference lies in the fact not that men describe bettles 
and women the birth of children, but that each sex 
describes itself •••• And finally •••• there arises 
for consideration the very difficult question of the 
difference between the man's and the woman's view of 
what constitutes the importance of any subject. Fro1~ 
this springs not only marked differences of plot and 
incider.t, but infinite differences of selection, method 
and style. 

Ian Watt 2 cites the exaople of Jane Austen to suggest that: 

the feminine se:nsibilitj: ... was..: in sone Ttrays better 
equipped to reveal the intricacies of personal relation­
ships and was therefore at a real advontago in the realm 
of the no~el, The reasons for the greater feminine 
coa~d of the area of personal relationships would be 
difficult and lengthy to detail; one of the main ones 
is probably that suggested in John Stuart Mill's statement 
that 'all the education that women revei~e from society 
inculcates in th9!!! the feeling that the individuals 
connected wjth then are the only ones to whon they owe 
any duty. ' As to the connexion of this with the novel, 
there can surely be ltttle doubt. 

Mary McCarthy 3 sees the fictional experiments of the twentieth 

century as having gone in two directions: towards sensibility 

und towards sensatiOn. "The novel of sensibility was 

feminine •••• In the nodern novel of sensibility the shimmer 

of sonsciousness oppuPies the whole field of vision, Happenings 

are broken down into tiny discrete impressions." She suggests 

later that the novel's distinctive tone, even when at its 

nost serious, is onG "of gossip and tittle tatt:hm". Wo~n 

are not necessarily more inclin~ed to gossip than men, but 

1 Review published in TLS 17,10.1918, reprinted in Conterrmoracy 
Writers, 1965. 

~hli'he Rise of the Noyel, 1963. 
3 On the Contrary, 1961. 
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they often ~ve the knack of making gossip nore entertaining, 

1 A. Burgess suggests a similar division of the novel to 

Mary McCarthy's. · He uses the Chinese terns 'yin 11 and "m" 

to distinguish • • • 

two distinct, opposite and conplementary, impulses in the 
novel, • • • the feminine an~ mosculine poles in a pre­
sexual or, if we like, nete.phorica.l sense. The yin is the 
yielding, the ~. the forceful; the ~ is concerned 
with the colour and texture of life, the m with its 
dynawic: the ~prose-style is careful, exquisite, 
full of quq.lified stl:{:tements, while th~ ~ is less 
scrupulous, coarser, more aggressive. Henry James was 
a ~novelist; Ernest Hemingway belonged to the 
brotherhood of the y~~g. 

Burgess ppints out that most women novelists belong to the 

;z!m. impulse, and are most often influenced by the male 

m writers. 

There can be no doubt that there are differences between 

novels written by men and those written by wonen, and th~t 

they do form two distinct and recognisable categories • 

SoBe writers rea.lly are "a sort of bldloming hermaphrodite", 

as ~ivia Manning suggests 2-: E.M. Forster, Henry James, 

Willian Sansom and L .P. Haxtley cone to mnd . - but the 

sex of nost novelists is iLh~ediately~~rent to the reader 

of their works. 

Attempts to discover exactly what distinguishes these h1o 

types of novel leads to the rooking of generalisations\:which 

call for nodifications nnd qu~lifi~tions. V. Woolf 3 

quotes some of R. Brinley Johnson's statements: 

Women are born preachers and ~lwaJti~ work forEU idea.l. 

Wonan is the mora.l realist, w.d her realism is not inspit!ed 
by an idle ideal of ott, but of sympathy with life, 

George Eliot's outlook remains thoroughly emotional and 
feminine. 

Wo Women ore humorous and satirical rather than imaginative. 

They have a greater sense of emotional purity than men, 
but a less alert sense of honour, 

••• • 0 ·- - 0 ••• 
0 -1 Tbe Noyel Maw, 1967, 

2 Quoted by A. Burgess, urgent Co&• 1968. 
3 'Women Novelists', Contempor~;ry Writers, 1965 • 



• 

5B,05 

Ian Watt 1 quotes Henry Janes ns saying: 

Women .:tre dclim>..te ond p::1tient observers; -!;hey hold their 
noses close, cs it were, to the texture of life. They 
feel and perc~ive the real with a kind of personal tact, 
and their observntions are recorded in a thousand 
delightful voluoes. 

') 

A. Burgess ~ suggests that women have a better natural 

fictional equipment thaJ:1., men: 

They notice surfaces, which is what novels are mode out 
of; they have a phEnomenal sernnntic range when it comes to 
dealing with texture, colour and nuance of speech; 
b~ing the· primal order of creation, they enclose men and 
see through then •• Their faults are the faults a man findil 
in a woman: they chatter, they are deficient in moral 
values, they are too empirical, they fall in love with 
the accident and miss the essence, they are distracted 
by a golden apple. 

More il.nportant than attempting to define the difference is 

to try to discover what effect the sex of a writer has on 

his or her work. Virginia Woolf believed that it had a 

very profound effect on women vll'i ters, and she c10ncludes 

that it is impossible for u woman, any more than for a nan; 

to free hersiM fron "the tyranny of sex i tserf 11 • 
3 She 

discusses the effect on women novelists of the social 

restrictions imposed on their sex (restrictions which 

Nathalie Sarraute ~ suggests were designed to "mutilate 

their intelligence"). Novelists like Jane Austen accepted 

the limitations and worked within then, but writers like 

George Eliot adopted male pen-nnmes in an attenpt to 

"• •• free their own consciousness as they note from the 

tyranny of what was e:x:pected from their sex". Virginia Woolf 

suggests that both reactions are daoaging to the women 

novelist. The writerJ who accepts society's limitations 

has not only to struggle with the probleo of art but has also 

"to respect the ignorance of young women's minds or to consider 

whether the public will think that the ste.ndo.rd of more.l 

purity displayed in your work is such as they have a right 

1 The Rise of the Novel, 1963. 
2 Uxgeat8 Copt. ·::1968•.--r.-:>J., i'~ ':). 
2 'Women Novelists', Contemporary Writers, 1965. 
3 TLS, 'Ihe Writer ' s Di.leome,, 1961. 
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to expect from your sex." The novelist who adopts a male 

pseudonym 

1 
••• in an effort to free herself and to enjoy what appears, 
pahaps erroneously, to be the comparative freedom of the 
nale sex fron that t.yranny, is another influence which 
has told disastrously upon the writing of women, ••• 
oince a..rzy emphasis, whether of pride or of shame, laid 
consciously upon the sex of a writer is not only 
irritating but superfluous. 

Contemporary women writers can be divided roughly according 

to whether they accept or reject the linitations imposed 

on their sex. The writers who accept these limitations are 

not characteristically "con temporary". 'lhere is very little 

difference between the books they ere writing now end the 

books their predecessors were writing before the war. 

Many of them were in fact m:i ting Jmftb.e l940sr - Elizabeth 

Tnylor is one - and very few of the younger writers belong 

to this group. Although they are m~ten ~nte~esting writers, 

they are not "typical" of the period, and will not be 

discussed here. Ellza.beth .Jane Howard is one of the 

most accomplished, and Margaret Ienectmd Olivia also 

belong here, ~s do Charlotte Morrow and Elizabeth Montugue, 

The second group of writers, those who reject the limitations 

society inposes on then, have been very active in contemporary 

fiction. At the beginning of the 1960s a new wo.ve of young 

women writers appeared, The theme which is coooon to their 

novels is the problem of being a woman in modern society. 

Their position vi~vis their suffragette forerunners is 

not unlike that· of the young melerebels of the late 1950s 

vis-h-vis their socialist predecessors. The suffragettes 

and the socialists fought for the rights of women and for 

the underprivileged, and the birth of the ivelfare ste.te wes 

seen us at least a partial fulfilment of their hopes. 

1 V. Woolf, 'Women Novelists', Contempore.ry Writers, 1965. 
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The shock was therefore considerable when the members of the 

younger generation, the beneficiaries of their struggles, 

announced, very 'lloca.lly, that they did not like the Welfare 

St~te. The fiction which orose fron this situation, end 

the reaction of the older generation to it, hos been discussed 

in Section A of this chapter. The young womon writer has 

shown nuch the sane disillusion~ent and dissatisfcction 

with contemporary Britain. The suffragettes changed the 

status of women and made a new freedom, a new social 

mobility, possible for them. But the inheritors of this 

freedom have had mixed reactions to it, and out of these 

reactions two types of heroine have emerged in contemporary 

fiction. 

The first type appears in the early works of Edna O'Brien. 

Her emancipated young women bitterl~ cone to realise that 

emancipation does not mean equa.li ty. ?Jlere is notequali ty 

with men,neither socially nor sexually. Her heroines resent 

men, but they have a sexual need of them which puts them 

in an inferior position to the creatures they despise. 

When they attempt to enjoy the freedom men enjoy, their 

bodies betray and punish then. 

The second type of heroine is best known fron the novels of 

Margaret Drabble, although Penelope Mortiner was exploring 

similar themes sone years before. The Drabble heroine is 

highly intelligent and, thanks to the efforts of the 

suffragettes, well educated. But she is also a feBale - and 

with the arrival of children, her life is changed. The 

frustrations and indignities of a B.A( Cr·nt.·~:)with First 

Class Honours, relegated to domesticity, forms the central 

theme oa these novels. 

All of these writers are feninists, and they u.re aggressivelY 

resentful of nen. The men in the lives of their heroines 
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turn out to be feeble creatures (often not even worth 

marrying), inferior to them in every way, but with the 

advantage that they live in a man's world. In this world 

women are used to satisfy their seEual drives, and when 

this reffiilts in pregatngy or disease for the women, it is 

she wb0 bears the consequences. 

The unique position of l'TOQi·l in combemporory society has 

given a new direction to the feminist novel. The problem -

the social and biological inequality of men and women -

is not new, but the e~reBe frankness l-Ti th which these 

problems are di~ed and the pnrticular for8 the problems 

take,warrant the consideration of these novels as a 

contemporary phenomenon. The suffragettes upset the 

traditional social status of women, but no new compromises 

have been found. The freedom of the contemporary woman 

seems empty, for it has not been accompanied by a radical 

change in socmety which would e.llow her to enjoy this 

freedom. Like the young male rebels, the young heroines 

ere dissatisfied with the post-war world the suffragettes 

and socialists helped to create. And, like the young 

male rebels, the new women have shocked and upset the 

older generation who sees them as ungrateful and 

undeserving. 

EDNA O'BRIE~ In 1960, Edna O'Brien published the first 

volume of a trilogy about two wild young Irish girls and 

their initiation into womanhood. Tn The Country Girls 

they experience their first betrayal by ~~,but the book is 

high-spirited, lively, anusing and bawdy. 'Jhe resilience 

of Ka.te, the ne.rra.tor, is shown in the last lines of the 

book after she has received a telegram breaking off her 

affair. "! ce.me out to the kitchen snd took two nspirins 
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with my tea. It was alnost ~tain that I wouldn't sleep 

that night." .Aloost cert().in; a broken heart is still 

something to be romantically enjoyed. In The Lonely Girl 

(1962) 
1 

, the g:Uls are still m fublin where they had 

moved at the end of the previous book. Kate, who works in 

a grocery shmp, becomes the Distress of an older, rich and 

cultured r:.1an. He is attracted her innocence, freshness and 

ignorance, but when she becomes possessive, he discards 

her. In Girlt:l in Their Married Bliss (1964), set in London, 

the high spirits ebbthnd the two girls are faced with the 

sheer a't'rfulness of being wohlen. "The nili te..l'lt note is 

struck. • •.• Mnn, the randy menace, looms with his 

treacheries, 11 2 

August is a Wicked Month (1965) is &ll'la O'Brien's most 

bitter novel, and a logical development of the themes of 

her trilogy. It is "• • • about a wooe.n whose oorriage was 

broken, whose child was parted frot1 her, and who went 

deliberately on this jaunt to the South of ~ce to live 

as a me.n would - a. homosexu.al. And the price she ha.d to 

pay for it was ferocious. 11 3 Ellen's loneliaess, her sexual 

frustration and her presumption in trying to abrosate to 

herself the freedohl of the male, is puhimhed by the death 

of her son, the loss of her self-respect and by the 

conttJ.Jnine.tion of her body l-Tith veneree.l disee.se: "The perfect 

circuit of revenge~, she cemarkS~. 

Edna O'Briend prefaced her collection of short stories, ~ 

love Ob.iect (1968), with this quotation from Aristotle: 

"As matter desires forn, so woman desires man "• This is 

the key to the t~.gedy of her heroines. 

4 
Woman continues to torment herself with longing for the 

. man whot1 she knows to be unworthy of her love; pride and 

i" Published later as Girl with Green Eves, 1964. 
2 M. Ratcliffe, The Novel Today, 1968. 
3 Fiina 0 'Brien in an interview in Books pnd Bookman, Sept.l968. 
4 112 4.7.1968. 
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desire are never to be reconciled in her pursuit of 
s~tisfaction: fulfilment never fails to bring a bitter , 
a~d lonely reaction in which the desired becomes 
suddenly contemptible and distant. 

There have been a nunber of women novelists who have written 

books which owe something to Edne, O'Brien's exenple, but 

few of then have added anything new to~,,,~ t is rapidly 

beconing a fashionable stereotype. The success of her 

novels suggests that she struck o. cb.~Jrd of response in 

wome~who recognised th~ dilenmas of her heroines ~s genuine 

eXPressions of the situation of contemporary women, 

"Women ••• rellied, recognized a cry against the horrors 

of the emancipation 1raviously so desired, 11 1 

The sr~ed with which her thenes a~d even her nhrrative 

methods were adopted is indicated by the appearance of 

three novels, reviewed in the Times Li. terary Supplenent 

in May and September of 1967. Laura Del-Rivio's DPffodil 

on the Pavement 2, Barbara Coqyn's & Tbuch of Mistletoe 3 

end Madeleine Riley's A Spot Bigger than God 4 are n1l 

stories of two girls who come to London from the provinces 

in search of adventure, princi.pQlly sexual adventure, A 

reviewer described the by now familiar pa ttem as it G.j,)];)e.:.rad.· 

in Laura Del-Rivio's novel: 

• • • up the junction and down the ca.ff, the Jeans o.n.d 
Jive, abortions and e.berrotions, pop and pot, casual 
couplings followed either by a.ccidie or by nuzzy, half­
baked philosophizing. A~d by the time the ragged little 
string of tnoidents is drawing to ~ close two nore little 
illegitioetes have arrived •••• 

Nell Dunn used her sociological studies of working-class 

women as a basis for her two novels, Up the Junction and 

Poor CoJi (1967). 'Iheir sources o.re still apparent, but they 

are none the worse for that, for they gain in realism what 

1 M. RD.toiiffe; 'lhe Novel Tocl£.Y. 1968. 
2 TLS 4.5.1967. 
3 TLs' 4.5.1967 •. 
4 TLS 21,9.1967. 



5B,ll 

they lose in ime.ginv.tion. The extroverted, sensual ond loving 

nature of the heroine, one of society'B victins, is revealed 

in a phrase like this from her letter to her gaoled lover: 

11 I'm. so raped up in Your love I never wont to be unroped. 11 

She is abandoned by the men in her life andJ a victim of 

biology us much as of society, she becomes a barmaid, a 

model and finally a tart, 

LYNNE REID BANKS The 1-Shaped Roan, ~e Reid Banks 1 s 

first novel, published in 1960, became the model for the 

11bed-sitter 11 novel, The heroine reacts o.ga.inst her middle-

class pa.r:mts and goes to live in London, where she has 

a baby, The 1-shaped room of the title is her be~-sitter, 

and in this book end the crop of similar novels which 

followed it, thn bed-sitter he.s ~c<!ui.:rred en aloost symbolic 

significance. The girl who moves into one is signalling 

her independence from her fa.Dily and her school-girl past, 

but it is also the beginning of a period of restlessness, 

insecurity nnd loneliness. Loneliness makes her promiscuous -

and she usually becomes preg~1ant, The sordidness of the 

bed-sitter existence is contrasted with the eagerness, 

innocence and zest for life of the young girls who come to 

London, but the bed-sitter;o..rid t:\\e.. Me.f'l who prey on the 

1 bed-sitter girls, crush their high spirits in the end, 

MARGARET DRABBLE In an article, 2 Mcrgaret Drabble expressed 

her admiration for "the profWldi ty of George Eliot 1 s utti tude 

towards hurno.n experience ", while deploring Jane Austen 's 

social o.tti tudes and her "l.D.ck of realism" in lee.ving her 

heroL~es at the altar, 'when clearly they were all extremely 

d.ifficul t women and were not in for D hs.ppy life, " As o. 

criticcl observation it is not very vnlunble, but ±t 

··- .. -. - -------------------------
1 J0.ne Gaskell's Attic Summer (1963) and All Neat in Bleck 

Stockings ( 1966), o.nd Jill Neville's Fa.ll-Girl ( 1966) 
are typical bed-sitter novels, 

2 'lhe List~, 4.4.196$, 
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indic:ctes M~.rgo,ret Drc.bble's sphere of interest os c writer. 

Her women c.re 11difficul t" hecouse they c.re intellectuals, ~nd 

her books "show· how the sociol nw.chine tl'.kes the intelligent 

wornD-11 when shE; gets married ond churns her up and .tears her 

apart and scatters the bits about. At the Ek~1e tine she • 

ffi1ows up • • • that the intelligent womon denonds her 

existence e.s on individual with a fierceness lmrdly understund-

able by people of oy generation. 11 1 

Mar5~ret Drobble talks velJT persuasively of her concerr1 for 

such women a11d for their less gifted sisters in ru1 article 

in The Listener. 

2 
I do still tend to see the Rights of \liooen intterms 
of the r:\,ght to work •••• The main reD.son for the 
tedious discontent of educated women today is surely the 
difficulty of conbining work with the bearing nnd rooili.ng 
of children •••• If one marries (as oost women do) 
and if one has children (as most women do), then one can 
cluin one's right to work ••• only at the cost of 
effort, fatigue, expense, ~11d even soci'u criticism. 

It is from sto.tenents like these, rather then from her skill 

at exploring these themes in her novels, tru1t she has 

acquired a reputation as the lender of n new Women's 

Rights movement. 

LJ. her first novel, A Sumer Bird-Cage ( 1962), she wrote 

about the relationship behreen ti-m sisters, the one benutiful 

ond enigmatic, the other nttrnctive and clever. It is 

good wome:1's mt'l.go.zine 100tericl (the beautiful one IiJIAm'ies 

a neurotic, nnd htts an of'fvir with an actor) lifted out of 

the banol by her lively picture of bed-sitter life. The 

clever one cannot find a career she wonts to follow, and 

she does not_w~11t the kind of ~rringe- and babies- her 

friends hD.ve. Both sisters displny c. deterr.:d.nedly "modern rr 

attitude to sex - it 1 a as oo.turcl. £\S eating - but their 

1 Angus Wilson, 'Sexunl Revolution 1 1 'Ihe List., 10.10.1968. 
2 The List., 4.4.1968. 



deterninction to be fronk does not hide a cert~in bre~thless 

exciteoent at their daring. 

The Garrick Yecr (1964) is possibly her best novel, and the 

only one to explore the problens of the intelligent married 

woman with real insight and understro1ding. Her heroine, 

Ebma, is married to Dn ector who is plnying a senson nt D 

provincial repertory thea.tre. She has two young children 

but is thoroughly bored, missing her london friends and 

rol{!;rY at having had to refuse e..jo:Bftin o:f<hiw:rltotacco~:.cJ 

her husbru1d. She fml:ml herself an outsider vmongst the 

theatre people who ''were leo.ding e life of absorbing, 

po.ssionate trmsion". Her husbM.d is having an affa.tr with 

a. glamorous actress, and ~c, an unglonorous housewife, 

ca.nnot compete. 11lhen she neets the producer, she sees in 

his face, "the kind of a.ttention to which I oo incapable of 

suying no, the kind of dor:d.neering, warlike intention that 

stiffens ne throughout." .Although she despises lthe weakness 

of her body, she loses the fight and they become lovers. 

There is o. crisis, a.nd she and her husbwJ.d are reconciled. 

rrhe plot is predictable, Md important only because the 

situation it contrives is, no matter how often popular 

women novelists heve debased it, the classical contenporary 

situntion. Margaret Dfabble bribgs to it an insight and 

freshness of approach which make it seen wholly new and 

original. Her heroine speoks with on attractive asperity: 

I often think that ootherhood, in its physical aspects, 
is like one of those trying disorders such as lw.y fever 
or asthma, which ~ive verbal sympe.thy but no real 
consideration, in view of the lack of fa. tali ty. 

In none of Margaret Drabble's later novels does she so clearly 

o.nd unemotione.lly state her themes. The Millstone ( 1965) is 

a.n attack on the Welfare State maternity services, although 
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its ostensible subject is the problem of the (L~telligent) 

unmarried mother,.. Virginity is tradi tiona.lly the bo.ne of 

young women, but the worst fnte of oll these days,it seems, 

is to be both a virgin o.nd o..~ intellectual. 

In Jerusu.len the Golden ( 1967), e. provincial girl on a. S'ftote 

scholarship cones to London and discovers Life, Self, Art, 

Love and Reality, largely through her contact with 0 family 

of brilliant, oo:a:entric, be-.1utiful Highgate liberols. None 

of it~not the unbelievably innocent heroine, not the 

fearsome mother from whou she is escaping, not her 

sophisticuted friend~;~seens renl. i~th this and The Waterfall 

( 1969) c.re at the level of wor::ten 's magnzine !i.cti-om-t·9 

o.nd there are no signs toot Margaret Drabble will return to 

the standard of excellence of The Gerrick Year. Astringency 

ho.s given wc.y to sentimentality, o.s this pa.sooge fron ~ 

Wnterfo~llshows: 

"All right, 11 scid Jo.mes, 11c.ll right - " sto.nding there 
with one hll.1'1d on the open door, looking for sofilething 
with the other in his jD.cket pocket, with such elegance 
of gesture that her heart stood still, with the vw1ity 
of her love. 

Criticc.l self-analysis has given way to chatty confidences __ 

and the large themes he.ve becone Dl):t'l'O.wwQcl to o. stereotypeli!. 

When conpe.red to the'-.pm,OQ)ilive a'.tudias of similar themes 

in Simone de Beuuvoir's writings, Margaret Drnbble seen~ to 

be a little trite. 1 

PENELOPE MORTIMER Like Margnret Drnbble, Penleope Mortimer 

sees the horrors of oarr~ more clearly tho.n she sees 

its joys. Her heroines are not ostento.tiously intellectual, 

as Margaret Drabble's are; they are ordinar~y inte~~ 

middle-class housewives who have become slaves to their 

children, husbands ~..nd homes. In The Pumpkin Eater (1962), 

l Two other novels on the ''intelligent ~l'eifrrthemeal!'!re 
Sylvia Clayton 1 s Top C ( 1968) end Peter Ge.ddess 's ~ 
Paces ~~Ough the Room (1968). 

::. >? 
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and ~ ... e.r.rlier 1!J.Q B:~t- Priso~- ( *~6), {'gr ... ~~wc .... ~!;t~~s 
shows th::.:: S:1eer P.w.f.ulnt$9~':0.:f'~-~peb(~ n prose:Q.t....rl:'.y ~--1':>thor lTi th 

a Victorian household and no help. Her heroines lose their 

sense of identity, defining themselves in relation to 

their children and husb~Dds. Tho note of underlying hysteria and 

the considerable hunour, give these novels a tension which 

lifts then above the level of "woiJ.en's novels". 

M.y Frie:-<!. Says It's Bullet-Proof ( 1967) is the . story of o. 

wonc.n lean,ing to o.djust to the loss of a breast after em 

operation. The novel nodu~ates with skill fron the pages 

of her journol to a third-po»son narrative. The journal 

records her obsessive, neurotic - even masochistic -

preoccupe.tion with her defonaity. Appalled at the thought 

of pity, or quickly-concealed disgust which a. man 1rould 

feel nt her body, she has ended her affair with o. man in 

London. On a trip to the United States she learns to 

adjust and to accept her deformity. even to be half-proud 

of it. 

The heroines of all these novels are emancipated women. They 

can, if they choose, follow any profession. They can live 

independently of their facrilies. They hnve a freedom no other 

generation of women has hnd. But their freedom seems only 

to have brought unhappiness, for they have not been o:.nncipa.ted 

from their bodies, nor from their instincts to mate and have 

children. Many of them find that social en~cipation is_also 

e eyth: wonen are still in a. state of subjugation to nan • 
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Chapter 6: 

The Popular and the Serious 

The subject of this chapter is the relationship behJeen 

popular and serious fiction. Popular fiction is not of 

interest solely to sociologists and a survey of contemporary 

literature would be incomplete if popular fiction were to 

be ignored on the grounds that it is, by its very nature, 

unworthy of serious critical attention. The division of 

fiction into ''serious" and "popular'' is a recent critical 

practice and one which is not altogether defensible. 

Popular and serious fiction echo and complement each other 

and the distinction between them is frequently less clear 

than the terms would suggest. iVhile such a division has 

some value, this value has been reduced since the Second 

World War and can no longer be used as a critical basis 

for discussion of contemporary literature. In the next 

chapter the various types of popular fiction are discussed 

and an attempt is made to show that a number of popular 

novelists are producing work which has some cl~im to be 

considered as literature, while at the same time a 

number of serious novelists have adopted and adapted the 

stock-in-trade of the popular writer. 

The terms "popular fiction" and "serious fiction", although 

in common use; are unsatisfactory. They imply that fiction 

which is popular, which is read by a large public, is 

necessarily frivolous and ephemeral: conversely, they imply 

that a writer of serious fiction can only appeal to a 

select, and hence relatively small, readership. 
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The terms came into common 'critical use in place of the 

value judgements "good" and ''bad" in about 1930 as a result 

of the stratification of readers into '~ighbrow" and 

"lmrbrovT". Q.D. Leavis
1 

suggests that the stratification 

occurred when novelists, influenced by the experiments of 

Balzac, Hugo, Turgeniev, Flaubert, Zola and Maupassant 

"determined to write novels which should be ivorks of art 

. . . • ~ne conscious cultivation of the novel as ru1 art 

meant an initiated audience." The uninitiated - the 

majority -fornecl the "lowbrows" who Nere offered a body 

of fiction catering for their tastes and tailored to their 

needs, while at the same time they were cut off from the 

best works of fiction of the period. This is not to say 

that the masses have always preferred a Dickens to a George 

Reynolds - they haven 1t- but at least both writers were 

available to them, available in the sense that they were 

equally nreadable" and comprehensible, whereas Joyce 

presented difficulties to a reader whose normal diet was 

Ethel M. Dell. 

The distinction between Dickens and Reynolds was the 

distinction betvreen major and minor art, not between 

2 major and non art. Andre Malraux suggests that this is 

the difference between popular writers before the 

twentieth century and popular writers today- the latter 

are producing ''non-art 11 for "they act in an opposite 

direction from the arts". M. Kenned? points out that: 

"The gulf between the non-artist and the minor artist of 

any period seems to be much greater than that between minor 

and major artists • • .Lfor the minor artists_7were doing 

l Q.D. Leavis, Fiction and the Reading Public, 1932. 
2 1 Art, Popular Art and the Illusion of the Folk ' , 

The Partisan Review _Anthology, ed. vl. Phillips and P. Rahv, 
1962. 

3 M. Kennedy, The Outlaws on Parnassus, 1958. 
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the same sort of thing and doing it less well. '' Fiction 

be~~een the wars, then, could be divided into art (serious) 

and non-art (popular). "Popular" became a derogatory 

epithet, which it had not been before, for many of the 

best earlier writers had been popular with both the high-

1 and lowbrows. 

The term "serious" was used by Q,D. Leavis2 to distinguish 

those novelists who "determined to write novels which should 

be works of art", but it has since been extended to apply 

to novelists whose intentions in the novel are "serious". 

Hence C .P. Sqow is regarded as a "serious" novelist because 

he sees the novel as a vehicle for moral instruction rather 

than as a vehicle for entertainment. "Serious" has come 

to mean "morally serious" as 1~ell as "artistically serious "• 

The intentions of a writer are not always easy to assess, 

but where they are found to be serious, he is often called 

a serious novelist, however bad a novelist he might be. 

The emphasis on serious intentions has also led to 

questioning the integrity of the novelist whose works are 

entertaining, for seriousness is readily equated with 

solemnity. The puritanical suspicion that entertainment 

and instruction are not compatible is not a new one, but 

it has assumed new importance with the employment of 

"serious" and 1'Popular" as critical terms. 

The term ''Popular 71 has also undergone changes in meaning 

since the 1930's. 2 Q.D. Leavis's thesis was that there 

was a decline in readers' tastes in the first part of the 

twentieth century - Joyce, ~"loolf and Lawrence do not appear 

l This division in the novel has also been remarked on by 
A, Wilson in 'Tne Dilemma of the Contemporary Novelist', 
Approaches to the Novel, ed. J. Colmer 1966 and 
1. Stevenson, The English Novel, 1960. 

2 Q.D. Leavis, Fiction and the Reading Public, 1932. 
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on best-seller lists, while Jeffrey Farnol, Ethel M. Dell 

and Edgar Rice Burroughs do. She therefore equated 

popularity with worthlessness, an equation which has 

become less tenable in the later years of the century. 

Tne relationship between worth and popularity will be 

discussed later, and it is sufficient to state here that 

the term "popular" is now a term applied to a certain kind 

of fiction, not to any book which ha,s large sales. Its 

change in application is in itself &~ indication that 

Q.D. Leavis's equation is no longvr acceptable and that 

the gulf between highbrow and lowbrow literature is less 

marked than it was in the 'thirties. "Popular" is not a 

label attached to any novel which has found popular favour, 

it is now a generic name for thrillers, westerns, science-

fiction, historical romances, romances, ghost and horror 

stories. 

But not all novels vThich come into those categories can 

be classified as "popular fiction 11 and a number of ivri ters 

have attempted to explain the difference between such novels 

as, say, Tolstoy's 1\nna Karenina and Margaret Mitchell's 

Gone with the Wind, both of ~'Thich are historical romances. 

If we leave aside the various uses to which the words 

"serious 11 and "popular" have been put vre are left with the 

fact that there are several kinds of fiction developed in 

l this century which, as L. Stevenson puts it: "gratify the 

Philistine hankering for entertainment.~~ v~t are the 

characteristics of such novels, and how do they differ from 

the other, serious ones? 

l L. Stevenson, The English Novel, 1960. 
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1 
Andre Malraux offers this distinction: 

••• the "arts" desired by the masses who have lost their 
myth are arts in submission. Tneco arts aim to act on 
those to whom they are addressed, for the exclusive 
benefit of those 1·rho further these arts • • • • Quality, 
vrhen they care to have it, is not their raison d'~tre, 
but one of their means ••• " The novels ••• for the 
masses require a single talent, that for narration 
11rhich assures the effect of the novelist upon his reader 
•• , • The ''appeasing arts~ are, then, in no sense 
inferior arts; they act in an opposite direction from 
the arts; they are, so to speak, anti-arts .•••• 

2 
M. Kennedy holds a similar view and adds thu. t artists, 

however bad, never think of their imaginary readers as 

"in any way "inferior to themselves "· The popular or purely 

commercial writer angles his writing to a certain level of 

intelligence. He descends - or condescends - to this level. 

J. vl. Se.unders3 also sees the relationship betvreen reader 

and writer as the key to the differences between serious 

and popular fiction~ 11 
••• generally these novels present 

nothing novel: their \"Thole effort is designed to relax the 

reader by entertai1unent which appeals to preconceptions, 

prejudices and tastes definable in advance. 11 Sirnenon4 

calls "commercial" 

••• every work , , • which is done for such-and-such a 
public •••• Of course in commercial writing there 
are different grades • • • • But very seldom can they 
be t-rorks of art, because a work of art can 't be done 
for the purpose of pleasing a certain group of readers 
•••• In writing for any commercial purpose you have 
always to make concessions •••• You can't write 
anything commercial without accepting some code •••• 
Not always a happy ending, but something comes to arrange 
everything from the point of view of a morality, or 
philosophy. 

tmthony Burgess5 suggests other ways in which popular and 

serious fiction can be distinguished from each other: 

The serious novels probe into the world as it really is; 
the entertainments falsify the vrorld, manipulate it • 

• But the factor in fiction-for-entertainment which 

1 The Partisan Revievi J\nthology, ed. lrl. Phillips and 
P. Rahv, 1962. 

2 The Out1avrs on Parnassus, 1958. 
3 The Profession of English Letters, 1964. 
4 Writers at Vlork: The Paris Review Interviews, 1958. 
5 The Novel Now, 1967. 
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sets it outside the limits of literary enquiry is the 
concentration on content, not form; matter, not manner. 
There is rarely any attempt to use language imaginatively 
(cliches go down better with a mass-audience), and the 
true texture of life is always subordinated to the 
contrivance of plot. The popular novel is not an 
examination of the nature of reality; it is ~~escape­
shaft out of reality, a device for engendering easy 
thrills or pL::n8u.nt dreams. 

D. Macdonald
1 

can see no merit at all in popular fiction, 

which is "neither an emotional catharsis nor an aesthetic 

experience, for these demand effort. The production line 

grinds out a uniform product whose humble aim is not even 

entertainment, but merely distraction." 'lli.e man in search 

of mere distraction is in fact more likely to turn to the 

cinema, television, radio or comic books rather than the 

novel, for the novel requires a minimum of co-operation 

be"b:oJ'een creator and audience which the other media do not. 

The picture of the popular novel which emerges from these 

attempts to distinguish it from the serious, is an 

unflattering one. ~1e me.jor accusation levelled against 

the popular novelist is that he debases the relationship 

bet~een artist and audience, making concessions to his 

readers which bring his artistic integrity into doubt. 

He is also accused of subordinating everything to the 

2 
demands of his plot. Graham Greene adds another charge -

~the popular novelist is merely an imitator, lacking in 

\ ~riginality and talent. Q.D. Leavis3 believes that 

popular novelists have damaged serious novelists by 

seducing their potential readers away and even of rendering 

these readers incapable of appreciating good books. S1e 

_also suggests that serious writers themselves have been 

tainted by the air of commercialism surrounding the 

l Against the h~erican Grain, 1952. 
2 Collected Essays, 1969. 
3 Fiction and the Reading Public, 1932. 
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novel. None of these charges can be accepted without a 

closer examination • 

The popular novelist malces concessions to readers' tastes: 

"he gives them what they want". But he can only give them 

what they want if he is attuned to the times, for to be a 

success he must gauge.his readers' tastes as carefully as 

does an advertising man. Or as Shakespeare, Scott, Dicl{ens 

and other popular writers have done. 'lheir publics(. 

demands may have had a detrimental effect on their writing 

- this cannot be discussed here - but they were able to 

satisfy both the high- and lowbrows, giving the lowbrows 

more than they asked for and yet not alienating them. 1 

The level of taste of lowbrows can be raised, but it 

cannot be done if the artists neglect them. Giving their 

readers what they want does not necessarily destroy the 

integrity of an artist. 

Tne popular novelist channels and feeds the fantasies and 

dreams of his readers, and also reflects their prejudices, 

beliefs and tastes. There is a11 element of escapism in 

2 
all fiction, and if the popular novel does, as A. Burgess 

suggests , provide "an escape-shaft out of reality", is 

this then so harmful? The factory girl who reads only 

women's romances may have some odd ideas about marriage 

but she adjusts to the facts pretty rapidly. catherine 

Morland in Jane Austen's Northanger Abbey is soon disillusioned 

by 11reality 11 , nnd no irreparable harm 1o1as done. Fairy tales 

for children are not disapproved of, but fairy tales for 

adults are only admired if they call themselves myths or 

allegories. 

1 1--lal ter Bagehot said of Dickens: "Such ;.ras the kind of 
writing ;.rhich he "lvrote most easily. He found likewise 
that such was the kind of writing that was read most 
easily; and of co'.lrse he ;..rrote that kind." (Quoted by 
A. Burgess in Urgent Copy, 1968.) 

2 A. Burgess, T'11e Novel Now, 1967. 
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The charge of reflecting ·the prejudices, beliefs end tastes 

of his readers must be admitted to by the popular novelist, 

but at the same time the charge could be made against many 

serious novelists who are influenced by the climate of 

public opinion. The popular novel as a reflection of the 

mass of society has its o>vn value to commentators and 

observers. Leslie Fiedler1 justifies his studies of 

popular literature with the remark : "If \-18 make a brief 

excursion from the lofty reaches of High Art to the 

humbler levels of Pop Culture - where radical 

transformations are reflected in simplified form • 

Iady It/ortley ~1ontagu2 wrote: 

• • • 

Perhaps you will say I should not take my ideas of the 
manners of the times from such trifling authors; but 
it is more truly to be found among them, than from any 
historian: as they w·ri te merely to get money, they 
always fall into the notions that are most acceptable 
to the present taste. 

The popular novel as a reflection of society is not only 

of interest to sociologists, anthropologists, historians 

and psychologists: it is of interest to anyone who wishes 

to understand the society in which he lives. 

The popular novel has been accused of pandering to 11reader's 

tastes", but what are these tastes to which they pander? 

The first and most important is the demand for a 11good 

story", vThich in the popular novel usually means one with 

action, suspense and a happy ending. The narrative function 

of the novel has been endlessly debated with E.M. Forster's3 

conclusion that "the novel, yes, oh dear, yes, does tell 

a story" being generally accepted. The popular novelist 

does exaggerate the importance of plot (while the serious 

novelist tends to underestimate it) but a good plot need 

1 'The New I~tants', Innovations, ed. B. Bergonzi, 1968. 
2 Quoted from her Letters by Q.D. Leavis, Fiction and the 

Reading Public, 1932. 
3 Aspects of the Novel, 1927. 
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not be the whole of the novel, It may be the only factor 

which keeps the reader turning the pages, but it does not 

prevent the -vrri ter from offering more than that. A strong 

element of 'what happens next?" need not be harmful to a 

novel, There is nothing intrinsically bad in catering to 

the reader's demands for a "good story", 

The opponents of the popular novel charge it with pandering 

to the tastes of readers for sex, sadism, violence, thrills, 

cheap romance and so on. It would be hard to prove that 

the serious novel is not often guilty of the same crime, 

for although its manner of presentation may be different, 

the content is frequently the sa~e. This of course is the 

great censorship debate - which has been raging with some 

force in the 1960's. Sex, sadism and so forth are acceptable 

if the novel in which they appear has some claim to be 

considered as literature, Curiously, because the serious 

novelist has greater imaginative and linguistic pow·ers, 

his evocation of violent or pornogra..phic scenes is usually 

more vivid - and memorable? - than the popular novelist 

can manage, A reader in search of titillation would do 

better to search the serious novel shelves than those of 

the frequently stereotyped and unimaginative popular novel, 

More extreme opponents of the popular novel take this charge 

of corruption a step further and blame the increasing crime 

rate on the popular novelist. Frederic Wertham
1

puts 

2 
forward this thesis, and Pamela Hansford Johnson holds similar· 

views, although television is tending to replace the popular 

novel as a ~llhipping-boy. The charge of influencing 

1 F. Wertham, Seduction of the Innocent, 
2 Pamela Hansford Johnson, On Inigui ty, 1967. See also 

Einlyn Williams, Beyond Belief. 1967. 



• 
its readers to commit acts of violence is a difficult one 

to prove and the furthest that most criminologists are 

prepared to go is to suggest that if a child or adult is 

already orientated towards delinquency by other factors, 

violence on the screen or in books might have a. considercble 

effect on him. 1 
In 1901 G.K. Chesterton ~~de this contribution 

to the deoote. He ho.d ''grown impo.tient with the thesis 

. thct o. boy who could not re~d stole o.n cpple bacttuse he 

liked the taste of the npple, but thnt a boy who could rend 

stole M. cpple beco.use his mind was aflame with a story 

about Dick Turpin. '' 

Against the commonly held view of the corruptir,geffect of 

popular fiction on its readers, it can be pointed out that 

there is a whole body of popular fiction dedicated to 

proving that crime does not pay (the detective story), 

another which keeps chivalry alive (the western), and an 

even larger body which proves that it is the niue girl who 

gets the man ( the romance). T'ne criminal-as-hero and the 

nymphomaniac-as-heroine are to be found in the pages of 

serious novels, and rarely in the >'lri tirigs of those 

guardians of bourgeois morality, the popular novelist. 

The popular novelist, who produces stereotypes rather than 

archetypes, is often accused of imitating nnd debasing the 

work of serious novelists. Graham Greene2 dre•; attention 

to the way techniques developed by an original writer to 

cover his personal difficulties will later be taken over 

by imitators. This does of course happen, but it can 

paradoxically be of benefit to the serious novelist, for 

the imitative popular novelist can introduce and 

1 Tha Defendnnt, aunnarised by R.S. Turner, Boys will be 
Boys, 1948. 

2 'The Dark Backward', Collected Essays, 1969. 
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familiarise readers with techniques and styles which would 

puzzle and irritate him in a serious novel. For example 

Hemingway's $yle was copied by popular novelists who found 

in it the ideal style for the thriller -and their readers 

could then read Hemingway without difficulty. Surrealism 

permeates popular culture and people brought up on 

surrealist comics such as Herriman's Krazy Kat can begin 

to understand a Max Ernst. Marx Brothers films and Goon 

Show renio programmes have demonstrated that surrealism, 

even if it is not labelled as such, can be enjoyed by the 

masses. Stream of consciousness is not uncommon in the 

popular novel, and experiments with time sequences are 

almost routine. 

Popular imitation of a serious novelist ca:n also force the 

latter into being more adventurous. Sir Walter Scott wrote 

in his review of Jane Austen's Ernma1 : 

The first writer of a new class is, as it were, placed 
on a pinnacle of excellence, to which, at the earliest 
glance of a surprised admirer, his ascent seems little 
less than miraculous. Time and imitation speedily 
diminish the wonder •••• The stupidity, the mediocrity, 
the merit of his imitators, are alike fatal to the first 
inventor, by shewing how possible it is to exaggerate 
his faults and to come within a certain point of his 
beauties. Materials also • • • become stale and 
familiar • • • • And thus in the novel • • • the more 
rich and easily vmrked mines being exhausted, the 
adventurous author must, if he is desirous of success, 
have recourse to those which were disdained by his 
predecessors as unproductive, or avoided as only 
capable of being turned to profit by great skill and 
labour. 

Such reasoning may in part explain why, for example, there 

was rene1ved interest in the picaresque novel in the 1950's. 

The serious novelist is forced to investigate new 

possibilities - or revive old ones - to keep ahead of his 

imitators. 

1 Quoted by M. llllott, Novelists on the Novel, 1959 from 
the Quarterly Re.Yi§!, Vol. XIV. 
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The popular novelist is not always an imitator. Sometimes 

what looks like imitation is in fact coincidence. Fashions, 

discoveries, styles or developments which appear almost 

simultaneously in the works of serious and popular writers 

may arise because they are both products of the same 

society. l Hegel said that all cultural and social phenomena, 

even if they spring from different sources and different 

aims, are inspired by a common psychology, ethos or outlook. 

hi exa.mple of this is the appearance of alienation as a 

theme in contemporary fiction at all levels. J. Gindin2 

says of relativism that it ~~as become so deeply engrained 

in twentieth century culture that it permeates even the 

popular novel." It is often coincidence rather than direct 

·imitation which explains the phenomenon of popular and 

serious writers tackling the same themes. 

The popular novelist is less likely to be an innovator or 

originator than the serious novelist, but a.s a· group they 

have originated a great deal. Although most of the popular 

kinds of fiction have had respectable literary ancestors, 

it is only in the hands of the twentieth-century popular 

novelist that these kinds have been explored and developed. 

\v.hat the serious novelist neglected became the concen1 of 

the popular novelist, and he is responsible for having 

developed at least ten recognisable kinds of novel and for 

bri~ng some of them to a very high standard. 

The popular novelist has not only demonstrated some of the 

possibilities in such forms as the thriller and spy novel, 

he has also on occasion made discoveries which serious 

novelists have later adopted. The popular science fiction 

1 Quoted by Diana Spearman, The Novel and Society, 1964. 
2 Postwar British Fiction, 1963. 
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novel is a case in point. L. Fiedler1 points out that the 

"futurist revolution" was first noticeable on the periphery 

of literature, but that it is now moving to the centre as 

writers like trVilliam Golding, Anthony Burgess, i'/illiam 

Burroughs, John Barth and others take it up. Graham Greene 

might not have written metaphysical thrillers if some of 

the possibilities of the form had not been suggested to 

him by his youthful reading of writers like Rider Haggard, 

John Buchan and Anthony Hope. .Anthony Hope in The Dolly 

Dialogues was using a technique 111hich Ivy Compton-Burnett 

later refined. 'Ihe hack-writers who produced "Bloods" for 

the con~~ption of the Victorian young were writing in a 

style not dissimilar to Hemingway's. J.B. Priestley2 puts 

foTI~rd a sound case for the recognition of Dashiel Hammett 

and Raymond Chandler as genuine literary originators. 

K. Allsop3 points out that the James Dean type hero was 

common in popular fiction before he appeared in serious 

fiction. 

The relationship behreen serious and popular writers is 

neatly summarised by A. Comfort4 : "'Ihere is a continual 

exchange between the levels of achievement. The scribbler 

imitates the technique of the artist, and the artist is 

never entirely unaware of the fiddling underneath." In 

the next chapter it is hoped to sho11r that serious writers 

are more aware than ever of "the fiddling underneath". 

Perhaps one of the most serious, and oft-repeated,cha.rges 

against the popular novelist is one made by Q.D. Leavis5 

in 1932: the popular novelist, by seducing readers away 

l ''IheliJcnTMutants', I1movations, ed. B. Bergonzi, 1968. 
2 The Moments and other pieces, 1966. 
3 The Angry Decade, 1958. 
4 The Novel end our Time, 1948. 
5 Fiction and the Reading Public, 1932. 
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from good books, damages the serious novelist. The damage 

is ~o his pride, his pocket and his art. Q.D. Leavis 

adduces evidence to prove that the best novelists were, 

until recently, amongst the most popular, but that the 

position was reversed in about 1828 when Lytton, "the first 

of the modern best sellers 11 achieved his first success. 

Most of the evidence for painting such a rosy picture of 

the past - and a grim one of the present - is drawn from a 

list of best sellers which she prints. TI1e list does not 

indicate her sources, gives no actual readership figures, 

and - the most damaging fact - is selective. The best sellers 

she lists are "representative of the popular fiction of its 

time", which means that where a best seller such as 

E.M. Forster's A Passage to India does not fit her thesis, 

it is not included. 

With no breakdown - or even indication- of readership 

figures there is no way of knowing whether the earlier books 

she cites were in fact the most popular at Qfh levels of 

readership. The sales figures of a book are not an accurate 

guide to the number of readers per copy (or even whether 

the book is read at all1), and thi~ is particularly true 

when books are expensive, as they w·ere before the twentieth 

century. In the twentieth century the publication of cheap 

books, pnrticularly ps.per-bA.cks, neant th.~tt thero vrere 

fewer readers per copy, for they were within the r~nge of 

the pockets of most of them. The sales of a book became 

a better indication of its readership in this century, in 

1 The TLS of 13.3.69 quotes from an inquiry made by an 
American magazine, The Smith, into how much people read 
of the books they buy. A random sample of 1,000 book 
buyers ivere asked whether they had bought any of five 
books and, if so, hoiv far they got with them. The results: 
Giles Goat-Boy by John Barth- bought by 81, read by 7, 
partially read by 21, not read at all by 53. 

The Confessions of Nat Turner by William Styron showed 
similar results. Herzog by Saul Bell01-r was bought by 59, 

_read by 11. Couples by John Updll~e was bought by 66, 
read by 4, and not attempted at all by 59. Valley of 
~Dolls by Jacqueline Susann was read by all i ~ 29 :j;juyers. 
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the century that Q.D. Leavis, basing her deductions on 

book sales alone, detected a lowering of popular taste. 

Without comparable readership figures we do not knov1 

whether she is right. 

Q.D. Leavis does not define what she means by "best seller", 

but she appears to be judging according to the number of 

, sales of a book in its year of publication~ rather than 

considering its overall sales since publication. fuch an 

interpretation of "best seller" ca.n be misleading. Some 

account should also be taken of other books read in that 

year. The Modern and popular novels were not to everyone's 

tastes in the 'twenties, and there must have been a large 

body of readers who read neither, turning instead to books 

of an earlier period, to the classics. It is credible that 

the most l'l'idely read book of 1928,waa, so.y, Dickens's 

Oliver Twist and not Thornton Wilder's Bridge of San Luis 

Rey, as Mrs Lea.vis states. 

Unless reprint figures are taken into account, the real 

tastes of readers cannot be gauged with accuracy. Joyce's 

Ulysses is an example of a book which had a small circula­

tion when it was published·in 1922. The circulation was 

only partly attributable to its censorship problems, for 

censorship usually gives a boost to sales. But it has since 

become a best seller, and Penguin Books were prepared to 

pay £75,000 in 1969 for its paper-back publishing rights. 

The eventual popularity of Ulysses could indicate either 

that the process of acceptance of highbro1'1' li tera.ture is 

slow,. or that the tastes of the reading public have improved 

in recent years. It does not indicate that only the worst 

twentieth century books become best sellers. 
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Part of Mrs Leavis 's argument is that the standard of 

literary works was higher when the reading public vras 

homogenous before the late eighteenth century than it was 

after the growth of circulating lipraries and the 

commercialisation of fiction had fragmented it. From this 

she "proves" that the popular novel has been the cause of 

the deterioration in serious fiction over the last 

hundred and fifty years or so. She assunes that there 

was once a state of affairs in which there w·as widespread 

literacy and yet which'did not produce trashy fiction, but 

this idyllic picture is based on the kind of wishful 

thinking which is astonishing in,a writer who claims to 

be scientific. She offers no facts to support her theory, 

which is in direct contradiction to theconclusions reached 

1 by Robert Mayo who wrote: 

There is nothing in the over-all picture from which the 
eighteenth-century apologist can take heart. With a 
few conspicuous exceptions, the original miscellany 
fiction published between 1740 and 1815 was trashy, 
affected, and egregiously sentimental. Judged as 
literary art, it was devoid of imagination and vrretchedly 
written. 

We have sometimes been invited by the critics of mass 
culture to view the eighteenth century with special 
approval, as an age with a homogenous reading public, 
when popular and cultivated tastes were happily united, 
and when the common reader was blissfully content to 
take his standards from abO\e, free from the pernicious 
effects of commercialism that mar the popular literature 
of our own age • • • • But fEhis pictury is very 
seriously qualified by the 'original' fiction of the 
magazines • • • .~hich reve~ anything but a homogenous 
literary culture, dominated by the best poets, essayists, 
novelists and critic~. Rather it eL~ibits in abundance 
those very qualities of daydream, poverty of feeling, 
and separation from life as knmm ·to its readers· tha.t 
are usually laid at the door of the modern novelist. 

If Q.D. Leavis's judgements that the serious novel has itself 

deteriorated since the eighteenth century is acceptable -

a judgement that can be disputed - it seems as if it is 

1 R. l':[ayo, The Novel in the Na.gazines 1740-1815, 1962. 
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not the popular novel which is to blame, but rather the 

spread of mass literacy. The 'homogenous' culture, such 

as it was, disappeared with literacy, not with the 

appearance of circulating libraries and the commercialisation 

of fiction. 

The boom in paper-backs has considerably changed the picture 

of the book market since 1932. }trs Leavis prophecied then 

that publishers vTOuld before very long cease to publish 

serious novels, on the grounds that they were unprofitable.-

Having injured the pride, the art and quality of the serious 

novelist, the popular novelist would then injure his 

1 
pocket. J .lv. Saunders comes to an opposite conclusion: 

••• by and large the literary profession has gained 
in strength from the mass market • • • • the technical 
advances which were precipitated by the immediate and 
ephemeral needs of a mass public also helped publishers 
achieve mass sales for books of lasting qu.ali ty. 

Saunders also points out that the large rewards which come 

from reprints in pape~backs, film rights and reprints 

abroad are more often enjoyed by serious novelists than 

by popular novelists. Evelyn 1¥augh2 said this of 

Hollywood: 11Each book purchased for motion pictures has 

some individual quality, good or bad, that has made it 

remarkable. It is the work of a great Drray of highly 

paid and incompatible writers to distinguish this quality, 

separate it and o bli tera te it. " 

Not nll serious novelists are offered lucrative contracts, 

~~d it is this group - the serious novelists who have 

little or no p·)pular appeal - lvhich is most in danger of 

being nefflected or turned do't'm by publishers. If such a 

novelist con attain tho status of "a prestige euthor 11 , 

l The Profession of English Letters, 1964. 
2 Quoted by D. Macdonald in Against the American Grain, 

1952 • 
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the losses sustained in publishing his work will be 

willingly offset by the publisher from his profits on best 

sellers. It is not an ideal situation, depending as it 

does on the image of his firm that the publisher is trying 

to projGct. Fortunately book publishers are often men who 

have gone into the business because of their interest in 

books, and not for purely mercenary reasons -and it is 

on these men that the prestige writer will have to depend. 

There is of course always the gambler's hope of backing 

an outsider . . . 
In Part III of her book, Q.D. Leavis offers another reason 

for her belief that serious novelists will soon be unable 

to find publishers. She writes: "It has already become 

practically impossible to get a book reviewed unless it 

is advertised, and highbrow novels, which return little 

or no profit, crumot stand the enormous cost of advertising. " 

Without evidence to support her assertion that highbrow 

'novels are not profitable, and without evidence to support 

her assertion about revievring, it is difficult .to l:.now 

whether she is illBl{ing an ill-informed guess, or a factual 

observation. 

Books are usually advertised in li tere.ry periodicals or 

the review pages of newspapers, and the advertisements are 

placed either by the publisher or by a book-seller. I 

analysed the reviews and advertisements in one edition of 

a literary periodical (The Times Literary Supplement fand 

one edition of a more avowedly commercial newspaper 

(The ObserverYto see if the position in 1969 was the same 

as Mrs Leavis believed it to be in 1932. 

1 TLS of 8.5.1969. 
2 ~erver of 26.4.1969 
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In The Times Literary Supplement, twenty five publishers 

advertised one hundred and one books. There were eighty 

two reviews and short notices. Of the twenty five publishers 

who advertised, only eight of them had ~ of their 

publications reviewed, and of these only three had their 

books both reviev;ed and advertised. On the other hand, 

publications from thirty five publishing houses who did 

not advertise in this edition, were reviewed. 

In The Observer, five publishers advertised seventeen books. 

There were twenty three reviews and short notices. Of the 

five publishers, only one had any of its publications 

reviewed, and this ~~s not one which had been advertised 

by its publisher. On the other hand, publications from 

twenty publishing houses who did not advertise in this 

edition, were reviewed. 

From such a very small sample one cannot of course draw 

any firm conclusions but the figures do suggest that 

reputable papers will review a book even if the publisher 

does not advertise in th&t paper. The Times Literary 

Supplement in particular reviews i:•ooks from small or 

foreign publishers who never advertise in it. It seems 

then that there is a reasonable chance that a book will 

recieve the best advertisement, a review, for the cost of 

the reviewing copy - which is not exorbitant. Because 

of the publishers' practice of advertising more than one 

book in each advertisement, the highbrovT novel stands an 

excellent chance of being included in the advertisement 

alongside a more popular novel. 

IVIrs Leavis's criticism of the popular novel and her picture 

of the literary scene in the nineteen thirties and earlier 

has been discussed in some detail because her work has 



6 .. 20 

been very influential. The recent (1966) re-issue of her 

study suggests that it will continue to be so. Later 

critics of the conte;:tpora.ry scene have accepted her thesis 

ahnost without question, and have continued to reiterate 

her gloomy predictions. In this chapter I have attempted 

to shov< hovT the split beh·reen popular and serious 'I'Tri ting 

occurred and to suggest that the popular novel is not 

without critical worth. In the next chapter I hope to 

show that its contribution to fiction has been important, 

and that the split beh~een popular and serious fiction is 

less marked now tha~ it was before the Second World War. 

The truly homogenous literary society may yet emerge. 
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Chapter 7: 

'Ihe Popular Novel 

The popular novel is not a twentieth century phenomenon, 

but the degree of commercialisation of the popular novel 

in this century sets it apart from its predecessors. 

TI1e typical popular novel is written to a formula, a 

product designed for mass consumption. Although a study 

of these formulas, their development aDd their changes, 

would make an interesting literary-sociological study, it 

is outside the scope of this thesis. Emphasis is placed 

here on the position of the popular novel vis ~vis the 

the serious novel, for it is my contention that the 

division bet~-1een popular and serious novels, so marked 

in the 1930s, shows signs of narrowing in the 1960s. 

In this chapter there is therefore a brief discussion of 

the characteristics of the various types of popular fiction. 

Mention is made of the historical origins of each type to 

help clarify the definitions, but the emphasis is on the 

changes popular fiction has undergone in the past twenty 

years. It has not been considered necessary to discuss 

the works of the best knolin exponents of the forms except 

where their deviation from formula, or their high standard 

of literary excellence, makes them sufficiently outstanding 

or interesting to be considered alongside serious novels. 

The vmrks of serious novelists who have borrov1ed materials, 

methods or forms from the popular novel are also discussed. 

Both these groups - the popular ¥'lri ters who write seriously, 

and the serious viTi ters who on occasion use popular forms -

are grmdng in number and importance and although it 't'I"Ould 



7.02 

be unwise to predict that the division betv1een popular 

and serious wri tars >rill eventually close, the evidence 

suggests that some narrowing of the gap has already 

occurred and that the literary scene in the 1960s is more 

homoge~us than it has been before in this century. 

Some difficulty has been encountered in distinguishing 

the popular forms of fiction, for the terms are generally 

very loosely used-by critics and reviewers alike. It has 

been found necessary to provide distinctions 1'1'hich, while 

they are arguably arbitrary, do provide a workable basis 

for discussion. Six major types of popular fiction have 

been discerned: the thriller, science fiction, gothic 

romance, historical romance, romance and vTestern. Each 

section, numbered alphabetically, is discussed separately. 

The blanket label "thriller" covers the adventure story, 

the political thriller, the spy story, the war story and 

the detective story. The blanket label "gothic romance" 

covers gothic proFor or neo-gothic, horror and ghost 

stories. These are discussed as sub-sections. 

A. THRILLER 

The thriller (or "shocker 11 as it is still sometimes called) 

is described in The Shorter Oxford English DictionarY 
1
as: 

"a work of fiction of sensational character". Such a 

definition "\rill admit the works of a number of serious 

writers as well, but ~t is given here because it illustrates 

one characteristic which many serious writers have in 

common with thriller "\'lriters - a taste for the sensational. 

It is not only the popular writers who exploit the public's 

taste for the sensational and the dictionary definition 

1 Third Edition, 1959. 



is therefore not exclusive. There is a difference in the 

way sensationalism is used. The serious writer may find 

it necessary to be sensational because it is an integral 

part of his vision, but the popular writer supplies 

gratuitous thrills with the sole intention of nthrilling 11 

his readers. 

A good plot is the sine qua non of the thriller. It is 

not surprising therefore that the heyday of the thriller 

(and particularly of the detective story thriller) 

coincided vTi th the attempts of the Noderns to relegate 

the plot to a minor position in the novel. Readers who 

did not see the need to jettison one of the traditional 

elements of the novel, turned to the thriller to satisfy 

1 their urge for '1a good story". IVI. Kennedy suggests that 

there are also a number of readers 11of high intellectual 

calibre" who have been alienated by the didactic serious 

novel, preferring to read history, biography and so on 

undiluted for edification, and to read thrillers for their 

entertainment. 

There are, broadly, two types of plot -vrhich are used by 

thriller vTri ters. Tn.e first type, most commonly used by 

writers of adventure, spy, war and the sensational detective 

stories, is episodic and tends towards complexity in its 

search for originality. It depends heavily on coincidences 

for its complication and eventual resolution. Suspension 

of disbelief is therefore of immense importance, and this 

is accomplished in part by the judicious use of pace -

the reader is hurried along without giving him time to 

pause and perhaps question the more unlikely episodes. 

TYPically, the thriller is short - about two hundred pages 

1 'Ihe Outlaws on Parnassus, 1958. 
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which ena.bles the reader to finish it e.t e. sitting. John 

Buchru1 found that the reader's suspension of disbelief 

could be encouraged by placing ordinary characters in e.n 

e.n ordinary setting, so at least part of the novel was 

recognisably Htrue to life 11 • Other writers, such as 

Rider Haggard, g:i.ve their stories exotic backgrounds, 

relying on the Englishma.'l1' s belief that although "it 

could.n 't happen here 11 , anything could happen "over there ;r, 

Whichever setting a thriller writer chooses, he must 

ensure that a suitably suspenseful atmosphere is built 

up and maintained.. 

The second. tJ~e of plot is the one preferred by most writers 

of detective stories. It can best be compared to a jig-

saw ~~zzle, where the excitement comes from finding the 

pieces and. comploting the picture, rather than from the 

thrill of the chase. Pace is of less importance to the 

detective story writer than it is to other thriller 

writers and. an exotic background. is rarely used, for 

sensationalism is reduced. to the minimum. The plot may 

be complex, but it is more carefully articulated. and 

motivated. than the other type. The detective story poses 

the question of "who did it?", the other types of thriller 

ask "what happens next?". 

Elizabeth Bowen1 suggests that, typically, the thriller 

has no theme. It would be more correct to say that it 

has only one theme - the battle of good. against evil. 

This theme appears even in the nineteenth century thriller 

with its basic plot of "the young and rightful heir 

deprived of his birthright by evil-scheming relatives 

and guardi~1s. n2 'llie characteristic twentieth century 

l Afterthoughts, 1962. 
2 R.S. 'furner, Boys 1rJ'ill be Boys, 1948. 
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thriller continues to shm-; the defeat of evil forces, and 

it was perhaps the possibilities of such a theno which 

attracted writers like Graham Greene and Charles Williams 

to the thriller form. 

A number of popular viTi ters in the contemporary period 

have, like their serious colleagues, been affected by 

contemporary doubts as to whether good and evil, or right 

and wrong, ere always easy to distinguish. "Thou shalt 

not kill", the corrunandment on 1-1hich the thriller is based, 

was more easily accepted by a generation ~'Tho hC!.d not 

experienced two "lvorld wars. On the international level 

writers can no longer depend on the prejudices of their 

readers, for few contemporary readers can believe that 

evil is confined to nationalities other than his ovTn. 

As a result~ more subtle themes have been explored by some 

of the better thriller writers. John le ca.rre shows his 

spy heroes as men caught up in something they do not 

understand, and they are manipulated and eventually 

discarded by the cJ~1ical and bureaucratic machine of their 

ovTn side. Gwendoline Butler has explored another Kafka­

esque situation where the borders between reality and 

illusion are indistinct. Political thriller vlriters have 

begun to consider seriously, as Maurice EdeL~an in The 

Fratricides (1963) has done, the rights and wrongs of 

international disputes. The development of theme in 

the thriller is a significant step towards closing the 

gap between the serious and popular novel. 

Because exploration of character in depth could unbalance 

or detract from a novel whose plot is its raison d'~tre 

the thriller writer rarely does more than sketch in his 

ch~racters in broad outline. It is not their job, as it 

is of the characters of serious novelists, to add to our 
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knovrledge of ourselves as individuals: 1vhat they may teach 

us about human beings is general, not particular. Their 

characters must of course conform to the laws of psycho-

logical probability, and some eccentricities may be 

introduced to retain the character in the reader's mind 

and to create an affection for him, but there is rarely 

an attempt at full characterisation. Such heroes may 

become stereotypes, but they are not stock characters when 

they first appear. Richard Hannay, Hercu'le Poirot, Father 

Brown, James Bond and ~ string of others have become so 

well kno'lm as to be regarded almost as folk-heroes. 

The best contemporary thriller writers have been affected 

by the growth of the study of psycholog-.f which has 

complicated our attitudes to both criminals and saints. 

l M. Kennedy quotes Agatha Christie's rueful complaint 

that 11an honest man has been described as the noblest 

work of God, and that to turn one out, once a year, in 

time for the Autumn List, is to engage in august 

competition. 11 The decline of the hero in fiction has 

also affected the thriller story writers. The courage, 

virtue and character of the thriller hero must be 

unquestionable if the usual pattern of thriller stories 

is to be followed - and such a hero is now an anachronism, 

difficult to make convincing. The metamorphosis of the 

hero into the anti-hero has been discussed in Chapter 5, 

but it is interesting to note that the popular thriller 

has also been affected by this trend. Contemporary 

thriller writers, especially those who write adventure, 

spy and war stories, and political thrillers, are faced 

with a paradox. "Theirs is a heroic genre, concerned 

l The Outlaws on Parnassus, 1958. 
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with rnaY~ng out in the face of ordeals. The tests may 

be tests of intelligence or love or endurance or decency 

or ingenuity and, almost always, of courage. u1 But the 

heroic hero (the Richard Hannay type) has been replaced 

by the non- or anti-hero 1o1ho must nonethelss achieve 

heroism if the genre is to be true to itself. This 

difficulty is often solved by placing the anti-hero in 

such a position that he is forced into heroic actions -

he does not go into them either willingly or intentionally, 

for he has no choice. The logical extension of this 

situation has provided some writers with an excellent 

twist - because their heroes are not supermen, they fail 

and their heroism is to no purpose. 

There is a close connection between the development of 

theme and the development of character in the novel, 

and writers who are dissatisfied with the good-versus­

evil· theme are also dissatisfied v.ri th the suint-hero 

versus devil-criminal characterisation. The straight­

forward divisions have disappeared in the books of the 

better popular novelists which has brought them closer 

to the position of the serious contemporary novelist. 

If the trend towards more subtle psychology and more 

complex themes continues, a substantial contribution will 

be made to the acceptance of this branch of the popular 

novel as serious literature. 

It seems appropriate here to discuss a group of serious 

novelists who have used various forms of the thriller for 

serious purposes. 

Graham Greene has done more than any other English novelist 

to make the thriller respectable. Most of the thirty 

l 'The Conventions of Crime ru tion I, TLS 19.6.1969. 



7.00 

novels and entertainments he has published since 1929 can 

be described as "metaphysical thrillers 111 or "symbolic 

2 
melodramas" • They fall into various categories. Of his 

post-1949 novels, Our Man in Havana (1958) is a comic 

satire on spying; The Third Man (1950) (like the earlier 

Brighton Rock (1938)) is a gangster story; The Fallen Idol 

(1950) and The End of the Affair (1951) have the form of 

the detective story; The Quiet American ( 1955) and The 

Comedians (1966) are political thrillers. Only Loser Takes 

All ( 1955) a moral tale of the dangers of gambling, and 

A Burnt-Out Case (1961) 14hich is set in an African leper 

colony, do not belong in any of the thriller categories. 

The settings of all except The End of the Affair and The 

Fallen Idol are exotic, a gratuitous bonne bouche, a 

frequent offering of the good crime novel. 

"'Ihe Greene novel is stylised. It begins with a: moment 

of maturing crisis and moves, through interconnecting 

scenes, to a resolution not far off in time. 

such a method the beginning is important."3 

. . • lvith 

The first 

page of a Graham Greene novel reads like the beginning 

of a thriller. The Quiet American, for example, begins 

like this: 

After dinner I sat and waited for Pyle in my room over 
the rue Catinat: he had said, 'I'll be with you at 
latest by ten', and when midnight he.d struck I 
couldn't stay quiet any longer and went down into the 
street. 

A mystery is established in the first two lines, and his 

taut, swift-moving and cinematic style maintains the 

tension. His plots have plenty of action (often violent), 

contrivances and coincidences, and bizarrely thrilling 

1 A.J. Farmer, Les ecrivains anglais d'au,jourd'hui, 1966. 
2 G.S. Fraser, The Modern Vfriter and his World, 1953 ed. 
3 V.S. Naipaul in an interview with Grahara Greene, printed 

in the South African Sunday Express,l4.4.1968. ' 
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incidents. In an interview with F. Kerrnode1 Greene 

admitted to "a passionate liking for melodrama. 11 • Plotting 

is his indulgence, but he is aware that the mythic 

simplicity of character for which he aims is often 

damaged by plot-making: "I would like to ascend into 

myth, but find my boots so often muddy with plot." 

His plots - and some of his characters - are drawn 

directly from contemporary events2, which gives them an 

up-to-dateness and relevance characteristic of the best 

thrillers. His political eye is acute. The Comedians, 

for t-JXam.ple, is a thorough analysis not only of Haiti 

and of what life there is like, but also of America's 

involvement in a r~gime as evil as Castro's but which she 

supports because it is not a Cormnunist one. 

Love, both romantic as in The Confidential .t\gent (1939) 

and physical and adulterous as in The End of the "~fair, 

adds a further frisson to his tales of adventure. Not 

that all readers appreciate it. Rose Macaulay wrote of 

The Heart of the Matter: 3 

What a mess his mind must be -nothing in it, scarcely, 
but religion and sex, and these all mixed up together. 
Religious adultery; as someone said about it, he didn't 
mind either in a book alone, but didn't like the 
mixture. 

If Graham Greene were simply a thriller writer he would 

not be accorded his present status as one of the most 

important novelists to have appeared between the wars. 

P. West 4 described Brighton Rock as "a psychologist 's 

dossier, a thriller, a sociological study, a theological 

pamphlet and also a structural oxymoron 11 and pointed out 

that: u1¥e can understand such a novel only if we read it 

1 'Myth, Reality, and Fiction', The List., 30.8.1962. 
2 A. Calder-Marshall discusses his sources in Living 

Writers, ed. G. Phelps, 1947. 
3 Last Letters to a Friend, 1952-58, 1962. 
4 The Modern Novel, 1965. 
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as a thriller - a 'gangster' story •••• Violence not 

only simplifies the reader's entry; it also figures • • • 

as a despairing attempt to simplify the contorted world. 

Greene seems to have advanced from the thriller outline 

to the almost metaphysical one. 11 1 
G.S. Fraser suggests 

that Greene uses the mechanism of the old-fashioned tale 

of crime and adventure to bring across a sense of the 

insecure, frightening, dangerous state of the contemporary 

world. Graham Greene deals in danger, but the danger is 

2 more than danger to the flesh - it is danger to the soul. 

His novels show the Catholic soul working out its salvation 

and damnation, i'n isolation. The seedy characters in their 

seedy surroundings (the exotic is not treated any more 

glamourously than the English) strive to attain salvation 

in a ~vorld where evil reigns. F.R. Karl3 sees Greene as 

attempting to recover the hero for a democratic age. 

"Greene has taken the 'fallen democrat' peculiar to our 

time and tried to raise him through suffering and pain 

to a more heroic stature." A. Cs.lder-Na.rshall4 remarked 

that "the theme of England r1ade !~, as of every book which 

Greene has written, is the relation of man to society; 

with the individual as the victim, and society as villain. " 

Graham Greene's novels have become increasingly more 

metaphysical and less like thrillers. P. Hebblethw·ai te 
6 

quotes a critic who complained that The End of the Affair 

was the last novel of Graham Greene's which could be 

reviewed by someone who was not a professional moral 

theologian. 

1 The Modern \1/ri ter and his \vorld, 1953. 
2 A remark made by George Orvrell seems apposite: "When 

people really believed in Hell, they were less fond of 
posturing on the brink. • • 11 

3 A Reader's GuJ..!fe tg_ the Contemporary English Novel, 1963. 
4 Living Writers, ed. G. Phelps, 1947. 
5 Published in 1935. 
6 'How Catholic is the Catholic Novel?', .TI;§. 27.7.67. 
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1 
A.J. Farmer suggests that F.L. Green, who died in 1953, 

could also be described as a writer of "metaphysical 

thrillers". He mentions Ambush for the Heart (1952), a 

flight-and-pursuit story which explores the moral and 

psychological problems which preoccupied F.L. Green in 

his fiction. Fra.ngois Ha.uriac has combined religious and 

philosophical themes with the action novel. Charles 

Williams wrote novels 11in which theosophy gives the 

thriller a new twist but also deprives the thriller element 

of the claustrophobia vre have to feel in order to be 

thrilled.u
2 

G.K. Chesterton, in his detective Father 

Brown stories, combined the relgious novel end the thriller. 

James Henley who began writing sea stories in 1932 shov1ed 

a revivalist tendency in his later novels. Say Nothing 

(1962), for example, shows courageous souls in seedy 

surroundings, vanquished by fate. James's brother Geu.lld 

"places Hemingway young men in Greene territory enveloped 

in a Conrad world of illusions.'~ Most of his novels 

have exotic settings - Africa or India - end are discussed 

under that heading, but in lvithout k>ve (1957) he wrote 

a religious thriller set in Spain which reads like a 

religious tract. 

Each of the sub-species of the thriller has enjoyed a 

vogue, and the waning end waxing in popule.ri ty of thE:lse 

provides not only a commentary on public taste but also 

a social commentary. In the 1930s and 1940s the detective 

story was supreme; in the 1950s s~y 3t0rioa wer8 the 

most popular a."ld in tho 1960s the advonture story and 

political thriller enjoyed a vogue. (Science fiction, 

1 Les ~crivains anglais d'aujourd'hui, 1966. 
2 P. 1rlest, The 11odern Novel, 1965. 
3 F.R. Karl, A Reader's Guide to the Contemporary English 

Novel, 1963. 
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whieh is not a sub-species of the thriller but is related 

to it, was particularly popular in the 1950s ). 1 L. Fiedler 

believes that changes in pl.lb:;..ic taste are indications of 

a.n altered attitude to time. "vTe have seen in recent 

years the purveyors of Pop Culture trensfor their energies 

from the Western and the Dracula-type thriller (last heirs 

of the Roman tic and Gothic concern with the past) to the 

Detective Gtory especially in its hard-boiled form 

(final vulgarization of the realists' dedication to the 

present) to Science Fiction (a new genre based on hints 

in E.A. Poe and committed to 'extrapolating' the future)." 

P~though the types of popular thriller all share the 

characteristics discussed, they have developed into true 

sub-species, end not merely local variations, so each 

sub-species will be considered under a separate heading. 

The Gothic romance of writers like Mrs Radcliffe (of which 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, 1794 is the best-known) was the 

progenitor of the modern thriller (it also fathered the 

ghost story and, according to Leslie Fiedler2, the modern 

.American novel as well). Sir Vlal ter Scott borrowed from 

the Gothic romances and set a fashion for tales of dangerons 

adventure and te.u.t suspense in a historical setting. 

Captain I>l'arryat, u.si:ng his ne.val experience for material, 

developed the adventurous sea story to which Conrad later 

gave an original slant. Writers who followed Scott and 

Marryat began to diversify the thriller and develop further 

possibilities, with the result that by 1950 the thriller 

had split into six clearly defined StJb-species: 

o.dventure story, poli tice.l thriller, spy story, war story 

and detective story. A brief history of the development 

1 'The Nev1 Huta.nts ', fu'lovations, ed. B. Bergonzi, 1968. 
2 love end Death in the American Novel, 1960. 
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of each of these sub-species, together with a discussion of 

the contemporary situation, follows. 

A(l)Adventure Story 

The adventure story is the sub-species closest to its 

parent, the Gothic romance. R.L. stevenson, Rider Haggard, 

Rudyard Kipling and Conan fuyle gs.ve it a fresh impetus at 

the end of the nineteenth century. The first three writers 

used exotic settings for their stories, and L. Stevenson1 

draws attention to R.L. Stevenson's theory that the atmosphere 

of a particular place can be the determining element in 

fiction. The exotic adventure story has been popular ever 

since, and Graham Greene in particular has used such back-

grounds to good effect. John Buchan's contribution in 

novels like The 'lli.irty-Nine Steps (1915) made him, in Graham 

Greene's2 opinion: '~he first to realize the enormous dramatic 

value of adventure in familiar surroundings happening to 

unadventurous men • • • murder in the atmosphere of breeding 

end stability." 

The adventure. story in its original form reached its peak 

of achievement before the First World war, and its subsequent 

decline can be attributed partly to the decline of the hero 

in fiction. But even if the reader can be persuaded to 

believe in a superman-hero, he cannot always be persuaded 

to believe in his adven~~res. When the great Victorian 

explorers like Burton, Speke and Livingstone were alive, 

there were still parts of the earth marked 11terra incognita." 

on maps, and it was to these areas that adventure story 

writers sent their heroes. They could count on the ree,der 's 

1 'lhe English Novel 1 1960. 
2 _Collected Essays, 1969. 
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ignorance of the geography, history and politics of such 

areas, and could involve their heroes in adventures which were 

fantastic but, to the ignorant, credible. Since the Second 

ivodd lrla.r there has been a boom in travel books, in books 

of scientific exploration, archaeology, anthropology and 

so on, and readers have become less ignorant of geographical 

~d political conditions in countries overseas. Men like 

Thor Heyerdahl and David Attenborough are writing non­

fiction adventure stories which, because they are factual, 

are more acceptable to the contemporary reader suspicious 

of irnBginary cou..VJ.tries. 

If one accepts Ian \'latt 's ~hesis1 that the history of the 

novel has been a history of the movement towards greater 

realism, it becomes apparent that the adventure story 

either had to adjust itself to the contemporary situation, 

or to be content with an exclusively adolescent readership. 

It has in fact done the former. It has found new heroes 

and a new terra incognita in astronauts and outer space. 

The astronaut has become the modern equivalent of Columbus 

or Dar~rin, and is perhaps the last of the real modern 

heroes. The average reader is a.s ignorant of outer space 

as his grandfather wa.s of darkest Africa, and many writers 

of science fiction offer similar fare to the old adventure 

stories. 

Contemporary adventure story writers who have not turned to 

science fiction have adapted in other ways. Their stories 

are firmly placed in a real geographical and historical 

setting (resembling political thrillers in this respect) 

but the adventures of their heroes are as improbable and 

1 The Rise of the Novel, 1963. 
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highly-coloured as any that appeared in the Boys1 0wn Paper 

before the First World War. By placing their stories in 

real settings these writers have got round the difficulty 

experienced by earlier writers of convincing the reader 

that the tales they tell are at least possible if not always 

probable. The contemporary adventure story is usually 

labelled "thriller" by critics and reviewers, but I have 

preferred to retain the older name because ''thriller 1•1 

can be applied to several other types of popular novel 

and because it shows the origins of the contemporary story 

more clearly. 

The contemporary adventure story has a characteristic pattern. 

The hero gets caught up L" an actual histcrical event, end 

although innocent of political motive himself (he is often 

a holiday-maker or journalist) he unavoidably becomes 

involved. Once involved he has his share of blondes, car 

chases and sudden deaths and, often to his own astonishment, 

emerges a hero. The locations most favoured for his 

adventures are trouble-spots like Algeria\ the Hiddle 

East2 and Africa3• ~~ch locations are doubly useful to 
_ll,n: 

the writer- they provide ready-made conflicts and colourfu~ l 1'41 ~ 

exotic settings. 

The new type of adventure story and the political thriller 

have become very popular in the 1960s, but there are no 

writers of the stature of John Buchan, for example. It is 

not easy to combine seriousness with the need for skilled 

plotting, pace and suspenseful atmosphere. Muriel $park 

in The Mandelbaum Gate ( 1965) has unwittingly demonstrated 

l Alan Williams, Ba.rbouze: Norman Lewis, Darkness Visible 
2 Muriel Spark, T'ne Mandelbaum Gate: Simon Harvester, 

Treacherous Road 
3 J.D. Scott, The Pretty Penny 
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that the adventure story is not as easy as it looks. 

Nigel Balchin is one of the few contemporary novelists to 

have written distinctive adventure stories. His novels 

combine excitement and suspense with moral seriousness, 

which gives them a weight the more common type of adventure 

story lacks. 'lhe S:nall Bock Room ( 1943) he.s a nerve-wracking 

sequence describing the de-fusing of a bomb, but although it 

is a thriller it is also a savage indictment of the in­

fighting amonst the back-room boys, the scientists, during 

the war. P. \r{est
1 said of this book that "it scores by 

presenting an adult, scientific theme in a manner readily 

assimilable to the fears of childhood and the relished 

thrills of boyhood adventure-reading. All this is 

dcli:berately and advantageously performed." Balchin 1 s Kings 

of Infinite Space (1967) is an acute analysis of the aims 

and methods of space research, but can also be read as a 

straight-forward adventure story. 

Christopher Redder-Williams, a younger writer, has attempted 

the same mixture of suspense and seriousness, but in The 

Higher They Fly ( 1963) he fails to blend its ingredients 

of technological lectures, elementa.ry psychology 1 a love 

story and an Beroplane crash. 

~To of the most interesting attempts to use the adventure 

story form seriously have been Richard Hughes's A High Wind 

in Jamaica. ( 1929) and William Golding 1 s 'lhe Lord of the 

Flies (1954). Hughes's children live on the exotic island 

of Jamaica which is devastated by a hurricene. Their journey 

to England, un~cumbered with par~nts, is enlivened by 

adventures with pirates and by bloody deeds. Golding's 

1 P. West, The Modern Novel, 1965. 
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adventure stories and turned them into an exploration of the 

nature of man a..."'ld the nature of civilisation. Hughes's 

novel stressed that children are unknowable, a race apart. 

Both writers are concerned w·ith the problem of good and evil 

and their novels gain considerable impact by being cast in 

a form Where good and evil are traditionally allocated to 

1'us " and 11them" respectively. 

Colin Macinnes's Westward to Laughter (1969) is a story of 

slavery and piracy in the West Indies told in the style of 

Defoe and including all the traditional elements of boys' 

adventure stories. Its hero, however, is a victim: a 

1·rhi te boy sold into slavery whose troubles end on the 

ga.llmvs. A reviewer wrote: "this boo,.ttempts to give the 

DL"'lderdog back a part of his stolen sensibility. vfuy should 

the exploiters have all the best tunes? There are hints of 

allegorical profundity here !! 2 . . 
Marshall Pugh's le,st Place Left ( 1969) is "as good as 

Buchan, but tuned to the different emotional demands of 

modern readers." 3 A zoologist replaces the soldier, a. 

tough willing girl the niched goddess. The destruction of 

nature replaces a worldwide conspira.cy, and the enemy is· not 

unlike some of Hannay's chosen allies. 

Some of the materials and methods of the old adventure story 

have been used by serious contemporary writers who are not 

consciously uP-dating the adventure story. John Wain in 

1 Golding discussess his indebtedness in The Hot Gates,l965. 
2 ~ 11.9.1969. 
3 TLS 3. 7.1969. 
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The &!aller Sky (1967) and John Broderick in The FUgitives 

(1962) have effectively used that adventure story standby, 

the man-hunt. P .H. Ne1?by and Thomas Hinde write adventure 

stories with a nightmarish quality'; using this form to 

explore the territory between illusion and reality. This 

1 I net< Wkaesque slant on the adventure stor.{ could prove 

fruitful, but few writers have followed their example, 

finding perhaps that the nightmare vision is too personal to 

be imitated. Peter de Polnay and Robert Shaw have both 

written adven~~re stories; but de Polnay has not found the 

knack of developing suspense and excitement, and Shaw has 

turned to political thrillers (such as TI~e Man in the Glass 

Booth, 1967). 

The example of these and other writers suggests that the 

serious potential of thE": adventure story is being realised. 

By taking the traditional form Sk~d using it for new purposes 

these vr.riters are ahowing that there need be no distinction 

between the serious and popular novel. The same material 

and the same methods can be used for either purpose. 

A(2)Politicsl thriller 

The political thriller in contrast to the adventure story 

emphas~sthe political and reduces the thriller elements. 

It uses the science fiction writer's method of logical 

inference. The writer observes an actual event, or a 

certain political trend, and suggests what their logical 

conclusions could be. .Although the book me..y be rot in the 

near future it cannot be classified as science-fiction 

1 Newby's Something to Answer For ( 1968) and Hinde 1 s 
The Day the Call Came ( 1964) are nightmare thrillers. 

2 de Polnay 1 s 1he Second Death of a. Hero ( 1968) and Shaw 1 s 
The Hiding Place (1959). 
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because it is not concerned with exploring the effects of 

scientific discoveries. Nor can it be classified as a 

straight-forward political novel because the thriller 

element, although it may be muted, is nonetheless import~~t. 

The political novel is concerned with showing the vTOrkings 

of the political machine: the political thriller predicts 

the result of following a particular policy or trend. 

The political novel shows the themes or personalities 

of the process of normal government, the thriller of abnormal. 

On this basis, George Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four is a 

political thriller, C.P. Snow's Corridors of Power is a 

political novel, and John vlyndham 's The Chrysalids is 

science-fiction. Although 0~1ell's vision of the future 

includes such scientific inventions as the telescreen, they 

are only incidental to his main theme, his picture of the 

totalitarian state of the future, the seeds of which are 

already found in the present. The story of Winston Smith 

provides the thriller element. The Corridors of Power is 

Skn examination of the process of decision meking in 

government. John 1-lyndham 's novel is only indirectly 

concerned with politics, with the politics -vrl1ich brought 

about an atomic war. The consequences of the war are felt 

among the few survivors who are faced with the problem of 

mutations. 

George Orwell's Nineteen Eight-Four set a high standard for 

political thrillers and it was not until Constantine 

Fitzgibbon publia~ed \~en the Iussing had to Stop in 1960 

that its position of pre-eminence was seriously challenged.· 

Fitzgibbon's highly topical novel suggests the dangers in 

an organisation like the Campaign for Nuclear Dise.rme.ment 

gaining control of the British government, for its idealism 
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can be perverted by the cynical and politically ambitious. 

Like Orwell, F:i. tzgibbon is pessimistic. 'llie value of such 

prophetic books is that they articulate and define dangers 

which are very real, if previously unnoticed. It has been 

said that because Orwell wrote Nineteen Eighty-Four, the 

'Tirorld heroresaw might never happen. 

The political thriller writer has an almost missionary 

zeal and the late 1960s have seen the publication of a 

number of novels which are· inspired by the desire to 

inform and warn as well as to entertain. Send Him Victorious 

by Douglas Hurd and Andrew Osmond, published in 1968, is 

one of the best of these. It offers a possible answer 

to the question of what could happen if Britain were 

forced to take action against Rhodesia. Morris West's 

The Tower of Babel 1968) examines the explosive Middle East 

situation. John Harris's Right of Reply (1968) predicts 

some of the difficulties to which Britain's present policy 

of disarmament could lead~ William Haggard's The Conspirators 

(1967) is based on the incident when .America "lost 11 some 

atomic bombs over Spain, and denied having done so. Haggard 

shows the political capital that could be made of such an 

incident, and changes the site to Britain. Jim Hunter's 

The Flame ( 1966) ~vas inspired by the Billy Graham type of 

revivalism which swept the colh~try in that decade. P~in, 

his theme is of idealism perverted. John Le Carre's 

A &!all Town in Germany ( 1968) is set in Bonn. Nominally 

it is a thriller about the hunt for a man who disappears 

from the British Embassy, but it is also an a.ne.lysis of 

post-war Germany and particularly of neo-Nazism. 'Ihe 

world of diplomats and politicians is exposed as hypo­

critical and self-seeking. 
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All these novelists share a number of common assumptions. 

The masses are seen as narve and easily swayed, 

indistinguishable from their fathers and grandfathers who 

fought two wars to end all wars. TI1e real enemies are the 

we&c, foolish or self-seeking p)liticians who unwittingly 

betray their countries, usually to the communists. ~~e 

fear that a minor conflict may be aggravated ru1d eventually 

embroil the vmrld ):las inspired most of these novelists. 

Political bungling is seen as as great a danger as political 

chicanery. 

A good political thriller is rare, for there are a number 

of difficulties in the way of its success. To be convincing 

it is usually necessary to have a large cast of characters, 

with each one sufficiently distinct to be memorable. TI1e 

provision of entertainment must be reconciled with the 

desire to instruct or warn. TI1ere is the problem too of 

-compression, for the thriller requires brevity, while the 

themes and materials of the political thriller are often 

such that a longer exposition seems called for. The 

political thriller has, not surprisingly, attracted a 

number of journalists-cum-novelists but they do not always 

have the knack of avoiding pampleteering. Political 

acuteness must be combined with a strong and probable 

story. Although the political thriller has the potential 

to bridge the gap between serious and popular fiction, it 

seldom, because of its topicality, has a long life 

expectancy. The themes tu1d problems must be universal, 

and not local or tempore~, for this to happen. 

Political thriller writers are exploring territory which 

is largely neglected by serious novelists who exhort each 

other to taclcle political themes but rarely do so 

themselves. 
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A(3) Spy story 

The spy story has obvious affinities with the political 

thriller, for without political differences there are no 

spies (industrial espionage lacks the necessary glamour for 

this kind of fiction, although there are signs of it 

coming into fashion). But the spy story is only marginally 

concerned with real politics and the enemy is no more 

than the 11 journalistically-defined political opponent of 

the moment.n
1 

Our attitude to spies is deeply ambivalent. 

If we call them "secret agents 11 they are metamorphosed 

inbo figures around whom we are willing to let crystallise 

our fantasies of power, sexual adventure, solitary endeavour 

and god-like invulnerability. 'Ours' are secret agents; 

'theirs' are spies; informers are too lmv even for ''them~' 

The spy story is close to the old-fashioned adventure 

story, brought up to date and put in a contemporary setting. 

Heroism is expected of the spy where it is no longer 

expected of the ordinary man, and the spy is in a position 

to prove his heroism. As in the adventure story, the 

spy story >qriter may make use of exotic backgrounds to add 

glamour and colour and to justify the author's Bermudan 

holiday. Because there are no rules in the moral jungle 

of the spy'.s world, the author can give free play to his 

fantasies of sadisn, violence, torture, perverted and 

normal sex. 

The history of the spy story has been brief but lively. 

Dick Turpin, the ''penny dreadful 11 hero of the Victorian 

masses was not a spy but he kept alive the tradition of the 

chivalrous Robin Hood-like crimL'18.1-hero. Robin Hood has 

since been transformed into a thug EL~d wide-boy while 

1 L. Fiedler, 'The Middle llga.inst both Ends', Encounters 
ed. s. Spender et al, 1953-63. 
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retaining the glamour of an adventurer. The transformation 

can be traced from Hornung's gentleman-burglar Raffles, who 

appeared in 1899, through to leslie Charterd.s 's the "&tint" 

and, in the 1950s to the most famous spy of the decade, Ian 

Fleming's James Bond. L, Stevenson1 suggests that it was 

the First World War which shifted the emphasis of the 

thriller from r'the overworked theme of crime detection to 

the newer one of international intrigue" and he names 

E. Phillips Oppenheim as one of the leaders of the movement. 

Oppenheim's 'Ihe Mysterious Mr Sabin (1901) was the first 

in a long series e.bout secret international documents, 

shifty diplomats and seductive adventuresses. Eric Ambler 

foil owed later with such novels e.s Journey in to Fear, and 

he is still considered one of the finest exponents of the 

genre. The spy story hes overtaken the detective story in 

the popularity stakes .and at least one commentator2 

considers it to be leading the field today. 

Ian Fleming's James Bond became something of a cult in the 

1950s. Like the Saint, he was handsome and virile, 

interested in unusual ca.rs end U..."lusual women and lived in 

elegant luxury when not involved in an adventure. But 

whereas the Saint was still a gentleman, Bond had only the 

outward trappings of one. No old-fashioned code of honour 

curbed Bond's activities and the final scene in a F.leming 

novel can only be compared with the final scene of Kyd 's 

The Spanish Tragedy with its plethora of corpses. 

P.N. Jfurbank pointed out that the moral status of the hero 

has sunk: 

Novels of the Peter Cheyney, ·Ian Fleming school work on 
the assumption that violent and treacherous enemies can 
only be combated by violence and treachery; thus the 

1 The English Novel, 1960. 
2 Leader writer, 1!:§. 6.10 .1 966. 
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reader can enjoy in fantasy the full criminal life, save 
that he remains theoretically on the side of luw:, 
virtue, and patriotism •••• James Bond ••• an efficient 
and savage a.nirnal, with gleaming teeth, lean body, and 
narrow hips; an anonymous engine for detection, murder, 
and fornication, the driving of

1
fast automobiles and the 

consumption of branded goods. 

James Leasor has offered the only serious challenge to 

Fleming with his series of novels about Dr Jason l.()ve (such 

as Passport in Suspense, 1967). The adventures are similar, 

but the hero is a medical doctor, and not directly employed 

by the Secret Service. He is middle-aged and although 

appreciative of beautiful women, is not a casanova. Although 

James Leasor is a better writer than Fleming, and can be 

very amusing, he has not Fleming's popular touch. 

l£ter Fleming's death in 1964, Kingsley Amis attempted to 

keep the cult alive with Colonel Sun (1968) which he wrote 

under the pseudonym of Robert Markham. The enemies were 

Chinese instead of Russian and the violence and sadism 

\'l'ere, unbelievably, increased. But .Amis had miscalculated 

the fickle tastes of the public and his book wes not e 

populnr -or critical- success. n1 the four years between 

Fleming's death and the publication of Colonel Sun_, five 

factors had changed the public taste in spy stories. The 

success of the Bond books had, inevitably, brought about 

a rash of imitation-Bonds which had satiated readers. 

Bond himself had been parodied in a series of films which 

made it impossible for him to be taken seriously (one does 

not identify with a caricature). The true spy stories of 

men like Nunn, May, FUchs, Wynne, Burgess, IXfa.clean, Philby 

and so on had been given a great deal of p1blicity, and 

readers became aware of how unreal, how fantastic, Bond's 

adventures -v;ere. (Some novelists, such as Nicholas Honsarrat 

1 ''llie Twentieth-Century Best-Seller', The Modern .Age, 
ed. B. Ford, 1964. 
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in &i th and Jones ( 1964), a reconstruction of Burgess 1 s 

and Maclean's stories, took advantage of the public's interest 

in '~rue 11 spy stories.) Fleming- and his readers- identified 

the creator with the creation, and when Fleming died, it 

was felt that Bond had died too. The most important factor 

from the literary point of view was that a new type of spy 

story was being written by men like John Le Carre and Len 

Deighton, and was achieving both critical and popular 

success. 

Ian Fleming gave expression to the fantasies of his public, 

and a number of commentators have analysed his books to try 

to explain his immense popularity with readers from all 

sections of the population, and all nationalities (except 

perhaps the "enemies"). A criminologist, Iavid Ie.vies, 1 

pointed out that: "• •• if, for instance, the James Bond 

books had been produced and published by the Russians, I 

feel sure they would have been taken by the Ilest as finel 

proof of the vileness of the Soviet ·system." He considers 

that ho plays on the worst sides of people's fears ru1d 

emotions about the Cold War, Communism and race prejudice. 

Kingsley .Amis 's study of Fleming, The Bond Dossier is the 

fullest examination of his work. Ann s. Boyd in The Devil 

with James Bond ( 1967) suggested that Fleming posed as a 

mercenary thriller-writer simply to capture a vast audience 

and then pass on to it, subliminally, a deep and essentially 

Christian message. She concludes that Bond was designed 

to be an image of St George· and that the villains against 

whom he operates are the dragons of the twentieth century, 

the modern personification of the devil. But perhaps Paul 

Johnson in The New statEBD<<n was nearer the mark with his 

l quoted in Intellectuals Today, ad. T.R. Fyvel, 1968. 
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statement that Bond was just a 'nasty symbol of Sex, Snobbery 

and Sadism" • 

In 1963 John Le Carre published The Spy ~o Came in from the 

~' one of the first and most influential of the realistic 

spy stories. Le Carre's novel is set in contemporary Berlin, 

the Berlin of the Cold War, and its hero, Leemas is the 

anti thesis of Bond, "anti-Hanne.y in excelsis" he has been 

1 
called.. The glamour ~~s been stripped away, although the 

excitement remains, and spying is shown to be e dirty and 

sordid business. In 'contrast to this is the touching love 

story of Liz, the young li brarie.n who unwittingly gets 

involved, and Leamus, the embittered middle-aged man who knows 

how little a man's life is worth in the cynical world of 

spies. 

Le Carre is a very visual writer, cinematic in the way 

Graharn Greene is. The first and last pages are typical of 

his method. The book begins Iii th an agent crossing. Checkpoint 

Charlie on his bicycle at night, end being shot"in full view" 

of the reader. The final scene is of Leamus and Liz, tricked 

into believing they are free, climbing over the vbll. They 

do not know that the guards have been instructed to shoot her 

and to allow him to escape, and when Liz is killed, Leamns 

makes a single heroic gesture, a gesture which rejects the 

ruthless immorality of the spy game. He stays with her: 

They seemed to hesitate before firing a.gain, someone 
shouted on order, and still no one fired. Finally they 
shot him, two or three shots. He stood glaring round him 
like a blinded bull in the streets • • • • 

The Spy Who Came in from the Cold is an important book both 

in its own right ru1d for the influence it has had on the spy 

novel. It has destroyed the old, simple, distinctions 

1 T.L.S. Leader, 6.10.1966t 
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between ''them 11 (bad) and "us '1 (good). The enemy is not 

identified by his nationality, for i~m ir are no better than 

"they"· 'Ihe spies are all pe.~ms in a chess game played 

by government agencies, and a pawn may be sacrificed to help 

win the game. The spy is no longer seen as a glamorous 

superman, but as an ordinary me,n doing a jol:J ra.rely out of 

loyalty, patriotism or political con~ction but because the 

pay is good or because he has been blackmailed by his OWl1 

side. The thereof 1e Carre's novel is essentially tragic, 

for the hero is at the mercy of fo~ces he cruLnot controL and 

his heroic efforts to escape his fate are futile. Tne spy 

story of this type is the nearest we have come to finding. a 

fictional form which has the potential to be a modeTI1 tragedy. 

1e Carre follmred his success with 'Ihe looking-Glass \rlar ( 1965) 

before turning to the political thriller with A Small Tovm 

in Germany ( 1968). Le Carre's chief rival in the field of 

the spy novel is his contemporary, Len Deighton. Although 

Le Carre vmrked for the Foreign Office, aDd Deighton did 

not, it was Deighton's first novel, The Ipcress File (1962) 

which had to be passed by the War Office before publication. 

'Ihe appendices and extracts from official documents - as 

well as the convincing details about the security services­

gave his novel an air of authenticity and realism. 

Expertise coupled with extraordinarily complicated plots 

have since become Deighton's hallmark. In quick succession 

he published Horse m1der Water (1963), which is concerned 

vdth narcotics and neo-Nazis, Funeral in Berlin (1964) 

whose title is self-explanatory, An Expc~sive Place to Die 

(1967) and similar titles. His latest novel, Only vlhen I 

Iarf (1968) is a light-hearted story of three confidence 

tricksters. Len Deighton writes with a gusto and vTi t which 
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Dre rare attributes in a thriller writer. His stories are 

told in the first person by a cynical working-class ex-

burglar who has been blackmailed into becoming a spy, told 

in the racy vernacular characteristic of contemporary working-

class heroes in seriDus fiction. 

Three quotations, the first nvo from The Ipcress Fi~ the 

second from Funeral in Berlin, suggest that Deighton has 

no illusions about the spy's world: 

nrt's a confusing story," I told him. "I'm in a very. 
confusing business." 

"And," he paused, "don't contact me if anything goes 
wrong, because I won't know what the hell you are 
talking o.bou t. " 

"Stok and I are in the same business - vle understand 
each other." (Stok is the head of the Russian Secret 
Service). 

Although Deighton's and Le Carre's spies are professionals, 

they have an amateurish air. They do not, unlike <Tames 

Bond, try out the latest technological inventions and they 

have no false illusions €tbout their vmrk - it is a business. 

This amateurishness has been taken a step further by writers 

who, perhaps inspired by the case of Greville \llynne, have 

written spy novels in v1hich the hero is not a spy at all. He 

h:'.s usut'lly been blacJrJllBiled or gulled in to e.cting as a 

courier - and inevi tebly things go wrong. Francis Clifford 

in 'Ihe Naked Rmmer ( 1966), Lionel Davidson inr1The Night of 

Wenceslas (1964), Alan Williams in Barbouze (1964) and Bruce 

Marshall in The Month of the Falling Leaves (1963) have all 

used this idea. It is, of course, a potentially humorous 

one - the i1u1ocent abroad - and l~chael Frayn in The Russian 

Interpreter ( 1966) and ~~u1.thony Burgess in Honey for the Bears 

(1963) have written farces which, like Graham Greene's 

Our IIJan in Havana ( 1958), satirise the whole rrwth of spies. 
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Anthony Firth in Tall, Balding, Thirty-Five and Robert 

Shackley in The Game of X 1 have parodied the Fleming-type 

novel, but it is questionable whether one can mock nonsense • 

Anthony Burgess in Tremor of Intent (1966) has taken the 

disillusioned-spy story to its logical conclusion - his 

hero is betrayed by his o1m. side. 

One of the few serious >vriters to have turned his hand to 

the spy novel since Rebecca West in the 'thirties, is 

Kingsley .L',mis. In The Anti-Death League (1966) the chief 

characters are army officers trair.ting for e. top secret task. 

Their security officer is unable to catch the spy who is 

leaking information, but at the end of the nJvel it becomes 

clear that this was exactly what the Secret Service hoped 

't<Vould happen. The spy's information acted as a deterrent 

to the Chinese and the operation itself was never intended 

to be mounted. The pa;t·ms were, yet again, being used in· a 

diplomatic chess match of which they lmew nothing. They 

are also pawns in a game played by God. 

suggests that Amis: 

2 A. Burgess 

essays a masque of ultimate bi tterx1ess - not against 
hw.11an institutions but against God • • • • God is death, 
the eternal butcher, the Great Gan_gster - ce.n one really 
wage war against Him? One can meke certain existential 
gestures, totally impotent, but that, apparently, is 
better than doing nothing. 

The theme is a powerful one, arising na.turally from the plot 

but the novel is not wholly successful. 

Amis's failings in this novel are common to other serious 

writers who have used popular forms of the thriller. He has 

written neither a convincing spy story nor a thought-

provoking serious novel. The serious novelist'using a 

popular form must be &\'i'are, as Graham Greene is, of the 

conventions of the form, even if he chooses to ignore some 

and use others. 

1 Mentioned by a TLS leader writer, 6.10.1966. 
2 The Novel Now, 1967. 
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A(4) War stor;y 

A clear dividing line can be drawn between serious and 

popular war novelists, and their atti~~des to their subject 

matter are basically so different that it would be difficult 

for a popular t~r novel to achieve critical success. The 

popular novelist celebrates war, although he may pa.y lip­

service to the notion that it is regrettable. The serious 

· novelist - no exceptions come to mind - is both anti~war and 

anti-military. Arising from this basic difference there 

are others which indicate the great gulf that separates 

popular and serious war novelists. 

To the popular novelist, war is the great adventure, an 

opportunity for displaying heRism and jingoism. The 

trappings of the adventure story w·ere taken over with e. few 

modifications, the chief one being that the number of heroes 

is multiplied. The popular war novelist is even less 

concerned with mora.l issues than is the adventure story 

~ITiter, for the enemy is clearly recognisable (he speaks e 

funny English) and the code of war does not admit of doubts 

as to the morality of killing and violence. These are 

given official sanction, while sadism and torture shelter 

under the artistic umbrella of Realism. Because \1/'orld 1var 

Two was fought on several fronts, the story can take place 

against an exotic background. TrQe to its adventure story 

origins, the popular war novel depends heavily on the 

standby of escape and subsequent pursuit. The factual basis 

for this was provided by the many true escape stories 

written ·by former Prisoners of ivar which ~Tf:re popular in the 

1950s. One of the attractions of the popular war novel for 

its readers is the picture it paints of a male community 

with women on the outside as dreams or enemies. 
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J. McCormick
1 

suggests that "the writer of integrity uses 

war for its test of mind and character in extreme situations 11 

which is, of course, in contrast to the popular novelist's 

view of war as the provider of thrills. The number of 

serious novels written about the Second World War is 

negligible, and the majority of these are concerned less 

with the actual fighting than with the effect of war on 

ordinary people. The hero of a serious war novel is 

sometimes a non-combatant, but ra.rely apro.fessional fighter. 

If he is a fighter he is more aware of the boredom and 

discomfort, the confusion and sense of waste, than of the 

glory and thrills of war. His real enemy is at his own 

headquarters or in Whitehall. 

G. Steinel wrote that the: ''JI1ajor works of World War Two 

are reportage and immediate witness •••• Fiction falls 

silent before the enormity of the fact , and before the 

vivid authority with which that fact can be rendered by 

u..Yladorned report, 11 Tills quotation is given here not beceuse 

of the light it thr..>ws on the question of why so few serious 

war novels have been written, for the question is irrelevant 

here, but because of the emphasis Steiner places on the 

importance of factual reporta.ge. The most popular books 

about the war were those which were based on fact, and the 

most successful example of the semi-factual novel was 

Nicholas Monsarrat's The Cruel Sea (1951). Monsarrat 

based this, his fifth novel, on his experiences on corvettes 

during the war, and although in his Author's Note he makes 

the customary statemont that "all the che.racters in this 

book are i'Tholly fictitious 11 , he does not suggest that the 

1 Catastrophe and Imagination, 1957. 
2 Language and Sil.ence, 1967. 
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events are imaginary. II • II In Before the Curta1n, the Preface, 

he writes: H'Ihis is the story - the long and true story - of 

one ocean, two ships, ~~d about a hundred and fifty men 

•••• Above all, it is a true story because that is the 

only kind worth telling." The novel is at its most success-

ful when it is most factual, for the characterisation is 

somewhat perfunctory. As the title suggests, the real 

enemy is the sea, not the Germans or Japanese, and in this 

the book is not typiccl of its genre. A.J. Frrmer1 described 

it cs c best-seller cbout "men d grips with the Atlrntic 

fury while mennced by submarine enemies "• Honse.rrDt 's 

later novels have firmly established him as one of the most 

2 
popular writers in contemporary fiction, but he has not 

reverted to war themes. 

Monsarre.t's chief rival in this field wes Nevil Shuie, who 

died in 1960 after publishing about ~venty novels. His 

greatest successes came after the war with No Highvro.~- (1948) 

A Tmm like Alice ( 1949) and On the Beach ( 1957). A Town 

like Alice is an escape-and-pursuit story, with e. romance 

e.dded for good measure. On the Beach is superficially a 

a science-fiction novel, but as 1. Lerner3 points out, the 

nuclear war which triggers the adventure "is simply there as 

a more lurid background for the conventional middle-class 

tear-jerking story he tells. a 

Gerrard Tickell wa.s another popular war novelist whose easy 

charm won .!'lim many adolescent admirers in the 1950s. He wns 

less pretentious than Monsarra.t or Shute end in novels like 

Appointment with Venus showed himself to be basically a 

uteller of tales". 

1 Les ecrivains angla:is d 'aujourd 'hui, 1966. (my translation) 
2 Richer than all his tribe sold 40,894 copies in its first 

month of publication. Information from Times Sat.R.l4.9.68, 
3 'Novels about the future', The List., 26.7.62, 
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The future of the popular war novel is uncertain. It is 

rapidly becoming an anachronis~ for the new generation of 

readers and writers has no memory of the glory of fighting, 

but only of grovling up in a grey England. Such childhoods 

provide material for semi-autobiographical serious novels, 

but they do not provide material for adventurous war stories. 

The cynicism of the younger generation also acts against 

their acceptance of the popular novelist's view of war. 

They are more likely to applaud the kind of expose which 

Rolf Hochuth 's plays and the musicals Oh, What a Lovely "\var 

and US have performed on the London stage. The cinema 

continues to churn out popular war films, which indicates 

that the taste for the subject has not disappeared, end it 

it most probable that the film will become the principal 

medium for popular 1-rar stories, as it hes becone for the 

Western. The loss to fiction is not to be deplored, for 

the popular ~~r novel has done much to feed prejudices and 

to foster hatred between nations. It may also na~e 

discouraged serious novelists from writing of the war, for 

fear of being lumped with the popular writers. 

A.( 5) Detective story 

A discussion of the history of the detective story is not 

within the scope of this thesis but e.n observation made by 

Dorothy Sayers in 19281 sums up the trend of detective fiction 

since :&igar Allan Poe 's time. From Poe 11 • • • go the two 

great lines of development - the Romantic and the Classic, 

or ••• the purely Sensational and the purely Intellectual. 11 

Edgar Wallace is cited as an example of a Sensational writer, 

1 'Detective Fiction', reprinted in Writing Detective and 
Mystery Fiction, ed. A.S. Burack, 1945. 
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and Freeman Wills Croft as an example of an Intellectual 

writer. Since 1928 the history of the detective novel has 

been a history of the ascendancy of the Intellectual over 

the Sensational up until about 1950 when the trend began 

slowly to reverse. A discussion of the two types a...11d a 

reSl@e of their development justifies this generalisation. 

The 'Sensational', the 'Romantic', 'gangster' or 'hard-

boiled' detec:tive novel, as it is variously called "· •• 

is concerned with the people, crooks, gamblers, thioves, 

blac~~ilers, corrupt policemen, dishonest politicians, who 

commit crimes •••• In the novels of this school actual 

detection takes a rela.tively minor place. No great secret 

is made of the murderer's identity and the interest of the 

story depends on the detective's efforts to fasten the guilt 

1 
on him and the dangers he incurs while doing so.n 

R. Warshow2 writing of the gangster film, characterises it 

as " ••• a story of enterprise and success ending in 

precipitate failure. Success is conceived as an increasing 

power to work injury, it belongs to the city, a11.d it is, of 

course, a form of evil •• the story of his career is a 

nightmare inversion of the values of ambition and opportunity. 11 

Warshaw sees a parallel between the 11lonely and melancholy" 

gangster hero and the moden1 American hero of serious 

novelists. 

Maugham considers Dashiell Hammett's The Maltese Falcon (1932) 

to have created the vogue for stories of this type, ruLd 

quotes Raymond Chandler as saying of Hammett thet he ''gave 

murder back to the kind of people v1ho cornmi t it for reasons, 

l 'The Decline and Fall of the Detective Story', reprinted 
in On Literature, 1967. 

2 1 The Gentleman with a Gun ' , Encounters, ed. S. Spender 
et a1., 1953-1963. 
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not just to provide a corpse, and with the means at hand, 

not with hand-wrought duelling pistols, curare and tropical 

fish. He put these people dovm on paper as they are, and 

he made them talk and think in the language they customarily 

used for their purposes." J.B. Priestley1 considers that 

Hammett 1'v1as a powerful originator 11 and of Chandler he 

writes: if . . • he accepted a mediocre form - it is his ovm 

phrase - and made something Like literature out of it. 11 

Another commentator2 credits Chandler with the invention of 

the "golden-hearted private eye". 

Sax Rohmer, whose first book in a series of novels built 

around the villain FU Manchu was published in 1913, end 

Edgar Wallace, who wrote 170-odd books before he died in 

1932, were the best-known English writers in this genre. 

A later, notorious, novel of this type was James Hadley 

Chase's No Orchids for Miss Blandish, first published in 

1939. According to the publishers "the book was the most 

read by the men ru1d women of the Armed Forces ", selling 

over two Dillion copies within a few years. George Orwell 

in his celebrated attack on it in 19443 called it a "daydream 

appropriate to a. tota.li tarian age "• He points out that the 

plot was borrowed from Faulkner's Sanctuary, but that 

'ultimately only one motive is at work throughout the whole 

story: the pursuit of power •••• It is implied through-

out No Orchids that being a criminal is only reprehensible 

in the sense that it does not pay. f! Although Chase is an 

Englishman, the book is American in its attitudes, setting 

and language. Orwell suggests that the glorification of 

crime was new in the English novel, and he saw it as a 

1 'lli.e Moments and other pieces, 1966. 
2 Lee.der writer, TLS 6 .10. 66. 
3 'Ra.ffles and Niss Blandish', reprinted in Decline of the 

English Murder, 1965. 
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dangerous importation. It is an imitation rather than an 

importation, for the glorification of criminals is not new 

in England (Jonathan ~vild was one such gangster hero). 

L. Stevenson
1 

mentions two novels published by Bulwer in the 

mid-nineteenth century which were attacked on the grounds 

that he was '~ortraying criminals sympathetically and 

encouraging crime." 

Somerset Maugham considered that the enormous success of 

Chandler and Hammett killed the genre, although they had 

many imitators who 'have been so outrageous that they have 

become preposterous", but the decline of the hard-boiled 

novel could also be attributed to another cause. A feature 

which clearly distinguished the Sensational from the 

Intellectual detective story was its concern with realism, 

and it '\'las not fortui taus that the heyday of the gangsters 

in the United States coincided with the heyday of the hard-

boiled novel, When gangsterism was reduced, if not eliminated, 

the factual basis for these stories was destroyed. f£ter 

the war the talents of the better Sensational writers were 

transferred to the spy story which ¥-ave them similar scope 

for realistic violence. 

The hard-boiled novel ha,s had, in the opinion of at least 

two critics, a profound influence on some later serious 

novelists. 
. 2 

Mnry McCarthy writes: "The lllt'lsculine novel of 

sensation ••• seems to have arrived at the Beat Generation 

via Caldwell, fushiell Hammett, James M. Cain, Raymond 

Chandler. • • " T. Parkinson3 goes even further with the 

remark that: nrt is from Chandler and Hammett and Hemingway 

1 The English Novel, 1960. 
2 On the ContrarJ[, 1961. 
3 A Casebook on the Beat, 1961. 
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that the best modern fiction derives." The connection 

between the Sensational detective novelists and Hemingway 

was noted too by L. Fielder
1

: "~e one line of fiction which 

demonstrably descends from Hemingway is not quite literature: 

a special sort of vulgar, pseudo-realistic detective story, 

that grows progressively more debased • ~ • • " 

'lhe !ntellectue.l or the Classic detective story is, in 

contrast to the Sensational detective story, very English in 

its insistence on using reason .and logic to uphold law and 

order, although the ex-pe.triate American E.A. Poe is usually 

credited with its invention in 1841 with Murders in the Rue 

Morgue. His invention of fupin ''the eccentric end brilliant 

private detective whose doings are chronicled by an admiring 

2 
thick-headed friend" paved the way for Conan D:>yle whose 

::herlock Holmes and Dr Watson e.ppeared first in 1882 in 

A Study in Scarlet. (Their popular equivalents were Sexton 

Blake and Tinker, whom D:>rothy Sayers considers "represent 

the nearest approach to a national folk-lore'~). In her 

opinion the detective story proper could not flourish 'Until 

public sympathy had veered round to the side of law end order. 11 

Charles Dickens in Inspector Bucket (Bleak House 1853) 

created the first fictional police detective; WiL~e Collins 

in The Moonstone (1868) wrote what T.S. Eliot once termed 

"the finest, the longest, and the best of detective novels." 

The form of the detective story is one of its most striking, 

even defWtive, characteristics. D. Se.yers2 points out that: 

11It possesses an .Aristotelian perfection of beginning, middle 

and end. A definite and single problem is set, worked out1 

and solved; its conclusion is not arbi tre.rily conditioned 

1 W@iting for the End. 1964. 
2 'Detective Fiction', reprinted in Writing Detective and 

Mystery Fiction, ad. A.s. Burack, 1945. 
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by marriage or death," Somerset M&ugh.am1 wrote: "Someone 

is murdered,. there is an investigation, suspicion falls on 

a number of persons, the culprit is discovered and pays 

the pene.l ty of his crime. 'lhis is the classic formula 

and it contains in itself all the elements of a good 

stor:r,for· it has a beginning, a middle and an end," 

F, O'Connol said: "~are you get a reel foro.- you don't 

get this fake form imposed. At least it's a • • • logical 

structure." A. Burgess3sees the detective story pe.ttern 

in three stages - a rnlk~ dies, a plausible explanation is 

given for his dee.th, a.~d the real explanation is given 

later still. 

Undoubtedly this for-..ulD.l, logical structure is an important 

part of the appeal of the detective novel to reeders end 

writers, and it does in part explain why the detective 

novel reaChed its peak in the Modern period. A crime 

reviate~ said of Hard Times, Middlemarch and The Portrait 

of a Iacly that they had other queli ties than purely "art" 

qualities, ''qualities shared with other enjoyable but not 

excellent novels of their own times, qualities such as 

mystery, mora.li ty, right pace and shapeliness, and these, 

discarded by the serious novelist, are now the working tools 

of the crime writer," In 1932 Q.D. Lee.vis5 wrote that: 

"• • • e. not unplee.sureable we.y of relaxing is to exercise 

the ratiocinative faculties me. mi..Tlor non-personal problem. 

It is Chiefly this use of fiction that has coi!l!llercie.lised 

novel-writing." Certainly it attreoted the sort of readers 

l On Li tere.ture, 1967. 
2 Writers at Work, 'lhe Paris Review Interviews, 1958. 
3 The Novel Now, 1967. 
4 TLS 19.6,1969. 
5 FICtion and the Reading Public, 1932. 
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and writers whom one might have expected to prefer the 

serious novel, but to charge 't.L'1e detective novel with having 

been the chief cause of the commercialisation of novel-

writing is an exaggeration, e.s the trend had been marked for 

more years than Q .D. Lea vis cares to admit. Neither is the 

good detective story simply exercising "the ratiocinative 

faculties "f if it were it would be ind.Etinguishable from 

a puzzle. A more knowledgeable critic, whose job is reviewing 

crime fiction wrote of this e.rgument:1 

Certainly the novel cen be an art form, even if it is 
suspiciously seldom that it achieves the status of art. 
But to accept this possibility need not be to deny that 
(in spite of E.M. Forster's strictures) to be told a 
shapely, mysterious moral story is a heel thful and not 
a contemptible satisfaction, and that in fulfilling this 
particular one of perhaps many satisfactions that can 
be sought of novels, the crime wri tars are today our 
best novelists. 

Many of the detective story writers who established themselves 

in the period before the war are still writing successfully, 

but younger writers are breaking into new territory ~dth 

this genre. In 1928 Jhrothy f!e.yers2 warned writers the.t 

they must advance into new territory if the form was not to 

atrophy. fuere are signs that her lrords are being heeded. 

'Ihe formal, logical structure of the classic detective story, 

while being one of its chief attractions, was limiting for 

the writer. It imposed psychological limits, for it could 

not "show the inner workings of the murderer's mind-:- it 

must not; for the identity of the murderer is hidden.'~ 

The character of the investigator could not be developed 

either, for fee.r of unbalancing the novel and detracting 

from the plot which was the l~ter's chief consideration. 

1 TLS 19.6.1969. 
2 'Detective Fiction', reprinted 1n writing Detective and 

MYstery Fiction. ed. A,S, Burack, 1945. 
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.Although its subject matter "deals with the most desperate 

effects of rage, jealousy, and revenge, it rarely rouohes 

the heights end depths of humen passion, It presents us 

only with a :fait· a.gcompli, and looks upon dee. th end mutila­

tion with a dispassionate eye .. ,.J. However, once the detective 

story writer resolved to breek away from the rigid patterning 

of the Classic story, these limitations also fell away and 

a new kind of detective story was possible, one where the 

emphasis was on people ra.thar than puzzles, 

'lhe impetus to mske this break was possibly two-fold. IJhe 

Classic detective novel had run to seed because, as Somerset 

Haughml put·it: "Every method of murder, every finesse of 

detection, every guile to throw the reader off ~he scent, 

every scene of action in every class of life, has been 

used again and &gain," It had also 18gged behind other 

forms of fiction in its failure to ackno.,rledge the growth 

l of psychology. furothy Sayers suggests t:r..e. t it v78S this 

second factor that encouraged a number of novelists to 

"recast, U.Tlder the guise of fiction, e.ctuel murder cases 

drawn from real life," .Aldous Huxley's 'nle Giocond.a &lila 

(1922) was one of these, and R.C. Hutchinson's En.ephent end 

Castle ( 1949), Me.rgueri te Dure.s 's '!he Viaduct ( 1967) and 

more recently, Truman Capote's In Cold Blood have used 

evidence from tri-als, interviews with the murderers and 

evidence from witnesses to imnginetively reconstruct the 

events. 

The movement is away from the Classic towards the Romantic 

type of detective story, and t~e detective story of the 

l D. Sayers, 'Detective Fiction' I reprinted in Writing 
Detective and l'lYstery Fiction, ed, A.S. Burack, 1945. 

2 On 1itere.ture, 1967. 



7.41 

1960s contains some of the alements of both. The puzzle 

or story element of the Intellectual type has not been 

wholly abandoned, but the emphasis has shifted to fuller 

characterisation end creation of atmosphere. The move 

towards ree.li.sm, giving the orime back to .the people who 

commit crimes, has given the novel some of the qualities of 

the Sense.tion.al or Romantic story of Hammett and Chendler. 

Patricia Highsmith, an .P.merioon writer, has taken the lead 

in developing the detective story along these new lines, 

and in doing so '~as achieved for the crime novel what 

Dorothy Sayers almost achieved for it thirty years ago -

the recognition that at its best it can rank with the most 

serious contemporary 'straight' fiction. 111 Maurice 

Richardson, The Observer crime reviewer and H.R.F. Keating of 

the Times Saturday Review have expressed similar opinions. 2 

Of her novel 'lhose Who \rlalk JMay (1967) Richardson wrote: 

The characters of the two men emerge very distinctly. 
Pilld behind them you get a strong feeling of the personality 
of the dead girl who is the cause of it ell •••• She 
likes to teke male cheracters end put them in intolereble 
circumstances, then show you how they react until some 
critical breaking-point is rea.ched. 11 • 

The skullduggery is minimal in her novels, but suspense is 

sld.lfully lll8.inte.ined. Miss Highsmith is e. very accomplished, 

economical writer, but it is for her exploretion of 

character that she is most remarkllble. In The Cry of the 

~(1963), for example, it seems unlikely that the innocent, 

but not whol:ly sympathetic hero, 'tdll escape the death 

sentence with so much circumstantial evidence against him. 

Although it is a beautifully constructed, wholly credible 

tale, it is the character of the hero which intrigues. 

l Peter Harris, Cape Times, 19.2.1969. 
2 Ob R., 12.2.1967 and~ 1,2.1969, 
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Elnma le.then, also en .American, h.e.s recaived enthusie.stic 

notices for her novels which open up a new end fru.i tful 

territory- the world of big busines~, a territory which 

is rarely explored even by serious writers • 

It is difficult to discuss the present position of the 

detective story in England without being reduced to listing 

names and giving plot summaries, so o~~y e few writers heve 

been selected who, whilst they may not be the best writers 

in their field, are either representative of a group of 

similar writers, or are interesting as innove.tors. 

Gwendoline Butler hes written a series of novels around the 

investigations of en Inspector Coffin, and in this she is 

following a well-established tradition, but the resemblance 

to the Classic detective story ends there. Coffin himself 

is an enigmatic character, and the cases he investigates 

reach no simpl~, tidy conclusions. In Coffin Waiting 

(1964) it is not even certai-n thet justice has been done. 

In Coffin Fbllow:i.ng ( 1968) Gwendoline Butler wrote: ''No act 

of violence ever truly dies away, the effects of it go on 

for ever", a remark which explains the inconclusiveness of 

her tales, end the attention she pays to etmc:1phere rather 

than plotting. A reviewer1 described this book as "a kind 

of Grimm's nightme.re for grown-ups 11 and it is this confusion 

of reel ~nd imagined events and people that is her trade-mark. 

In this she resembles writers like 'lli.omas Hinde &.."rld P .H. 

Newby, eJ.though her knack of brirginga particular geographical 

area to life invites comper.ison with Simenon. 

Jennie Melville is one of a number of women t-l'I'i ters who 

specialise in suburban horror. Her detective, policewoman 

1 TI.S 16.5.1968. 
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Charmian Daniels, does not appear in all her novels and in 

Nell Alone (1966) the puzsle element is reduced to the 

minimum. In its place there is atnosphere and tension 

(rather than suspense). A murderer, who is suffering from 

hysterical paralysis, is kept a prisoner in the home of his 

crippled mother by Nell, a psychiatrist and sister of the 

_murdered women. Nell's motive is revenge and most of the 

story takes place in the sinister and claustrophobic house. 

Jennie Melville, like several other writers of her type, 

excel a.t the creation .of. sinister atmospherEIJ in ordinary 

suburban surroundings. 

Mary stewart can be cited es en ex:e.mple of the romantic 

thriller writer, a species which Dorothy Sayers rightly 

deplored. Her MY. Brother r.fi.chael ( 1959) is set in Greece, 

for writers of her type specielise in exotic settings within 

the travelling possibilities of their reeders, but the 

romance end the thriller combine poorly • 

.An unkind blow was dealt to this type of detective story by 

.Ale.n. DJ.ment whose hero in 'Ihe Bang Pang Birds (1968) cavorts 

S!nong "the lushest imaginable sex that oa.'Yl be bought. 11 1 

'Ihe detective novel has lagged behind the spy story in 

offering this kind of fare, but perhaps now that the 

breakthrough has been made, more novels of this type can 

be expected. 

Nicholas Freeling is one of the most successful thriller 

writers today, and he is also one of the most concerned to 

show that there is no distinction between the novel proper 

and the thriller. He has wr1 tten both types successfully 
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a.nd in 'lhis is the castle ( 1968) he combined the techniques 

in an amusing novel. A best-selling and vaguely mediocre 

novelist finds his teenage daughter a problem, and when he 

interrupts her and her boyfriend meetingcbndestinely in 

the summerhouse, he he.s the opportunity to shoot him. 

Here !h- Free ling off era two al terna. ti ve endings: one where 

he kills the boy but his action is considered justifieble 

by the court, in spite of his protestations of guilt; the 

other where he does not pull the trigger. Freeling is 

offering a choice between the likely reality or the rneke-

believe thriller-style ending. 'lhe novel is reelly t;.bout 

the writer's choice between facile invention and hard 

seriousness - the choice between writing a popular novel and 

e. serious one. 

The tendency, then, among the better contemporary novelists 

is to attempt to close the gap between the detective and 

the serious novel by reducing the puz£le element and . 

encouraging the development of characterisation, of story, 

of atmosphere ana so on. li1 a move towards realism they 

have abandoned the amateur investigator in favour of the 

professional, and there are fewer murders in country houses. 

However there e.re only a few novelists who e.re ce.pe.ble of 

elevating the detective story from e. crnft to en e.rt ( Jofl.n 

Fleming, Julian Symons, Peter Dickinson and Dick Francis 

should be included here). The trend is apparent, but it 

has not as yet affected all the detective novelists, most 
~0 

of 't>1hom tend :te conservativelyAstiok to tried end tested 

formulae. It is still possible for Grehem Greene1 to 

call detective stories "the modern fairy tales 11 and for 

l Collected Essays, 1969. 
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a criminolog:l.st
1 

to .complain thet he feels "• •• an irri ta­

tion with the erloe novel or thriller in its conventional 

form. With the exception of Raymond Chandler, John le Cem 

and at times atmenon, I ce.n think of no writer who he.s used 

the form intelligently as a vehicle for social insights and 

social criticism, or as an art-form. 11 Perhaps the me.jori ty 

of detective story writers believe the field of social 

criticism to be already overcrowded. There are however 

three continental writers who can be fairly considered to 

have used the detective novel in the way he suggests it could 

be used - Georges Simenon, Friedrich Durrenmatt and 

l-1a.rgueri te Dure.s. They are all well-known in England in 

translation and the influence of their writing is apparent 

in some English novels. 

Georges Simenon, who was described by Andre Gide as 11perhaps 

the greatest novelist of contemporary ~ce 11 is better 

known in England for his series of novels about. L"'lspector 

Maigret than he is for his serious writing. Simenon, a 

remarkably prolific writer, is the author of over 600 novels 

and 1,200 stories which have appeared under twonty-five 

pseudonyms. 2 He said in an intervi~ that he began wri tiug 

commercial novels with the intention of training himself for 

more serious works, and then went on to "trensi tionel fiction" 

(the Maigret novels), followed by tense psychological novels. 

S:l.menon is week on plot but as A. Koestler 4 remarks: " • • • 

his works become works of art precisely at the point where 

character 8l1d atmosphere become ~ore important than plot, 

where imagination triumphs over invention." A reviewer5 

1 D. fe.vies in Intellectuals Today, ed. T.R. :EYvel, 1968, 
2 Informe.tion fror:t Pooter, .1'.§B. 15.2,1969. 
3 Writers at Work, ilia Pari§ Review Interviews,l957-8. 
4 The Trail of the Dinoaaur. 1955. 
5 ~ 12.12.1968. 
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suggests that: "Simenon's endless attraction ••• is his 

sensitive rendering of atmosphere, of the feelig of a locality, 

and the acuity of his socie.l observations. He . has the eye 

both of a detective and of e. populer historien. 11 Simenon 

has roo.liaed Lbrothy Sayers's prediction that if' the deteoti ve 

novel was not to die it would hs.ve to link itself more 

closely to the novel of IDBnners while separating itself more 

Widely from the novel of adventure. 

Friedrich furrenmatt, a ;Sici.ss, has developed the detective 

novel in another direction. He is a master of atmosphere and 

in The Ple<ige and The ~am ( 1962) in particular he also 

shows great sldll i.'IJ. plot construction. Although he is an 

excellent detective story writer, his chief concern is with 

the moral problems that crime raises. !In A IJ.ngerous Game 

(1960), which is not a story of detection, he considers 

the concepts of guilt and justice. A man who is not, 

according to the law, guilty of murder, may be morally 

culpable. 'fu The Pledge and 'Ihe Quarry he qu~:;stions the 

motives of those who demand to see justice done ~nd in the 

latter he also discusses the position of the willing victim. 

In effect Durrenmett uses the form of the detective story to 

enquire into the nature of justice, into the justice of 

legal. justice. By doing so he is questioning the very basis 

of the detective novel, the belief that a man must be puniShed 

for his crime. 

Me.rgueri te Th.tre.s, a French"t"roman, is only incidentally e. 

detective story writer. She is an existentialist writer 

and the effect of this on 10,)0 on a Summer Night (1962), for 

example, is that she gives the hunted murderer no ree.l 

objective existence except in the eyes of the women whose 
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failure to save him parallels her own failure to save her 

me.rriage. Marguerite furas is a spe.re, economical writer 

with "a talent to retain and disturb her readers without 

1 
ever tihfin.ing her 'somethings' "• Her play, The Viaduct (1967) 

is based on an actual murder, but a'l1e is interested in 

studying the motives of the murderers, rather than in the 

deed itself., 

A number of serious novelists writing in English have seen 

some of the possibilities in a £·arm which "deals with the 

most desperate effects of rage, jealousy e....'1.d revengei12, but 

none has achieved a novel of the stature of Dostoevsky's 

Crime and I1mishment. They have usually contented them-

selves with adopting some of the methods of the detective 

novelist rather than with .exploring the possibilities of 

the material. 

The first chs.pter of Iris Murdoch's 'Ihe Nice and the Good 

(lg66) suggests that she might be opening up, for her, nmr 

territory. A government official has apparently committed 

suicide e....'1d lawyer John D.l.csne is asked to investigate. The 

plot, once introduced, is soon neglected and revived only 

to provide an excuse for en excursion into black me.g.i.c e.nd, 

in the end, to force Ducane into the morel position of 

havi:ng to judge himself before he delivers judgement on 

others. This last never emerges as the central them, howev-er, 

for the chief function of the plot "is to provide narrative 

justification or at least narrative occasion for a series 

of amorous encounters end confrontations. 11 3 It is the mixture 

as before, minus incest on this occasion. 

l ~ 20.3.1969. 
2 D, Sayers, 'Detective F.i.ction', \vri ting Detective and M,ysteg 

Fiction, ed. A.s. Burack, 1945. 
3 ~5.1.1968. 
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C .P. Snow's first published novel was e detective story, 

Death under Se.il (1932) and for some of his later novels he 

has taken his model from the Classic detective story of the 

1930s. As Angus Wilson pointed out1, Snow's The Masters 

(1951), The New Men (1954) and The Affair (1960) have clearly 

used this form. In The Affeir, for example, en 1.lll8.ppealing . 

young don is dismissed on the grounds of scientific.fraud, 

but doubts as to the justice of his dismissal arise and the 

College finds itself divided into two camps on the matter. 

The "crimen preciptates an e:mm.ine.tion of personalities and 

motives, and although the detective story element is never 

lost, it takes second place to Snow's more serious purposes, 

e.n illustration of the conflict between the i..'1dividuel 

conscience and expediency. J. Qi.ndin2 considers that many 

of Snow's novels are melodrame.tic thrillers end he notes the 

parallel between The Affair and the Dreyfus Case where 

Dreyfus was finally vindiceted 11after e long struggle with 

the forces of reaction." A later novel by Sncw11 The Sleep 

of Reason (1968) is also be.sed on an actu.e.l crime, in this 

case the Moors Murders. The title of his novel comes from 

Goye.: "'llle sleep of reason brings forth monsters" and in 

this novel he tries to analyse why reason sleeps and where 

the monsters come from. The sadistic violence of the 1960s 

is the suboect of his enquiry. 

Where Snow tries to 1.mderstand the source of violence from 

a rational viewpoint, Colin Wilson uses &1 emotional approach. 

He is more successful at getting into the minds or mindlessness 

of his crirninel heroes but he can only portray end not explain. 

1 1 'lhe Dilemma of the Contemporary Novelist 1 , Appros.ches to 
the Novel, ed. J. Colmer, 1966. 

2 Poshrar British Fiction. 1963. 
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Iris attempts at psychological explanations are trite - for 

example, in The Glass Cafm (1966) the murderer feared that 

his father was insane, his mother a nymphomaniac, e.n 

explanation which does not account for either his character 

or his actions. Poth this novel and Ritual in the Iark 

( 1960) e.re based on the exploits of Jack the Ripper e.nd 

his theme in both is violence, more specifically the 

sexually sadistic multiple murder. The detection element 

is there - in The Glass Cage the murderer's chalked-up 

quotations from Blake lead to his identification - but 

'!>Tilson is fascinated with the irrational, the demonic end 

the perverted, and he achieves no distance between himself 

and his heroes. He offers no moral judgements but goes 

to the other extreme in portraying his heroes. with overt 

admire.tion. 

Evan S. Connell in The Diary of a R§pist (1967) takes e 

sim:i.le.r subject to Wilson's, but his hero is a young men 

in a monotonous office job. His diary revee.ls his clinical 

history, and there is little about the rape itself. 

J.B. Priestley who he.s written a number of novels which 

use the form of pov~r novels, has also attempted - not 

very successfully - to use the detective story form in 

Salt is I.ea:y;ipg ( 1966). 

Peter de Polna.y has written detective stories in The Run 

of Night (1963) and In Raymond's Wake (1965) but h8.s failed 

to produce either good detective stories or good serious 

novels from his material. 

Bruce Marshall in The Divided lady (1960) ha.s the original 

idea of ma.k:i.ng his investigator a chartered accotmtant, 
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but the tale soon degenerates into a novel of passion in 

Italy. 

Daphne du Ma~r achieved a best-seller blend of historical 

romance end thriller in J.'IJy Cousin Rechel (1951), but her 

book would hav.a had 1i ttle appee.l to connoisseurs of the 

detective story. 

John le Carre has written a conventionel murder story 

(resembling those of Nichael Innes) in A Nurder of Quill ty 

(1962) and i~ry Charles has tried her hand at the form 

with Sever~l ~ths in the Suburbs (1962). 

Roy FUller's crime stories, With NY Little Eye (1948), 

Tae Second Curtain ( 1953) end Fantasy and IiUgue{ 1954) 

showed him to be interested in the relevance of violence 

to our violent society. His novels explore the theme of 

individual guilt. 

This list of serious writers who have been attracted to 

the detective story fon1 is by no means com£"::.~ehensive, but 

it serves to illustre. te the frequency with which serious 

wri tars are turn.ing to popular forms such as this one. 

The deteoti ve story, because of its subject me, tter, seems 

particularly well suited to serious treatment. 

B. SCIENCE FICTION 

The historians of science fiction can construct e 

respectable genealogy for the genre, inoluding in. its 

ancestors such writers as Lucian, Swift, Samuel Th~tler, 

Jules Verne, H.G. Wells, Aldous Huxley, Wynclham lewis and 

George Orwell, but this ingenious exercise only obscures 
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the fact that science fiction is, in A. Y~eatler's worda1, 

"e. typical product of the atomic ega "• 

Te.les of invention were popular lll late Victorian boys' 

mage.zines
2
, but they bear little resemblance to modern 

science fiction for the inventions, such es the steam 

horse, were fanciful rether then plausible. H.G. Wells 

and Jules Verne e.re usually regarded as the pioneers of 

science fiction, but there is an important difference 

between their visions of the future e.nd those of later 

writers. L. Lerner3 suegests this distinction could be 

made: "• • • the Utopias belong to the nineteenth century, 

the anti-Utopias to the twentieth. 11 Wells e.nd Verne were 

excited by the possibilties of new technological develop-

menta end their optimistic view of the world of the 

future, their belief in progress, was characteristic of 

the pre-World War I intellectuals. 

By the time .Aldous Huxley e..."l.d George Orwell bege.n writing 

science fiction, the olimete of optimism M.d che11ged to 

one of pessimism. A. Burgess 4 goes so far as to suggest 

that Huxley's Brave New World (1932) is a counterble.st to 

¥Tells, an illustration of what could happen if ivells's 

scientific world took over. Although Brave New World ~nd 

Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four ( 1949) sre usually held to 

be fine examples of science fiction, they are, in my opinion, 

not strictly science fiction at all. 'lli.ey are concerned 

with showing where certain political trends which were 

appar&nt at the time of writing could lead. The to tali te.rie.n 

states of the future which they visualised are realised 

1 'lhe Trail of the Dinosaur, 1955. 
2 R.S. 'fur.aer in Boys Will Be Boys, 1918 discusses some. 
3 'Novels of the :future', List.., 26.7 .1962. 
4 'lhe Novel Now. 1967. 
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with the help of science ~~d technology, but they are 

only instruments of the politicians. Their disillusion 

is w:i. th man, re.ther than w:i. th his machines. 1 G. Woodcock 

seid of Nineteen Eigltz~ur that it "• •• is, admittedly, 

a novel about the future, but the future conceived as a 

degenerated present, extending along the lines of absurd 

logic the experiences of a contemporary· Everyman. 11 It 

would be more accurate to call these two novels "visions 

of the future" or, as I have done, ''Political thrillers". 

A recent example of this type is Angus Wilson's The Old 

Men at the Zoo (1961). It is set in the future "• •• i11 

order to objectify, more easily, tm1dencies and attitudes 

clearly rJ&'l.ifest Td.thin contemporary society. 112 

True science fiction is only-accidentally concerned with 

politics. Its chief concern is with the development of 

modern technology, end very often with specific developments, 

such as rockets, satellites, atomic bombs end chemioel 

and biological discoveries. It was not su~~rising there-

fore that science fiction developed more quiokly in 

.America after the ~r than it did in Englend, where 

technology advanced more slowly. In the opinion of 

P. Mayersber,? the best exponents of the genre today ere 

still Americans (Ray Bradbury, Frederick Pohl and Alfred 

Bester among them). A. Koestler4 saw the founding of the 

British Science-Fiction Club in the early 1950s as a 

sign that "the new craze, a kind of cosmic jitterbug, has 

crossed the Atlantic •••• "(the jitterbug crossed much 

earlier - the founding of the Club was an indication of 

its new serioum1ess). The early science fiction writers 

1 The Qrystal Spirit, 1967. 
2 J. Gindin, Postwar British Fiction, 1963. 
3 ''lhe Corridors of the Mind', List., 9.12.1965. 
4 The Trail of the Dinosaur, 1955. 
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were fascinated by the actual technological details, end 

many of their novels read like a Do-it-Yourself book on 

Rocketry. 'lhe em.phasis was on science, not on fiction. 

~ 1946 the science fiction boom had begun.1 In th& 

twenty-odd years since then science fiction has developed 

along e. number of different lines. 

The science fiction novel which shares affinities with the 

horror stories of Poe and Bierce has undergone a metamorphosis. 

Bug-eyed Monsters and Six-headed Martians l~ve fallen into 

disrepute. The horrors conjured up by the imaginations 

of science fiction writers today are less tangible or 

physical, end very much more horrifying than those the.t 

entertained the young earlier in this amtury. "The idea of 

ru1other race somewhere u1 existence, perhaps on another 

planet, e.lwe.ys on the poi.11t of m.e.terielising on Eerth" 

which we.s e.n idea developed by H .P. lovecreft2 has 

continued to be popular. &rry He.rrison 's .An Alien .Agon.? 

is a recent example. The adventure stories which depended 

on time machines (e. Wells invention) e.re now rightly 

regarded as rorn!U1Ces, which have little to do with science 

fiction. The time m.e.c...une, or a variation of it, is still 

popular, but it is not used for adventure story purposes. 

Some of the most admired science fiction writers are 

scientists, like O.R. Frisch, Leo Slzile.rd, Norbert Wiener, 

Fred Hoyle and R.s. Richardso!) and their stories are, 

consequently, based on rae~ scientific problems, problems 

whose implications they explore. To the aficianadoe of -
science fiction, it is this group which contains the ree~ 

science fiction writers, but to the less technically minded 

1 Goff Cbnklin in an editorial in troductiD!l to The Best 
of Soi-Fi (1951) gives this date. 

2 According to P. I'iJayersberg, 'The Corridors of the Mind, ' 
List., 9.12.1965. 

3 Published in More Penguin Science Fiction, ed. B.W. Aldiss, 
1963. 
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th~ have little appeal. The novels and short stories of 

this group are technical manuals, and those readers who 

do not fL"'ld the intricate workings of the .Anti-Gravitational 

Overdrive of absorbing interest, are likely to dimiss science­

fiction as literature. Fred Hoyle 1 8 story 'The BlaCk Cloud'l 

has this passage in its first paragraph: 

But the short wave transmitters failed to work, and for 
a reason that was soon discovered. The ionization of 
the etmospheric gases e.t a height of about fifty miles 
turned out to be abnorm.a.lly high. 'D.rl.s was giving rise 
to an excessive amount of collionel damping, es the radio 
engineers called it. · 

It continues in this vein for the rest of the story. The 

writers of this group, the scientific science fiction writers, 

are more successful with the a~ort story·for3 than they are 

with the novel which requires more than a single idea to 

sustain it. The short story does not require depth of 

chancterise.tion and it is here, in t..i.e!r pref&ronoe 

for phenornene, that the scientific writers show their skill 

- end their weakness. The technical deteils are told 

clearly and well, although they often require a certain 

a.oount of prior knowledge from the reader, a.nd they have 

an appeal to such readers. Tb those in search of human 

interest - except in· its widest epplication - these novels 

are a disappointment. The argument between the scientific 

science fiction admirers, end those who find in it so 

little of what they believe the novel should contain, still 

rages. A briof discussion of the e.rgument is outlined 

later. 

To the less technically minded the most interesting science 

fiction produced todey is that in lThich the mechanics P-re 

reduced to the bare minimum. The source of inspiration 

l From his collection, Tne Ble,Ck Cloud, 1957. 



7.55 

is still the discoveries of scientists, but the desire to 
svbo.-d ,-,._,.~e.J 

inform has been e~sc~e~ to the need to explore the 

implications of these discoveries. An excellent example 

of this type is the short story by Daniel Keyes entitled 

1 Flowers for .Ugernon. A drug is discovered which can 

temporarily increase intelligence. Keyes does not, ~s 

the scientific science fiction writer would, tell of the 

discovery or the pro be.ble chemistry of the drug. Instead 

he writes the diary of.the man on whom it was tested- it 

is both a moving end disturbing document. 

There is another type of science fiction which could more 

properly be celled 'tpossibili ty fiction 11 or "context 

manipulation fiction", e term K • .Amis end R. Conquest used 

in their Introduction to Spectrum. In this type of science 

fiction the writers use the mothods of the scientist, but 

their work is not necessarily inspired by the discoveries 

of science. In order to examine certain phenomena, the 

scientist isolates his experimental material to eliminate 

certain factors and introduce others. In fiction this is 

done by placing the material - usually human bei1~s - in 

the future or on en unknown planet or country. Kingsley 

Amii wrote: "Obviously when one deals with isolated 

planets or isolated islends one does this for e, certain 

purpose. A setting in contemporary London or a London of 

the future could.J.1' t provide one ~lith. the se.me isolation 

~nd the heightening of eorSJiousness it engenders. " 

John Wyndham in The ~y of the Triffids ( 1951) is writing 

this type of science fiction novel. The question he poses 

is: what would happen if the humen race were suddenly 

l Publis."'led in 'Ihe Best from Pante.sy end Science fiction,.9_, 
ed. R.P. Mills. . 

2 In en article in Encottnter, 1965. 
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afflicted with the loss of one of its senses, in this ce.se 

the sense of sight? Wyndham sets his book in the future 

to make the tale more credible, e.nd the loss of sight is 

brought about by "the greatest free firework display ever" 

when the Earth's orbit passed through e. cloud of comet 

debris. lli.e Triffids, who are not strictly necessary, 

provide en addi tione.l source of horror. Wyndham shows 

organized society breaking up under the pressures of the , 
dise.ster, but he reaches a conGlusion unusuel for a 

science fiction writer - he suggests that man ce.n recover, 

fight back e.nd rebuild a society. 

Williem Golding's lOrd of the Flies (1954) is similerly 

concerned with en investigation into the nature of men 

end the societies they build end he too uses a scientific 

disaster to produce the situation he wishes to study. 

He relies on en atomic war to place his characters in a 

special situation. The '!'Tar is enacted off-stage e.nd as 

fer as the plot is concerned its only function is to 

explain how a group of boys ce.me to be stranded on a 

tropical island. The war is important to the them~ for 

such wars are caused by men, but the scientific details 

of the war do not interest him. 

A combination of science fiction and the fable hss been 

tried by George Orwell in Pnimal Farm ( 1945) and IJiichael 

Frayn in A Very Privttte Li.~ (1968). Fra.yn begins his novel: 

110-nce upon a time there will be a girl called tli1cur:J.ber. 

Uncumber will have a younger brother called Sulpice, end 

they will live with their parents in ~ house in the middle 

of the woods. 11 Uncumber lives at a time when the upper-

classes have satisfied their desire for privacy by living 
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in houses with no pP~sical contact with the outside world. 

'~lovision 11 brings them everything, including visitors 

if they wish. "A Very Privete Life is ~bout things which 

now or in the near future seem likely to concern us more 

closely: drugs both medical end helhc:i.nogenic, longevity; 

the treetment of personeli ty, penology • • • mass communicft-

tiona, dropping-out, the reduction of so many espects of 

life to numbers or to strips of magnetic tape, the problDns 

of food and waste, and ultimately of perception end of life 

itself. ,,1 

In the 1950s science-fiction was the most popular form of 

popular fiction in England. Its very popularity told 

e,gainst it in the eyes of many or:i:tics and it was not until 

2 such writers as William Golding, Jl..nthony Burgess end J...ngus 

Wilson began to use the form for some of their serious 

novels that the general air of disapproval changed to one 

of gTQdg.L~ acceptance. There are still some vocal 

opponents of the science fiction novel, but tney ere 

outnumbered by critics who see science fiction es the 

possible seviour of the novel. 

Quotations from ()lily t.~e supporters of the science fiction 

novel wUl be given here as they put fonmrd the most 

common reasons for giving it their su.pport. Pngus 1Vi.lson3 

believes that the only form of popular navel wf"!.ich will 

readily respond to being adopted by serious novelists is 

science fiction, 11 ••• because the one thing that the 

novelist needs at the moment is the libere.tion of fancy, 

the liberetion of irne.gL"lf).tion, the liberation from the 

l .A review in TLS 3.10.1968. 
2 The Wanting s;;d, 1962 has a stronger scientific basis 

than A Clockt-rork Orange, 1962. 
3 'The Dilem..rne. of t.c1.e CarL temporary Novelist ', .Approaches 

to the Hovel, ed. J. Colmer, 1966. 
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real world around us; and science fiction, with the enormous 

paradoxes that it proposes, can often liberate you in 

exactly that way." fuvid Ibwnes1 sees the possibilities 

differently: "• • • it ~lmost elwEtys carries f'.. central 

theme of social comment. Throughout the McCarthy era, 

American science fiction wri tars were pumping out work 

of pure e.nti.-McCe.rthyism. 11 Frederick Pohl in his Introduction 

to e collection of science fiction stories2 values the form 

for its contribution to our understending of the increasingly 

scientific l-Torld, snd for posing the questions which Elre so 

often unasked because 1-re have net understood the ililplioo. 

tions of new discoveries. Science fiction, then, is variously 

rega.rded e.s a liberator .of the imagination, e. tool for 

social comment end e.n educational instrument. 

The opponents of Angus Wilson's viewpoint e.re critics whose 

definitions of the novel are rather more rigid. In particular 

they are deeply suspicious of anything vergir~ on fantasy, 

3 an element they discover in science fiction. Mary McCarthy 

contends that the distinctive merk of the novel is its 

concern with the actual world, the world of fe.ct, of 

verifiable figures and statistics, and on this basis she 

sepa~ates novels from fables and romances. Works of the 

future, like historical novels, are outside the order of 

nature so do not belong with the novel, Miss McCarthy's 

criticism of some of the wilder flights· of fancy to which 

some science fiction writers are prone is valid1 but in 

science fiction as in ev~ry other form of writing there is 

a high proportion of what Frederick Pohl4 calls "trash 11
, 

l L~tellectuals Tbday, ed, T.R. F,yvel, 1968. 
2 The E;pert Dree.mers, 1963. 
3 On the Cbntrary,l961. 
4 .Qlt cit. 
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He puts the figure as high as ninety per cent, and it is 

this ninety per cent that l'vTary McCarthy i~ally attacking. 

The other ten per cent is based on fact, whether it be 

scientific, political, social or p~ological teet • 

G. steiner1 wrote: "Science fiction alters at will the co-

ordinators of space and time; it can set effect before 

cause; it works within a logic of total potentiality -

'all the. t can be irne.gined can happen. ' 11 Uhlike .Angus Wilson 

who expressed e. simile.r view, steiner sees this t>.s harmful 

to the novel, for 11 • • • By its very nature end vision, 

the art of the novel is realistic • • • • The strident 

absurdities of science fiction ••• are e.n attempt; 

ultilll8.tely self -nege. tin& to 1 outbid 1 reality • • • • 11 

Tb this science fiction admirers could reply that the 

1strident absurdities 11 of today are often the facts of 

tomorrow and are no more absurd the.n some real scientific 

discoveries. Moreover, the moral and ethical problems 

these 1-1ri tars pose are real problems. 

A. K.oestle/ quotes a remark by Gerald Heard in which he 

expressed his.opinion that science fiction is "the mtlrk 

of the dawn of a new vision, r.nd the rise of e new art", 

en opinion with which Mr KOestler disagrees.: 

I believe that science-fiction is good entertsi1unent, 
and that it will never become good art ••.•• At 
first sight one would of course expect tha.t illlB.gine.tive 
descriptions of non-hum.e.n societies on alien plenets 
would open new vistas for the somewhet stegnent novel 
of our time. »~t most disappointingly this is not the 
case, and for e simple reason. Our imeginetion is 
limited; we cs.nnot project ourselves into the distant 
future ~ more then into the distant past • • • • · 
For every culture is an island. It commm:licetes with 
other islands but it is only fa.r:rl.liar with itself • 
.And art mee..."lS • • • in the last resort broadening end 

l&ngue.ge and Silence, 1967. 
The Tra.il of the Dinosaur, 1955. 
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deepening our understanding of ourselves. Swift's 
Gulliver's Travels, Huxley's Brave New World, Orwell's 
Ninteen Eighty-Fbur •• , are literature precisely to 
the extent to which they are not science-fiction, to 
which they are works of disciplined ime.gine.tion and 
not to unlimited fantesy. 

In this quotation Koestler has raised tvro important 

objections to science fiction. He a.ccuses it firstly of 

attempting the impossible, and secondly of indulging in 

unlimited fantasy in its e.ttempt to imagine the unime.gine.ble. 

'Ihe first . poi:tt is more serious, for it pleces strictures 

on the scope of the novel, demanding in effect that the 

novelist should recognise his limitations. The danger of 

such a point of view is ti1at the novelist who accepts it 

will aim too low, contenting himself with producing work 

well within his powers -which is one of the major faults 

of contemporary En~lish novelists. Rather t~~ risking a 

failure, th~ limit themselves to endlessly reworldng the 

same ~~terial. Tb say that the science fiction novel has 

so far been disappointing and that it rill nevor bcoooo 

good art (and to base this on apparently limited reading) 

seems a particularly short-sighted view. Koestler's 

second objection, that we cannot project ourselves into 

the distent future e:ny more then into the distant pe.st, 

raises doubts as to whether it is worth trying to project 

ourselves into any alien situation - such as the mind of 

another person. If the novel is not to be straight-

forward autobiogrnphy, such prooections must be made. 

John Wain1 accuses science fiction of being inimical to 

both art and h~ty. : 

Modern science fiction ••• projects its hur:uu1 characters 
into a u..'1iverse which permits of no emotional response, 
no self-awareness or insight into others, at anything 
above the novelette level. The characters in. a. science 

1 Essays· on Literature and Ideas (1963). 
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fiction story cannot engage with emotional end mora.l 
problems because their attention is inoessently directed 
towards phenomena.. Wells end J·u.les Verne placed the 
human reaction at the centre; the conquistadores of 
Astounding Science Fiction place it at the periphery 
just because their main object is to astound. 

John Wein 's criticism of the ''inh1.l.l'll8.r.d ty" of science fiction 

he.s some validity if it is directed e.gainst scientific 

science fiction ( e.l though the desire to Astound is very 

old-fashioned) 1 but it h~.s little ve.lidi ty where the 

other tor.Pes of science fiction e.re concerned, the type 

written by Ibniol Keyes or the type written by William 

Golding. John Wain's criticism of science fiction is 

based on his view that the function or purpose of the 

novel is to record, explain end examine society, Its 

chief concern should be social. A review of the novel's 

history would indicate that the social has predominated, 

but to formulate a rule from this observation oro1 only harm 

the novel. A review of the novel's history would also 

indicate that the growth end vitality of the novel owes 

much to the fact that it has not followed eny rules. If 

the post-atomic age produces a type of novel which is 

unlike its predecessors, it does so beceuse of the special 

needs end conditions of the age. Sucl1 novels should not 

be deplored bece.u.se they contre.dict some hypothetical :rlal'r". 

In spite of the criticisms of these end other opponents of 

science fiction it has established itself ~s one of the 

most successful f.orms of popular fiction end it is 

increasingly accepted as a valid form tor serious writing 

In Britain the Arts Council recently awarded a substantial 

grant to New Worlds, an English science fiction magazine 

which has been published for twenty years. ( 'D.1e short 

story which now has so few publishing outlets is very 
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dependent on such ma.ge.zines for its survival). Science 

fiction now has a regular reviewing section in most 

literary end national newspapers. 1 Ie.urence Ierner 

wrote: 1~o one, of course, writes a novel about the future. 

What interests a novelist is always the present; end 

choosing a future setting is simply a way of pointing to 

the tendencies that interest or ala.rm him •••• We cen 

go further. Unless the prophetic novelist is extrepole.ting 

from the present, his work will have no interest. 11 If 

Lerner's observation is accepted, the objections to science 

fiction fall away and the road lies open for novels of the 

future to be judged on their merits, to be judged on the 

same standards as are novels of the present or past. 

C, WESTER!'~ 

The cachet of respectability now accorded to science fiction 

he.s not been accorded to the 1'iestem which is also a 

_~r~~rentieth century invention, Westerns are loosely based 

1 
_wJ)~~ 1 'o1:_ the a~v~~!~.the·=~~_::?~~==-:nen.d~z:~ !he 

{)Jfi0 ~ • l870a. They are so loosely based that they cannot be 
- ~·· -- . 
~ described as historical novels. They are thoroughly 

·e 

conservative, true to their forms, repeating established 

pe.tter-!ls with slight varie.tions. _At:J A. Mizener~ has pointed 

out, the vlestern is "something like the old pastorel, II It 

also has e.ffini ties with the Romance, pe.rticule.rly in its 

adherence to e. rigid code of honour. R. Wars..'l-to,} ce..lls 

the vie sterner 11t.,1.e last gentleiDal'l il• 'Ib the Westerner, he 

says, "• •• Honour • • • is e. style, concerned with 

l'Novels about the Future: List., 26.7. 1962, 
2 The Sense of Life in the Modern Novel, 1965. 
3 'The Gentleman with a Gun', Encounters, ed. S. Spender 

!ll. ~ 196). 



harmonious appearance es mueh as with desire ble consequences 

e.nd tending towards the denie.l of life in favour of prt. 11 

J He is e. descendant of the Knights of the Round Table! the 

Three MuSketeers, the French Fbreign Legion and the heroes 

of the stage melodramas popular in the 1880's, and he appeals 

to the sa.tne sort of audience. 'lhe Western a.lso provides 

" e. complete end self-contained d.rame. ••• in e. time where 

other more consciously serious art forms are u1creasingly 

complex, uncertain, and ill-defined. 11 · (Warshaw). 

There is no intrinsic reason why the Wester-n should not rise 

to the level of art, but it rarely does so except in the 

cinema. Warshaw suggests that "the Westerner comes into 

the field of serious art only when his moral code, without 

ceasing to be compelling is also seen to be imperfect. 

The Westerner at his best e:x:hi bits a mora~ e.mbigui ty; this 

arises from the fact that, whatever his justification, he 

is a killer of men." The ~vestern o.lso offers "e serious 

orientation to the problem of violence • • • • One of the 

well-known peculiarities of modern civilized opinion is its 

refusal to acknowledge ·the value of violence • • • .our 

concept of heroism tends to be a passive one • • • • 'lhe 

celebration of acts of violence is left more and more to 

the irresponsible." In spite of the possibilities outlined 

here, the Westen1 l1e.s not attracted serious English novelists. 

vulliam Burrov~hs2 has announced his L~tention of writing 

a book on the American l'lest and a gunfighter, using the out-

up method of his earlier 1r10rks. in its preparation, and straight 

narration in its final version. Perhaps his novel will attract 

other serious writers to the form. In the meantime the ivestern 

provides an exe.mple of a li tere.ry form which has proved more 

successful in ::mother medium - the cineme.. 

1 'll1e Hollytrood version rather tha.n Mallory's. 
2 Writers at I'lork 3, 'lli.e Paris Review Interviews, 1968. 
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D. GOTHIC ROMANCE 

''Popular fiction of the eerly nineteenth century was 

steeped in darkness and diablerie: spectres gliding in a 

green phosphorescence, hegs picking over the bones ••• 

these were the stock-in-trade of the Gothic, or bogus 

Gothic, novelist. The vogue for these romantic horrors had 

been set by Horace Walpole (The Castle of Otrento), Ann 

Radcliffe (The :MYsteries of Udolpho) and Matthew Gregory 

Lewis (The Monk). n
1 

The Gothic rome.:nce was an instant 

success and Mrs Radcliffe was the most popular novelist 

in England between 1775 and 1800.
2 

The Gothic novel has 

since fathered a number of offspring, among themthe horror, 

ghost and thriller stories, 

It might have been expected that the Gothic romance would 

have disappeared from the literary scene by the 1960s 

for it presents a number of difficulties to the contemporay 

novelist. The horror story has demonstrated that fears 

which cooe from the interior psychological wvrld are 

paradoxically more real than the exte!'l1lll fears offered 

by the Gothic romance. The dark inside is more terrifying 

than the dark outside to the scepticcl modern reader. 

Gothic romances were tre.di tionally set in deserted manors 

on lonely moors or in cobwebby castles, buildings which 

could support e population of vampires more easily than 

a ranch-style house can. TI1e basic plot of the Gothic 

novel, tl1at of the young and rightful heir deprived of his 

birthright by evil-scheming relatives or guardians, is 

not one which is immediately apposite to the contemporary 

scene. Nonetheless, in spite of these difficulties, the 

1 R.S. Turner, Boys Will be Boys, 1948. 
2 L. Stevenson, The Engl.ish Novel, 1960. 
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Gothic romance is still very much alive. 

'IWo characteristics of the Gothic romance have contributed 

to its survival- it adapts happily to costume drama, end 

its terri tory is the.z--tx:ra~~~~and supernatural. Iaplme 

du :VJaurlll~r, lTho has been made a I'ame of the Bri ti s."l Einpire 

for her services to literature, is one of ~he most popular 

contemporary novelists with en avid, primarily female, 

readership. She specialises in Gothic rornences, of which 

11.¥ Cousin Rachel (1951) can be t~en es typiceJ.. It f.dhcrcs 

fairly closely to the Gothic model, with its young heir 

cheated out of :b..is inheritance by a bee.utifu~ but evil 

woman. He lives almost alone in a large country house 

(plenty of atmospheric writing here) end the action takes 

place in some unspecified historical past. His love for 

Rachal (part-Italian, beautiful, pa.ssione.te) is e. kind of 

madness, a fever, which almost destroys him. He tells his 

tale at sane length, pcdding it out with pt1.s~ges of "fine 

writing", which o.lwt.ys seems to go down well wl th the 

rniddle-clcss feme.le r~.der. The hero is, in the nick of 

time, saved from his ITJB.d passion, and even his inheri tence 

is restored. Daphne du Maurier hss written fourteen best-

sellers - the secret of her success possibly lies in a 

rems.rk she me.de when goaded by a critic: "I do, nt lesst, 

believe in my own nonsense. ,.1 Her rerders epperently 

believe too. 

Pastiche is rapidly becoming a popular technique emong 

contemporary novelists - tt. number of books have appeared 

in the 'sixties which suggest this. Two of ther:, Evelyn 

Bercknwn 1 s 'lhe Heir of Starveling; ( 1968) end Celie Dele 1 a 

Act of love ( l969) are successful pastiches of the Get!~ ic 

1 Quoted in 1D3.phne du Ma.urier 1 , 'lhd Cape Argus, 4.6.l969. 
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Gothic romance. Of Evelyn Berokma.n's book e. reviewer wrote:1 

"• •• a. really horrid novel with fleshcreeping touches of 

Gothick · •••• the brave b~rea.ved daughter of e. pe.rsone.ge 

who applies herself to the task of redeeming the starveling 

waif who is the h~ir to a.n evil, rotting, peer. !' 

Because the terri tory of the Gothic romence is the 

irre.tiona.l and superne.ture.l, it lends itself eesily to 

symboliso and to allegorical treatment. Tr&ditione.llY it 

purveys sexual and sadistic titillation (Matthew Lewis 's 

The Monk4 with its tale of the seduction of the monk 

Ambrosio by the devil in the form of e women, end his 

subsequent torture at the hands of the Spa.nish Inquisition 

was, not surprisingly, benned as immoral). To three post-we.r 

wrf. ters, Iris Murdoch, Mervyn Peake and John Thwles, the 

~thic romance he.s had en especial e.ppee~, F.nd they have 

used this form for serious novels which investi~te the 

irrationel in man. 

l~en I became quite certain that it was locked, I stepped 
back into the moonlight end looked up a.t the house. 
Although it was barely midnight, there was not a light 
ru1owing. • • • I moved throU&h a soft tide of groundsel 
end small thistles to try the two front casements, but 
they were both firm &1d a greater blackness breathed 
e.t me from within ••• • I walked e. little, with dewy 
steps, and my shadow, thin and ds.rkest blue, detached 
itself from the bulk of the house Ek~d stealthily 
followed. At the side it was e.ll dark too and protected 
by such a dense jungle of e.sh saplings e.nd young elder 
trees that it would have been impossible to reach a 
window, even had there been one unlatched ..... 'nee 
clouded moon had spread e. luminous transparent .limb 
across the Sky, and showed me the silhouettes of the 
great trees which S1l.I'row..ded the house. • • • An md 
hooted, slowly, deliberately, casting out one inside the 
other his expe.nding rings of sound. • • • I must h8"1e 
been standing there for some time in e sad reverie 
when I se.w whet for e weird second looked like a reflection 
of myself •••• I heve elwe.ys b~en afraid of the dF.rk 
~nd of things that ht'ppen in the derk: Pnd this night 
illundne.tion was worse then darkness •••• 'llle moonlight 

1 TLS 15.8.1968. 
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fell in streaks through the overgrown lattice of the 
porch, weighed dawn with honeysuckle, and revealed the 
fuobling hend;1Re key. Then the door gave softly to 
show the thick waiting bleckness of the house. • • • 
I went to my mother's door. w •• I he.d not expected 
her face to be uncovered. • • • Her face was a yellol-rish 
white and narrowed, shrunk already awe:y from life, 
altogether smaller. But her long hair ••• seemed 
vital still, as if the terrible news had not yet come 
to it. It seemed even to oove a little st my entrance • 
• • • I looked at wltat lay before me with a horror which 
we.s not love or pity or sadness, but was more like fear • 
• • • I reached my own door and opened it wide, and 
then stopped in my tracks9 The moon shone clearly on 
to my bed and revealed the forn1 of a young girl with 
long glistening hair. 

This quotation would be readily recognioob:e to th:e reguler 

reader of Gothic romance or horror stories, for it dt3plays 

many of the trappings common to these forms. 'Ihe setting 

is archetype.!. It is midnight, the house with its case­

ments (not windows) is I®"steriously d~rk ond its garden is 

a ju.Tlgle. The moon is clouded and even the owl, the bird 

of ill-omen is there. li1animate things like shadows are 

given life. The action too follows a familiar pattern 

w-11 th the hallucinatory appearance of the young man (who 

is also a foreigner) and the visit to the dead mother with 

the Ul1Il8turally alive hair. Ror.nence appears with the 

vision of the lovely young girl with long glistening hair. 

The passage quoted is in fact from the first chapter of 

Iris Murdoch's The Italian Girl (1964). This book, A Severed 

~ ( 1961) 1 'Jhe Unicorn ( 196:3) and 1'he Time of the !mgels 

(1966) are the novels in whinh Miss Murdoch comes closest 

to writing a twentieth century Gothic romence. The quot~-

tion from The Italian Girl was given at some length becc.use, 

in showing how much Iris Murdoch owes to the classic Gothic 

romances, it introduces a doubt as to the success of her 

attempt to revive the form for serious purposes. 
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1 Angus Wilson we.rns that: "• • • the form of a novel does 

matter enormously, and however serious your intentions • • • 

the chosen form does to some extent determine the nature 

of the novel. 11 'llie question to be considered here is 

whether Iris Murdoch has been defeated by the form, whether 

the four novels mentioned are no more then . Gothic romances, 

or whether she has been able to use the form for more 

serious purposes th~ did her popular predecessors. 

It has already been demonstrated that her style of writing 

exhibits the cliches common to the form ("I looked ••• 

with a horror which 't-TaS not love or pity or sadness, but 
"! 

was more like fee.r.@ 'Her che.racterisetion is similarly 

affected. A comparison between the cherecters in Elnily 

Bronte's Wuthering Heights end the cha.re.oters in, aey, ~ 

Time of the Angels revee.ls the flatness, the le.ck of 

complexity of the letter. Heathcliff and Carel Fisher are 

comparable characters. Both are mysterious and ultime.tely 

unknowable, but Heathcliff is e.l.ive in a lTay that Carel 

is not. Carel has no life outside the pages of the book, 

and very little within. 'lhe difference between the two 

arises partly from Miss Murdoch's obsession with only one 

side of her characters: the irrational, unreasoning side, 

and particularly the aree. where ~e is most irrational, his 

sexual behaviour. T'11e ve.ri:ety of characters she assembles 

under one roof ... en Anglican priest who has lost his feith, 

e. coloured housekeeper who is his mistress, en inve.Ud 

niece, an aspiring poetess end twenty-four year old virgin, 

a Russian emigre porter and his conscienceless son - are 

assembled only to teke part in a stylised de.nce which hes 

1 ''Ihe Ililernme of the (k)ntemporary Novelist', .Approaches 
to the Novel, ad. J. Colmer, 1966. 
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the fantastic quality of the tortured imaginings of a 

frustrated spinster, but not a genuinely passionate one. 

The sexual permutations dictate the pattern of the plot, 

and the characters themselves are only marionettes. Iris 

Murdoch's only interest in her characters is to display-

for the reader's titillation rather than his edification -

their unusual matings. They have no life outside this 

dance which makes them one-dimensional. ~en their sexual 

behaviour is unconvincing for they are not victims of 

irresistible. passions - their couplings end uncouplings 

e.re dictated by the writer. As 11 fentasy, c.s e gothic 

romance, the book htts some e.ppeel, but Iris Nurdoch has 

not achieved a harmonious s,ynthesis of the Gothic romance 

and the serious novel. 

There are e number of reasons why Iris Murdoch wes e.ttracted 

to the form. Sle gives one herself in en interview:1 

The supernatural - this is partly en obsession of rrry 
own,. Partly also, I trdnk: - this is something I don't 
remain clear about - that in an age such e.s ours, where 
the world of religion and God and gods has become 
completely problematic, there are more p~chological 
forces working loose, as it were, as if they were demons 
and spirits. I think it's true that the patterns 
which keep up the structure in my work • • • are sexu£>.1, 
mythological, psychologicel patterns • • • • 

In the same L~terview she described The Italian Girl as 

having "this strong, close-knit Freudian theme 11 • The Gothic 

romance is partictLLarly SLuted to e psychological approa~h. 

lewis's The MoP.k de!nonstrated tr..is for "• •• Psychologically, 

we know that ms being a monk: is an escape from his true 

nature, and that the women who a.ppears in the story to be 

outside him, e. sepe.rt"te person, is in reality an expression 

of his personality and inner desires. '~ 

l Interviewed by Ronald Br,yden, The List., 4.4.1963. 
2 P. Mayersberg, 'The Corridors of the Mind', The List., 

9.12.1965. 
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The Gothic romance calls for atmospheric writing, at which 

Miss M11rdoch often shows an unusual Skill. The characters 

of e. Gothic romance 1i ve under one roof 1 virtually pri.ooners 

of the house. Iris Murdoch achieves this state in The Time 

of the Angels by sealing off t.~e house with fog end snow 

(only twice does the fog lift). A variety of characters 

can be e.ssoobled under one rocf by using such devices es 

a deeth in the family, as in 'llie Italian Girl, or by other 

circurn.stances. 

The attractions of the Gothic ronwnce to e writer like Iris 

Murdoch are understandable, but it is;'doubtful · whether 

she has succeeded in adding anything new to the form. The 

"sexue.l, mythological, psychological patterns" which 11koep 

up the structure" look remarlaably like the normal patterns 

of the Gothic romance. 

Iris Murdoch's use of symbolism and allegory has drawn many 

commentators eager to expound its intricacies, but there 

have been fewer eager~to offer the 88119 treatment to 

Mervyn Peake's gothic trilogy, Titus Groan ( 1946), Gormen­

ghe.st (1950) and Titus Alone (1959). At first sight it 

would appear to be n fertile field for symbol-spotters to 

explore·, for it is apparently an e.llegory. Peeke described 

a closed society dedicated to the retention of the ste.tus 

quo. A young revolutionary from the lower classes attempts 

to overthrow the rulers, but is defeated, and the first 

book in the trilogy- ends with the proclemetion of the seventy­

seventh Ee.rl of Gorm.enghest. The pEtrallels are eesily 

. ,d.re.~, but difficulties arise when more dett>~led explica­

tion of the symbols is sought. Neither the characters 

nor the setting fit con~otte.bly into any allegorical pattern, 
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but it is tempting to seek such pe.tterns, for it is almost 

inconceivable that Peake should have imagined e. world so 

complete in itself that it has no parallels or links with 

any world we know. There are no obvious morel lessons to 

be learnt from his books, but they are far from being merely 

ITivolous entertainment or idle fantasies. 

Although the world Mervyn Peake L~nes is even further 

from reality than any imagined by Iris Murdoch, his world 

is, ·pa.radoxice.lly, more real. It is irne.gi:ned in minute, 

exact detail and the inventions which, in the hands of 

another lrriter could. fairly be described as fantastic, are 

give~ the same matter-of-fact treatment as the less 

extraordinary ones. It is as-easy to believe in the 

existence of FUschia, a teenager who would be et home in. 

e realistic coutempors.ry novel, es it is to believe in her 

mother, a women who enjoys a mystical oo~on with birds 

and white cats. The author himself expresses no surprise 

at the oddities of his characters or their ections, and 

the reader is forced to teke them equelly seriously. In 

this he is helped by the dielogue which is ooexpectedly 

naturalistic and contemporary. Many of the chareoters 

have an rmusual facility with words but they do not use 

them for vague philosophical pronouncements. 

'IrmaJ' he shouted into her ear, 'my humiliating and 
entirely unfortunate old string of whit~~sh, sit where 
you are! Alfred will do the rest. Can you hear me? 
Be good nm-1! blood of my blood, be good now, damn you!' 

Thus Prunesquallor during the catastrophic fire in the 

library. 

Mervyn Peake's descriptive powers are considerable. Like 

W,yndham Lewis, he .is also e fine artist and his descriptions 

of settings and of people have e. strongly visual ql.ltili ty. 
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The two mad sisters, le.dy Cora e.nd Ie.dy Clarice e.re described: 

· "'lheir faces, identical to the point of indecency, were . 

quite expressionless, as though they were the preliminary 

lay-outs for faces and were waiting for sentience to be 

injected. ,,1 Of the Tower of the Flints he wri tea: 1''lhis 

tower, pe.tohed unevenly with black ivy, ~rose like a 

mutilated finger from among the fists of knuckled me.son:ey 

e.nd pointed blasphemously at heaven. At night the owls 

made of it an eo..."'J.oing throat; by day it stood voiceless 

end cast its long shadow. ,(2. 

Pnthony Burgess in his Introduction to the Penguin edition 

of Titus Groen ( 1968 )offers this description of the book: 

It is a complex book in that it evokes many layers of 
response: the sophisticated pleasure in consumrate 
artifice, the more naive enjoyment proper to a rather 
archaic romance, horror which is qu.e.lified by disbelief, 
e. kind of 'camp' titillation, self-indulgence in 'Gothic' 
atnosphere, a genuine aesthetic elati~n induced by 
lm~e finely used. It is en intellectual book, in 
which wit - in the old sense of cerebral play - opere.tes 
at times when we expect only the narves to be engaged • 
• • • One is a.lweys f!Were of the cool control of the 
author's intelligence, even in the most romontic 
flights, me.inteining, like an estate genert>tor, the 
imagined world and excluding the reel one. 

Anthony Burgess goes on to point out the.t the book appeared 

just efter the end of the Second World War and that the 

many sirlister~nd .horrifying episodes "• • • are not 

gratuitous Gothicisrns so much as reflections out of en 

ere. of horrors,." The Gothicisms are there, but they do 

not dictate to the novelist as ~~ey do to Iris Murdoch. 

1-1ervy.a Pee.ke is unlikely to find me.ny irJi tators, for 

although he demonstrates that the serious gothic novel 

is possible, his achievement depends on his own very 

original genius .. 

1 Page 109, Penguin edition. 
2 Pege 15, Penguin edition. 
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John :Fbwles in his second novel. 'lhe J;ii.e.gtls ( 1966) has also 

written an extr~.ordin&cy · work of fiction which has some 

resemblences to the Gothic romance. 'lli.ese are very muoh 

less clearly !ll8.rked than they are in Peeke 's trilogy, but 

they have some influence on the total effect of the book. 

M. Ratcliffe1offers this analysis: 

'lhis cornucopia of ~eceived cross-references and mysterious 
adventures, peopled with nymphs end monsters • • • • it 
is most nearly e. kind of multiple-Murdoch. Its hero, e 
guilty son of Ox bridge, is e metaphysical oaste.wey on the 
Aegean island of Phraxos; subtly awe.re t.~et certain 
forces are trying to slip between him~ reality, he is 
plunged into e. series of tests • • • whose permutations 
are endless and which, in fact, need never end. (They 
merely stop). :Fbwles adds hypnotism, schizophrenia, 
Parnassus, diabolism and a Tarot paCk to his pot. 
Morality is a fiendish Ngrthern lie; emotional diffi1onesty 
the unforgiveable sin •••• 

From these e:mmples of contemporary Gothic romances it would 

appear that not only is the form more hardy than one would 

expect, but that it is heving something of a revival. 2 

The currently fashionable search for modern allegory has 

directad attention to the fo~w. 

Jl(_gl HORROR S'roRY 

'lli.e horror story is a descendtmt of the eighteenth century 

Gothic ror~ce. It differs from its parent in one important 

respect: ''irlhat was a fear of the outside world in the gothic 

novel becomes • • • e. fear of the interior psychologicr.l 

world 11 •
3 From this it follows thet the horror story does 

not depend on its setting for its effectiveness, although e 

suitable setting may contribute to the overall picture. 

Edgar Allan Poe's story The Tell-Te.le Heart. the confession 

of a metl murderer, relies heavily on the successful build-up 

1 The Novel Todey, 1968. 
2 Catherine Ge.skin is a poptua.r writer of Gothic roma,.'1ces, 

and most of the followers of Iris Murdoch - who are 
discussed in Chapter 3D - also have a. Gothic touch. 

3 P. t-1ayersberg, ''lhe Corridors of the Nind', List., 9.12.1965. 
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. . . 

of atmosphere, but the actual setting is unimportant. In 

another story by Poe, The Fall of the House of Usher, the 

last descendants of an encient femily come to en end et th~ 

same time e.s their encestrel home. Of this story P. Meyersberg 

wrote?"'Ihe external world was seen in terms of an interior 

ste.te. In the gothic novel the exterior world is circumstantial. u 

2 Dorothy Sayers suggests that the horror story developed out 

of folk-tales, but: 

••• 'lhe study of psychology has produced a new kind of 
terror- the ni~1toare country between sanity end 1nadness; 
the pressure of mind upon living mind, and the lonely 
horror of the de.rk places of the soul. In the purely 
human sphere or horYOr, spiritual cruelty now holds its 
place alongside with bodily cruelty • • • • 

Before psychology beoa.me a subject for study, Poe, who is 

usually regarded as the li tere.ry inventor of the horror 

story, revealed a· profound knowledge of human nature and a.n 

understanding of the mysterious and irrational processes of 

the subconscious, He provided the model for e number of 

later writers, most of lrhom were .P..mericen, Meyers berg 

suggests that Poe belongs to "the dark tradition" in .American 

writing, What distinguished him from the European romentics 

was his concreteness of imagery, his use of "the solid, 

real end living symbol." Mayersberg continues: "• •• lind 

because concreteness is what finally distinguishes the horror 

story from the ghost story 1 it is hardly surprising that 

horror stories have thrived in -~erioa in this century, 

whereas ghosts have thrived in Britein, a country embedded 

in a European tradition. " The horror story has also thrived 

in America in the cinema, end e. strange by-product of the 

horror story was the appearance of Charles Addams-type of 

sick-joke aftor the w~r. 

1 ''lhe Corridors of the Mind', List., 9.12,1965. 
2 'Detective Fiction', Writing Detective end Mystery Fiction, 

ed. A.S. Burack, 19 • 
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Roe.ld Iehl is an English writer who has written a number of 

successful horror stories. Like most of the prectitioners 

in this field, he is e. short story writer, for horror is 

difficult to sustain with the greater length of the novel end 

is liable to produce either boredom or disbelief. Dahl has 

published two collections of short stories, Someone Like You 

(1954) and Kise. Kiss (lg6o). He chooses suburban settings 

f.or most of his stories but, unlike Poe, is not concerned 

primarily with death. It is his insight into the minds of 

his characters, \'Tho may be on the surface nothing more 

horrifying than children or small-time gamblers, that 

provides ti1e spina-chilling element. 

llie true horror story 1 or rather the horror story written 

only with the :intention of arousing horror, has not ettracted 

many novelists to a.ttempt the form, but the techniques end 

the subject matter or material of the horror story heve 

been utilised by a number of serious contemporary writers. 

It is not surprising that horror should have b~:;come e. fairly 

common element in contemporary fiction, for the Second World 

War gave adequate proof, if it were needed, of man's inhumenity 

to man. Horror, produced by both physical and spiritual 

cruelty, plays a large part in novels set in war-time, but 

it is far from uncommon i..'l novels wi tt"l a contemporary setting. 

One technique of the horror story writer, that of revealing 

evil in the apparently innocent has been used successfully 

by a number of wri tars. Henry James's The· '1Urn of the Screw 

(although it has two ghosts, it is e. horror rather than a 

ghost story) paved the way for such novels as ~ofilliam 

Golding 1 s lord of the Flies ( 1954) and Richard Hughes 1 s 

A High Wind in Jameica ( 1929). 'lhe young are tradi tionelly 
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regarded as innocent - particularly by novelists - and the 

disclosure of the evil of wl1ich they are .capable is more 

horrifying than the equivalent disclosures about adults 

would be. 'lhese writers are not only destroying a literary 

convention, they are also destroying the comfortable 

assumption that man is born good end becomes evil only as a 

resu~t of 11is increasing contact with the adult world. The 

children in these novels are seen from the outside, their 

minds are tulirnowable, and their actions are not explained in 

the sort of psyc.."lologics.l terms which would serve to reassure 

the reader that these children are, to say the least, abnormal. 

Golding and Hughes in particulEJr are d; pains to show thet 

their children are not ce.refully selected monsters in the 

guise of children; the children P-re representative of others 

of their age end times. In Golding's novel some are even 

choir-boys, syt1bols to the adult world of purity and 

innocence. In both novels the children commit murder, so the 

reader cannot even dismiss their actions e.a childish pre.nks., 

Nor e&n he excuse their behaviour on the grounds thet they 

were tocfyo.ung to know what they were doing, for the children 

act deliberately and they have no conscience or feelings of 

guilt afterwards. They remain inscrutable - and horrifying. 

'llie very young are tre.di tione.lly regarded as innocent, end 

a simile.r belief is extended to the e.dolescent. 'lhe semi­

autobiographical novels about the sadism of adolescent 

school-boys produces a similar sense of shock in the reader. 

Here again, these writers are using a horror-story technique. 

'lhe cbili ty to arouse horror is a potent weapon in the hands 

of the writer, for with it he can jolt the reader out of 

his complacency end force him to re-examine some of his too 
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readily accepted notions. It cen also be used, of course, 

to express the sadistic fantasies of the reader, a fact of 

wh:ic h both war novelists and erotic wri tars are fully aware. 

'lhe 'nightmare country between se.ni ty and madness" is how 

Dorothy Sayers described the provenance of the horror story. 

This territory has been taken over by a number of serious 

writers, not with the purpose of arousing horror or revulsion 

in the reader, but in order to explore and describe the mind 

of a person trapped between sanity and madness. Gillian 

Tindall's 'lhe Edge of the Paper (1963), Jennifer Iewson 's 

'lhe He.-& (1961) end The Cold Co1mtry (1965), 'lhorne.s Hinde's 

'lhe ley the Call Ce.me ( 1964) end Mr Nicholes ( 1952) are 

among the very ll1fl!lY novels.:which explore this theme. None 

if these can be described as a horror story, but they ell 

use material which was formerly the preserve of the horror 

story writer. 

The step from horror story to serious novel is t. short one, 

but it is rare for a serious horror story, such ss Kafka's 

Metamorphosis to succeed in both directions. The horror 

story proper has moved a long way from marble halls where 

11each damp thing that creeps and crawJs·wmt wobble-wobble 

on the walls"!, but its future probably lies with the 

cL1ema whic._h., with its technical aids, is well-equipped for 

arousing the me.ximum horror from jaded viewers. 

IX 3) GHOST S'roRY 

"I would define a. horror story es one· which is designed to 

create e feeling of physical revulsion in the ree.der. This 

clearly distinguishes it from· a ghost story where there cen 

1 lewis ()).rroll, ''!he Palace of Humbug'. 



I 
! 

• 

• I 

e 
! 

i 

7.76 

be fenr, but seldom physical revulsion, principally because 

ghosts by definition are non-physical. A ghost story is 

psychical in its preoccupations e.nd appeal to the reader. 1~ 

Elizabeth Bowen2 suggests a similar distinction: "• •• And . 

that austere other world, the world of the ghost, should 

inspire, when it impacts on our own, not so much revulsion 

or shock e.s a sort of awe. 11 

Ghosts might be expected only to flouri~~ in a gothic setting, 

but they ha.ve in ft>.ct proved remarkably adaptable to ch.Mging 

world conditions •. Elizabeth Bowen wrote: 

'Ihe universal bettiness of our century looks like 
providing them with a propitious clil!l8te • • • • They 
do well in flets, end are villll-dwellers. They know 
how to curdle electric light, chill off heating, or de­
condition air •••• telephones, motors, planes end rtJdio 
wave-lengths offer them self-expression. The adve.nce of 
psycholcyy has gone their way; the guilt-complex is their 
especiel friend. 

The ghost with clanking chains who hsunted encient ce.stles 

has dise.ppee.red - killed perhe.ps by Oscer Wilde's story 

The Canterville Ghost. They now prefer prosaic scenes, 

abjuring "the over-fantastic e.nd the grotesque, operating, 

instead, through series of happenings whose horror lies in 

their being just, .just out of the true. 11 (E. Bowen). The 

ghost, then, has been modernised, but he is still confined 

principally to the short story. 

Muriel $park is one of the few contemporary novelists to 

have included ghosts in her ce.st of cl'>..a.re.cters. In ~ 

Comforters (1957), her first novel, the chief che.re.cter, 

Cltrolina, becomes aware through hellring voices and e. ghostly 

typewri tar the. t she is e> character in e. novel by an unseen 

writer, end does her best to resist manipulation by the 

l P. Ms.yersberg, ''lhe Corridors of the Mind' 1i.st., 9.12.1965 
2 Introduction to The Second Ghost Book, ed. C. Asquith, 1952 
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the mind of the novelist. In Memento Mori ( 195"9) a group 

of elderly people recieve telephone cells in which a 

mysterious voice says: "Reraember you oust die". Inspector 

Mortimer suggests that it is Death himself calling. The 

hero of The :&lle,d of Peck..y R:re (1960), Dougal fuuglas, is 

perhaps a wizard or e, devil. The plot of The Be.chelors ( 1960) 

"concerns ripples stirred in a set of u..'YJL18.rried kmdon men 

and women by the legal prosecution of a villainous, but 

genuine, spiritualist medium. 111 Be.chelordom is considered 

as a 11territory of d8.rn...'18tion". In Voices at Play(l961) 

there are a number of ghost stories, such ee 'The Party 

Through the ~'lall ' and horror stories such tt s ' The Dry River 

Bed 1 • By r:lhe Prime of Miss Jean Brodie ( 1961) 11the fentesy, 

the invisible talking typewriters and the 'creatures of 

2 darlmess 1 have gone." In her four succeeding books there 

wes no sign of their return. 

Miss Sperk herself makes little of the supernE~turel. element 
I 

in her novels (she is quoted by M. Ratcliffe3 es se.ying: 

"It doesn't occur to me that I'm writing fantasy. I have 

that sort of mental squint.") but it is an aspect of her 

work which ha.s intrigued e. nunber of commentators. lmthony 

Burgess 4 offers this expl.e.nation of "the mental squint 11
: 

"• •• she writes frorJ. a Catholic point of viel'r, and the 

elements of the uncanny or ••• the diabolic seem less 

fairy-te.le whimsy than a retu.rn to a mode of thought which 

could accept God and the Devil as powers always ready to 

alter the textu:re of everyday life. 11 In aupport of· tlrl.s 

there is the fact that Miss Sperk tree.ts the superna'tt.li'P-1 

in exactly the S&le way as she tree.ts the natural, end neither 

1 J. updike, Assorted Prose, 1965. 
2 TLS 2'7.7.67. 
3 T.h; Novel To~v. 1968. 
4 The Novel Now, 1967. 
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seems out of place in the 'tTorld she imegines. '.llie super-

natural end the natural are, to Muriel Spark, equally 

natural. iJhe superne.turs.l in The Comforters end Memento 

MOri is a trigger for the action - a rather artificial 

device - but in The Ballad of Peckh.an Rye end The Bachelors 

the supernatural world is shown living alongside the 

natural. Miss Spark's use of the supernatural would not 

be easy to inrl. tate snccessf~illy, for it requires the 

construction of a world where a ghost is no more extra-

ordinary than anything else in the novel. Nevertheless, 

she does show thnt e}lost stories cen, when p:-operly hendled, 

~ve e place in serious fiction. 

E. THE HIS'IDRICi\.1 ROMANCE 

The historical novel has, like science-fiction, attrected 

both vehement supporters e.nd detrectors. '.llioir ·objections 

to the historical novel are nu~h the same as the objections 

to science fiction, and there seems little point in repeating 

them here, except to add a typically quirky one fron Q.D. 

Leavis 
1 

1iThich requires no connent: ''To reject the rhythms 

of contemporary idiom by retu~1ing to the language of the 

pest is to sacrifice everything. That is why historical 

novels ce.nnot be trken seriously by ~he critic." 

If a distinction is wade between the historical rooe.nce and 

the historical novel, insteed of lunping, say, War and Peace 

and Gone ldth the ~'lind into one cate13ory, the objections to 

the historical novel have little validity. 

The historicel ronance is ~ romence in ~ period setting. 

The c...'IJ.arecters, their way of thinking, £,nd tlw. action of the 

novel are be.sically contemporary, but they ere placed in 

l fiction end the Reeding Public, 1932. 
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an earlier, more colourful period to give a different slant 

on the love story which is the chief point of interest. A 

ror~tic sto~J in a historical setting is more credible than 

one in a contempore.ry settll1g, and it also gi. ves the writer 1 s 

fancy free renge. Historice.l romances may be factually 

accurate as far as events, customs, manners, speech and 

historical figures are concen1ed, but this does not elter 

their classification as historical romances. 1 

One exanple of this type of wr1 ter is Jeen Plaidy. .1t.2. 

Thistle and the Rose( 1963) - one of many she he.s wrl tten ... 

is a fictionalised account of the life - and inevitably the 

loves - of Margaret, the sister of Henry VIII who married 

Janes IV of Scotland. 'lhe story is fraught with misu.Tlder- · 

standings end reconcilietions (very Pf!Ssionete, these ere). 

'lhere is adventure, pe.g~entry and colour - but very little 

life in the ohe.racters thenselves. Although the bibliogrephy 

indicates that she has conscientiously done her homework, 

the ioa.gi.ne.tive effort required to give her cilare.cters 

more than one dimension is missing. 

Georgette Heyer is one of the most popult>r writers of 

historioel ror~nces •. Her books e.re usually set in the 

Regency period and although some of then are successful 

pastiches, for the r:1ost part they are wonen 1 s rorJ8J1ces 

given spice and colour by their setting. But.t~e true. 

histofical novel is not romence in fency dress. 

1 Surprisingly, many historical romance writers are very 
concerned with historical accuracy. The twentieth century 
love of fact, its "mania for inforr:J.a.tion" as Wight 

l4ncdona.ld in .!)g§inst the .American Grain ( 1952) calls it, 
has affected the contemporary romancer. Macdonald cites 
the case of Se.uuel Shelle.berger '!!rho had no success as e. 
historical novelist until he had spent three years 

1111getting up•· the background for e heavily doounented 
piece of nonsense called Cepte.in from Castile. n 
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E.E. Leis,r 1 considers end rejects a number of possible 

definitions of ~~e historical novel, finally offering this 

one: 11A historical novel is a novel the action of which is 

laid in an earlier tine - how much earlier, remains ~1 open 

question, but it must be a readily identifiable past time." 

If this definition is accepted, objections to the historical 

novel must fall away, for nost novels, except those set ir! 

the futnre, are "laid in an earlier time". M. Ratcliffe 2 

suggests tl1at all novelists derive their subject tnatter from 

three sources: contempo!'f.!ry life, the imagination; or history, 

'~1istory which lies inside the writer's own meoory end t~t 

which does not. 11 Obviously the question of tine distence 

is crucial to distinguishing between the historical novel 

and the non-historic~! novel. 

'lblstoy, Scott and Pasternsk wrote their historicF>.l novels 

(or in Scott's case, romances), approximately fifty yanrs 

after the events they describe. Robert Graves set several 

historical novels in Imperial Rome. William Golding set 

one in pre-recorded history. Tho ~hoice.of·period indicates 

what l::ilid or· historiool novelists they· ~-r~ 'lblstoy could be 

described as a novelist first, an historian after. His chief 

interest is in the people, not in the events in which they 

were involved. Robert Greves is a historian-novelist for 

1 The American Hiskorical Novel, 1950. 
2 The Novel TodgY,l968. 
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he relies leas on iQnginrtive projection thDn on interpretp.-

tion end extension of verifiable hiatorice~ fe.ct. Golding's 

choice of pre-recorded history suggests tl1at he is not so 

muoh interested in history for its own sake, but for the 

1 perspective it gives on oontempore.ry man. 

Of these three types - the novelist-historian, the historian-

novelist and , . the novelist-who-is-not-.-historian - only 

the first type can be r.egs.rd!ii as e. true historice.l novelist 

of the sort E.E. Leisy spoke of. 

Margaret Kexmedy is an example of a conteupore.ry novelist-

historian. Troy ChiEmeys ( 1968) was inspired by references 

she hs.d found in contemporsry Regency nemoirs to e nwn 

whose niak-nane was Pronto, Very little else is known of 

him, except that he was on the fringes, but not quite t~e 

centre, of Society. Troy Chirmeys purports to be his diary 

&1d memoirs which were discovered by one of his descendrnts. 

B,y including the correspondence about the papers between 

his descendants, Miss Ken..11edy gives e spurious - but convinciT'.g 

- impression of authenticity. The memoirs themselves are 

e. successful pastiche vTi thout having . recourse to ;'Period" 

writing or archaicisms. The character of Pronto, the thenes 

which emerge, the a.ction, the other characters - they e.re 

e.ll of their period. And as a novel it is a success. 

Pastiche seems to be beconing popular ar::10ng historice.l 

novelists- at least three were published witllin a few 

months of each other in 1969; and all received enthusiastic 

reviews which suggesis that the clir:Ja.te of critical opinion 

is in their favour. 

1 Although Golding's 'lhe Spire (1964) is set in nedieeva~ 
England, it is even less ''historical" than 'lhe Ll'J.heri tors 
( 1955) which is set in pre-recorded history. 

2 John Fowles The French Lieutenant's Worl8.1'1, George 
liJa.c llina.ld Fraser ' s Flaa~:l8.11 and Celia Iale 's Act of love. 
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'Jhe historian-novelist, of which Robert Graves is a fine 

example, is oompeting with historians and biographers, 

offering similar 11aterial iraaginatively reconstructed. (The 

best historians do the same, but their reconstructions ere 

limited to wholly verifiable fe.ct - they cennot, for example, 

put words into the mouth of ~. character unless they know 

he SfJ.d them). I, Claudius end its sequel Claudius the 

.QQ.9. (both published in 1934) are reconstructions of early 

Imperial Rome told through what purports to be the auto-

biogre.phy of Tiberius Claudius. The style of writing is 

nodelled on the few extant speeches of Clr.udius, a touch 

which is typical of this writer's passion for historiCt'!l 

accuracy, but as a literary style it has its drawbacks. It 

is often clumsy and stilted, with little variation in tone 

and pace. The historian in Graves does not a~ys reside 

happily with the novelist. 

Henry Treece, like Graves, is better known as a poet than . 

a novelist but,.again like Graves, his concent1·a.tion on 

historical accuracy reduces the u1terest of his works as 

creative fiction. The DQrk Island (1952) is set in Britain 

soon after the arrival of the Romans under Cle.udius. 'Ihe 

dialogue is stilted end the personel rel~tionships unconvincing, 

but as a picture of be.rbaric Bri tein it is very successful. 

There is nothing romantic about this picture, for although 

his subject is the death of o way of life and of a people, 

he is at pains to show tha.t they ~rere se.veges, and there is 

enoU&~ blood, gore, sadism and violence for one to wonder 

whether he is not perhaps aiming et a popular eudience, 

Willie.m Golding is an exe.mple of a growi..'1g group of 

novelists who have turned to the fon"1 of the historical novel 
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in order to illunina.te the contempore.ry scene. Their 1'myths 

about the pest are lergaly e way of talkiP~ about the 

present, 11 1 The Inhari tors ( 1955) is placed in a pre-

historic tina of which the only records ere found in bones 

and artif~cts. His Neenderthalers, gentle, sinpla crerturas, 

e.re the lest of their race,. 'lhay f.lre victims of evolutionery 

progress for they die at the hands of the better-equipped 

and more advanced True Men. The novel can be read as an 

allegory of the Fall, for the difference between the two 

races is the difference between u1nocence end kl1owledge. 

· It ce.n e.lso be read as an analysis of the nature of rtlan, a 

discussion of the origins of lenguege, or as en anthropological 

docun1ent. Golding's title is ironical, for it is not the 

Deek who inherit the earth. In the na.ne of 1'progress 11 

prirJitive societies are forced to either change or die, Ul1der 

pressure fro~ nore sophisticated ones • 

The success of the book lies principally in its method of 

presentation, for however serious the themes, they l!re not 

sufficient in themselves to give reality to what is in 

effect an imaginary world, l'. fantesy world. TI.1e reader 

becomes a Neenderthel men, seeiD.g w1 th his eyes. 'lhe eyes 

can see but cannot understcnd, the br~in cen perceive but 

not deduce. The tongue can m8ke primitive sounds, but the 

only real conounication is through telepathic_ pictures. 

Golding's achieve~ent is to overcome these extraordinary 

difficulties in a sustained piece of ioaginative writing • 
. 

Incredibly, the reader identifies with Neanderthal !i1eJ.'1:~ · 

Only at the end when Golding cha..'1ges his viewpoint and 

presents them froo the outside, u1 the oanner of H.G. Wells 

1 L. Len1er, 'Novels about the mlture',~.,26.7.1962. 
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in A Short History of the World does the reader appreciate 

the extent of his involvement with a. creature so unlike 

himself - and realise that he is one of the True Men. 

A. Koestler 1 wrote: "• •• the life of an Egyptian civil 

servant in the eighteenth Dynasty • , • is only ima.ginable 

to us in dim. outline; we are unable to identify ourselves 

with the strange figure movi:r..g through such e. strenge world. 11 

Goldii'I..g achieves what Y.oestler suggests is impossible, and 

in doing so he shows the po1-rer of the imagination to bridge 

the gap between our tiiJes end those in the remote pest. 

The historical novel - and the hi. storicel romance - ere 

very vigorous branches of the novel, end it is only possible 

to give &..'1 indication here of the inmense variety of novels 

which have been published lm.der the general title. There 

is no doubt that the historice.l novelists, like the science 

fiction novelists, will reoein undeterred by any strictures 

of critics whose definitions of the novel are narrow. 

F. THE ROIVIPJ~CE 

Every tine I write about love • • • I feel it as soaething 
new and fresh and absolutely wonderful •••• .And I just 
-vTish ths.t every ~ror:Je.11 in the world could experience what 
I'm writing about •••• I feel sad that I have ha.d to 
bring e. bit r.10re realism into my books lately •••• 

, ( Denise Robins) 

I work to a foroula of pursuit, surr~~der, misUL~derstending 
and ultimate happiness together egain. I e·lwe.ys preserve 
rrry heroine's innocence for at least 360 pages - one ~ 
have suspense, }md I keep up my own ste.m.ine. l'rl th deily 
doses of vite.oins. 

(Barb~ra Cartlend) 

When I thought of writL~ romantic novels, I chose the 
name Victoria because I thought it was terribly ronentic, 
and Holt because that was the na:ue of ey benkers. 

(Victoria Holt) 

The stories I write are not the sort that I would reed 
eyself, 

(Joen Rees) 

1 'llle Trail of the Dinosaur, 1955. · 
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These quotations 1 from interviews with four of the most 

popular romantic novelists are given here because they reveal 

so clearly the mixture of sentiHentel.i ty and cynicism which 

inspires these writers. There are a~ estimated twen~J-five 

million reeders of '~ght rooantio" fiction in Britain, and 

the profits for a popular writer are enormous. It is the 

most thoroughly commercialised type of popular fiction and 

the one 'liThich is furthest removed from life or 1i tera.tu.re. 

The romantic novel prefers stereotypes to arcl1etypes. It 

is remarkable for its sexual prudery, sentimental tiy, 

gentility 1 t>,nd its sustaining belief the. t love is a WO!i'Uffi 's 

whole existence. "Such li ten,ture circles rJindlessly 

inside the trap of its two themes: unoonsur.:lma ted adultery 

and the cons11lili:Je.ted pure romance.'~ Marga.ret Kennedy 3 

points out that in true ro!Il8nce "he gets her", where~a in 

tod.ay's version "she gets hin - which excludes Ro!l1Elnce 11 • 

The lqriter is faced with the difficulty of L~ the hero 

worth the herointi:l suffering, but this is solved by making 

both hero e.nd heroine into idealised types., 

The romentic novel is interesting not for itself, but for 

its effect on other women novelists. In the minds of most 

readers - and non-readers - "wooe.n novelist 11 is synonomous 

l'li th "romantic novelist", with the. result the. t contemporary. 

serious women novelists have t'le sawe difficulty as some of 

their predecessors in getting their work accepted ~~d judged 

on the same standards es those applied to t:ll!le wri tars. 

They heve reected to this problem in e nuober df different 

ways. Some have become elx;IDSt aggressively me.sculine ~~d 

cerebre.l, replacing tender rone.ntic scenes with graphic 

1 From interviews printed in rlhe C£pe .t~~a. 18.3.1969. 
2 L. Fiedler, ''lhe Middle e.ge.inst both Ends', Encounters 

ad. S. Spender !?.,i ~ 1953-63. 
3 'lhe OJ.tle.ws on Pa;r;n.e,ssus, 1958. 
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descriptions of sexual encounters, Few seriouB women 

novelists challenge the romantic novelist's monopoly of 

courtshipJ they concentrate instead on post-marital affairs • 

Their herob1es are not innocent typists or girls-next-door, 

but ace.der:d.cs, Diddle-aged housewives, spi.'1sters, teachers, 

professional wooen - all of them the equal .if not the 

superior , to the nen they sleep with. love is often the 

principel theme of these novelists, but romantic love is 

abjured except by such writers as Eliae.beth Jene Howerd, 

Penelope Mortimer, Margaret le.ne and, in one novel ('The 

Sandcastle) Iris I-iurdoch. It is a tregedy that romance 

has, in the ITIElin, been left to such l'll'i ters es Berbr.rc 

Cartland ("Inside every Wol1l.8n there is e romtmtic virgin 

who wants to be either swept off her feet or rescued by 

a knight in shining armour. 11 )
1 The serious wooen novelists 

do not recognise the existence of this ro~tic virgin, 

Romantic love, surely a fitting subject for the novel, is 

unfairly neglected, 

In this survey of the .c:JB.in bre.nc..."les of con temporary popular 

fiction I have attenpted to show tl1at nost ferns are very 

much alive and as susceptible to ch~"l.ges in literary taste 

and fashion as the serious novel. A n~~ber of excellent 

popular novels have been written within ~~e conventions of 

the chosen form; e number of serious writers have been 

attracted by the potential of some of the popular forms. 

The presence of these tl-ro groups indicates that the distinc-

tion between ''Popular 11 and userious" fiction is not elwe.ys 

clet~r, end that the gulf between them is less marked tru.n 

it was before the Second World War. In the next che.pter 

some reasons are sought to explv.:in why this trend is so 

apparent today. 

l Briefing, Ob,R, 14.5,1967. 
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Cha.pter 8: 

The Pcpular Serious Novelist • 
In the previous chnpter evidence was offered that the 

serious conteoporary novelist is turning increasingly to 

popular ferns in his fiction. In this chapter ro1 attempt 

is oade to find the reasons for this trend; which is 

rapidly becoming one of the most marked characteristics 

of conteoporory English fiction .. 

The adoption of populnr forms by·seri6us writers is, 

in sone cases, an expression of their dissatisfaction 

with the traditional form of the novel. It is a way 

of experimenting. Novelists such as Angus Wilson; 

P .H. Newby and Williarn Golding have sho'Wil. in their 

experiments with popular forns tha.t they can be used 

for serious purposes. It is not necessarily the foro 

of the popular novel 1r1hich prevents it fron being accepted 

a.s literature; it is more usually the treatment which 

denies it this status. The comcercialisation of the 

popular novel in this century frightened off serious 

novelists froo using the forms, but earlier writers,· 

such as Scott and Dickens, were a.ble to· use them 

without fea.r of condemnation. Three of Golding 1 's six 

novels have used popular foras,- but it would be a bold 

critic who would describe him as a popular noveliSt;. 

Golding did not sinply e.dopt the popular foros as 

they stood: he has experioented with thel!l and sho'Wil. 

their potential for serious writers., Golding, Newby, 

Wilson, end o·thers,. have all experinented with the 

novel in other directions, so it is cohceivea.ble that 

I • 



8.02 

their reo.son for vTri ting in popular forms o.rises from 

the some desire to extend the boundaries of the serious 

novel. 

The desire to experiment is not the ootive of all the 

serious writers who ho.ve used popular fo~s for some 

1 
of their novels. Dorotl:wParker WD.S once osked: 

"lJhat, then, would you so.y is the source of most of your 

work?" She replied:· "Need of money, dear~" Few •vri·ters 

are so fro.nk, but if the euphecistic phrase "desire for 

reco .~~ri tion" is substituted, the motives of most 

contemporary serious writers becones clee.r. It vrould be 

cynical to suggest that by "recogni ·tion" a writer would 

mee.n ~:t.nything other thall "critical reoogni tion "1 but it 

is a feature of the contemporary literary scene that critical· 

and popular recognition tend to go h~nd in bond. 

P .N. Furbank 
2 

in en article on the t't1entieth century 

best-seller, wrote:" "• • • the rea.l :t!omula for 

success • • • is publication as a paper-back immediately 

after a. successful filEJ. version. 11 Many of the serious 

writers who have been accorded critical reCO@lition have 

had popular success as well, their success following 

Furbank's formula. A selective list of those who have 

had their novels filme~includes: ~ ~ Kingsley Amis, 

stan Barsto-v1, Margaret Dmbble, John Fbwlres, William 

Golding, Graham Greene, Robin Maughoo, Penelope Mortimer · 

Edna O'Brien, lli.n Si.llitoe, Muriel Spark, Prank Tu.ohy 

end Keith Waterhouse. Nigel Dennis, Jennifer Dawson, 

Iris Murdoch and c.P. Snow have had stage-adaptations of 

their works performed. 

1 viri ters at ~Tork, 'ihePa"rti.So.n Review .Anthology,· 1958·;··-·-
2 'The Twentieth-Century Best-Seller', The Modern Age, 

ed. B. Fbrd, 1964. 



A comparative list of films made during the period between 

tho wars would not include adaptations from the novels 

of the gJ.~e'ltest lllri ters of the period. 'lhis is not 

because their novels were too difficult to adapt, for 

novels by Joyce, Lawrence and Waugh have been filmed 

sine J tlD we,r, but bocauee it was considered that they 

would not have had popular appeal. Judging by the lists 

of best-sellers today, end by the lists of novels adapted 

from the scraen, a large nrunber of contemporary writers 

have both critical and popular appeal. This suggests 

th"'1; either the tr>stes of the reading public have improved 

since the war - end evidence cru1 be adduced to the contrary -

or that novelists have left their towers for the 

market-j,llace. 

The financial rewards for best-sellers are considerable, 

but ~ the writer of on article called 'Pop goes the 

Artist' 1 edim::tt"::C. tl::."l,t hro--thir2~ or thrc':'-quarters 

of professional vl"ri ters earn less thon the wages of 

a typist, ~d that those who live entirely on their 

earnings from books are few. If this figure is correct, 

there can be few writers, other than purveyors of trash, 

who can have !:mtered the fiel.d with the desire to make 

money, but it would be unncturnl if they did not hope 

that their books would survive. 

There o,re two ways in which survival ce.n be, not ensured, 

but at least aided: the achievement of either popular 

or cri tic6J.:·· acclain; or both. In contemporary fiction, 

the two frequently coincide. In 1968, 2,094 novels 

were published in England, It is not surprising, therefore, 

that the public end crii;ics should so often agree, for 

the judgement of the reviewers is often the only guide 

the reader has as to what is best in contemporary 

.. · 
. : . ' 

1 TLS 3, · ::1..964, 



fiction. future critics of the post-war period will be 

in a s~nilur posit~on: their selection for posterit,v will 

almost certainly be among tho best-kno~m writers of the 

period. In order to becone well--known, and to give their 

~lo~cks a cha1'1ce of surviva:, writers must please as many 

reviowero cs possible - ar1d theiBcoooendation of reviewers 

>till help to mci{e their books best-sellers, 

Somerset Maughan 1 wrote: "The elect sneer at popul.a.rit,v: 

they are inclined to assert that it is a proof of mediocrity; 

but they forget that posterity mcl{es its choice not froo 

a.nong the unknown 'Tri ters of a period, but from a.t1ong the 

known, ••• It oay be that posterity 1-vill scrap all the 

best-sellers of our day, but it is among then that it 

must choose." In 1930 this was an aggressive challenge, 

although Maughan is perhaps confusing books which attain 

instant popularity with those tl1at rennin in print. 

Few crit~cs of cont0opornry literature today would dispute 

his statement, although they might not go as far as George 

Orwell 2 who 't'Trote: 1Jl tima.tely there is no test of li tera.ry 

merit except survival, which is in itself an index to 

rna.jori ty opinion." Coooenting on this remark, George 

V{OOdCOCk 3 pointed OUt that II • • • Very often a completely 

extraneous cil'cumstance can change the nature of a 1-vri ter 's 

__ reputation •••• does this mean they have ceased to be 

'good wri teJ:S' ?". It is on the whole true, however, tha. t 

posterity will choose nnong the best-kno>-vn writers of this 

period • The unprecedented nUflber of novals will ensure this. 

There will e.lwa.ys be 1·rri ters \-who remain unaffected by such 

a consideration as popular success, but it appears that 

there are fewe· · of these todcy. Serious writers are very 

prolific; their books com~~ out in time for the Autumn 

list; they appear on television and radio programmes; 

1 Cakes and Ale, 1930. 
~ 'Lear, Tolstoi and the Fool', quoted by George Woodcock in 

The Crysta.l Spirit, 1967. 
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they give interviews to newspapers and periodicals. They 

are obviously aware of tha vc!ue of publici~J, und even 

of the necessity for keeping their names in the public 

eye, but their books will not sell unless they e~so have 

public appecl. It is not surprising, the~ to find that, 

many serious writers heve adopted popular forms and popular 

material, end it is natural that the suspicion fbuuld 

arise that they are not al1-ro.ys doing so because they 

find these forns most suitable for their l'TOrk, but because 

by doing so they will help the book to sell. 

Another ret.son for the adoption of popular fo!'ms lies 

in the chenging attitude to fiction. The chief purpose 

of popular fiction is to entertain. Bryn Da.vies 1 poi.'lts 

out that the earliest novels were written with at least 

some kind of norol purpose, but that "• • • by the end of 

the eighteenth century, the novel was written and read 

verJ lnrgely for pleasure, whatever the disclaimers of the 

author. 11 The Victorians emphasised the moral purpose 

of the novel and in the nineteenth cen~ a clear 

distinction was made be"t<·reE::n what was considered to be 

serious art, and what '1-Tas considered to be popUlar 

.fiction. The 11plet.sure" ·element :was ~consigned to popUlar 

novels, and "noral seriousness'' consi .n~d to serious novels. 

The Bloorasbury group did nothing to dispel the notion 

that noral seriousness and entertaii.nnent were uneesy 

bed-fello~ 'Ihe reaction ,ngainl:t the Moderns, :Which was 

partly the nnture.l reaction of a younger generetion of 

wri tars to :e.n. older one, was coupled with the a~sire , to 

return the.novel to its forraer .compamtiveily homogenous 

state.. 'Contemporary novelists ho.ve accepted that entertain-

ment :¢i.d moral seriousness are not .oril7 compatible,; they 

1 'Reaaing for Pleasure'~ Apwoa.clles .·tp the NoveL ed. 
6 

~ & 
J. Colmer, 196 ,. 
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ure also desirable. Serious contemporary writers, like 

their populrtr counterpe.rts~ are not c:frc;i.d to entertain 

the reader. Some uf the tecl1niques of the prefession~~ 

ente:2taj_ners, such as their uso of forms which lutve been 

proved to have po)ulo.r~peal, have thereforeo been 

adopted by sGrious writers. 

In this chc.pter it w·as been suggested that there are a 

nun1bor of factors which have influenced serious writers 

to ioitate some of the techniques of the popular 

novelist, particularly the forms he uses. Although this 

tenaency to make the literury scene more homogenous is 

a hopeful one for the future of the novel, the effect on 

the que.li ty of some individual •ITi i;ers has been 

damaging. 1 
J .lv. Satmders discussed this pro blerJ.: 

The Professional novelist ~ D. result tuns the haznrds 
of his own particular Scyllo. and Chcrybdis: if he l'lri tes 
to u formula, he earns a living but loses his 
professionel values; if he deserts the formula, he 
satisfies his own vo.lues b~t antagonizes his readers 
e,nd imperils his income. 

Serious writers have often shown o.n e.rrogance tow£trds 

their populo.r oo terinls, e.ssuming the t popular novels 

are easy to write add that no effort need be made to 

learn the techniques. These novels are unsatisfactory on 

o.ny level. The popular novelist who writes seriously 

is nore likuly to bridge the gap be~1een serious and 

popular fiction. 
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Ch..:lpter ~: 

Conclusion 

The death of the novel, so confidently predicted a few 

ye~rs ago, has been del~yed, at le~st for the time 

being. \fuether, Ct.S prophets lj,ke Marshall McLuhc.n 

Md George Steiner predict, its deo.th has simply been 

postpo.11ed, it is impossible to sey. Bd; the liveliness, 

vitolity ond vigour of conteoporoxy English fiction 

suggest that the novel ~y yet survive. 

This is not a greo.t age of the novel, a period which will 

be remembered for the mony fine writers it produced: it 

could be cho.r~cterised ~s on o.ge of general excellence 

Although in this study AA c"ttenpt was mde tottgroup 11 

novelists in order to discuss them nore e~sily, it is not 

the ~meness, but the vcriety, of contempor~ry fiction 

wh~ch is ionedi~tely striking1 There is hard competition 

to hnve ~ book ~ocepted for public~tion, ond this has 

encouro.ged writers to ~se their ste.nchrd. It has olso 

encouro.ged them to ~in ~t origi:rw.li ty, whether in ooterio.J., 

style, themes or tre~tnent. There have been vogues for 

severo.l types of novel in these tt-1enty ye~rs, but the 
. 

~jority of writers hoA continued to plough its solitary 

furrow. 

It is tempting to try to predict the probo.ble future of 

the novel, py.rticulcrly n.s it is a much-discussed topic, 

but D6.vid Daiches 's wc.rning seer:1s s~uto.ry: 
1 No historian of literature should attempt to p£adict 

the future, , • • He is wisest to ley down his pen 
in medi~ res. Literature goes on. 

l A Critico.l History of English Liter~ture, Vol.2, 196). 

lT - T # ------------ ~---- "1 
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