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Material Abstract

‘She finds a metaphor for her condition without defining it’: Ann Quin and the British
“Experimental” Novel of the Sixties

PhD Thesis

Jennifer Hodgson

Department of English Studies
Durham University
2013

Literary historians have positioned British experimental prose of the mid-century —
that of Ann Quin, Christine Brooke-Rose, Brigid Brophy, B.S. Johnson, Alan Burns
and others — as an adjunct to debates surrounding the post-war re-emergence of
realism. Critical responses to anxieties about the situation of the novel at mid-century
(linked to a wider crisis of identity in post-war Britain), in surveys by Lodge, Bergonzi
and Bradbury, tend to set up an opposition between a detached, obscure and aloof
experimentalism (belatedly and exhaustedly modern, overshadowed by Joyce and
Beckett) and a liberal and more humane, indigenous tradition of realist fiction.
Contemporary surveys have largely reiterated this dichotomy by avoiding rigorous
engagement with the specific formal techniques of this mid-century experimentalist
writing, and have therefore failed to engage with its complex and often hidden
legacies.

This study turns to the work of the neglected British writer, Ann Quin, as a focal point
for an exploration of the experimental tendency within the fiction of the sixties. More
broadly, it attempts to investigate the literary sixties as an important flashpoint in
debates surrounding the role of the novel within British culture.

Focusing, in equal measure, upon the close reading of Quin’s corpus, and the wider
task of situating Quin within her many literary, intellectual and cultural contexts, this
study seeks to position Quin within a “hidden” tradition of experimental writing in
Britain. And, not only as an legatee of Joyce and Beckett, but also of a coterie of
lesser-known (or “minor”) later modernists, such as Patrick Hamilton, Elizabeth
Bowen and Henry Green. This study also seeks to trace British experimental
writing’s under-theorised relationship with British postmodern writing.

Through the reassessment of the troubled fate of British experiment writing, this
study also attempts to make a timely intervention within current debates about the
forms and functions of fiction in Britain: the role of the novel in culture, for example,
the issues of canonicity and concerns about the nurturing of innovative writing in
Britain.
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Quinology: A Prologue

Avoiding Ernest Hemingway, | detour instead towards Ann Quin. Disliking
Hemingway, | detour instead towards Ann Quin. Avoiding Stein, | detour
instead towards Ann Quin. Disliking Stein, | detour instead towards Ann Quin.
Feeling Beckett is too obvious a point of reference, | detour instead towards
Ann Quin. Despite ongoing rumours of a B.S. Johnson revival, | feel our
attention could be more usefully directed towards Ann Quin."

Why Ann Quin? Why expend a doctoral thesis’ worth of work and words upon an
irrevocably “minor” writer, whose star ascended briefly with the publication of her
“promising” first novel, Berg (1964), but sunk, more-or-less without trace following her
suicide in 1973, and, since then, has been glimpsed only on the lists of not-for-profit
publishers of experimental fiction, or in the furthest, most esoteric corners of the
literary blogosphere, or as something of a cause célébre amongst only the most
iconoclastically-minded literary critics of the mainstream press?

If, as Franco Moretti has argued, the ‘history of the world is the slaughterhouse
of the world... and of literature® then why attempt to pluck Quin, in particular, out of
what Frank Kermode calls the ‘historical oubliette” to which neglected novelists are
consigned? And how, exactly, can the troubled fate of her literary legacy illuminate
our contemporary situation? Today, to speak of an experimental novel, much less the
possibility of a literary avant-garde, seems like a rather quaint anachronism, a literary
Sealed Knot of an old culture war. An anti-tradition tradition of tradition-breaking is
always dependent upon its other — the formal, structural and linguistic conventions of
a unified tradition, which could no longer be said to govern a postmodern discourse
that has been characterised by its “dispersal” and “dissemiNation”. Moreover, the
binaristic categorisations of formalist models of literary history, Deconstruction has
taught us, conceal a hidden hierarchical structure of domination, which the critical
strategy of refocusing attention upon the “minor” only serves to reiterate. Thus, the

term “experimental” can only ever be a negative definition. Our Adornian paranoia

! Stewart Home, 69 Things to Do with a Dead Princess (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2003), 169.
2 Franco Moretti, “The Slaughterhouse of Literature,” Modern Language Quarterly 61, no. 1 (2000): 207.
3 Frank Kermode, Forms of Attention (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 6.



about recuperation, re-assimilation and commodification, together with later claims
about the avant-garde’s willing collusion with the culture industry, have undermined
the very notion of such a space existing “beyond culture”. To attempt to speculate
upon an alternative version of literary history, then, is surely to indulge in
counterfactuals which, in the attempt to “right” historical “wrongs”, tend to reassert the
very machinations of canonicity that they would seek to dispute.

The canon debates and reclamation projects of the eighties and nineties
sought to interrogate the notion of literary value and to re-assess the ways in which it
is bestowed upon works of art, attempting to challenge both the prejudice of the
academy and the verdict of the market by integrating the “great unread” back into the
canon. But despite their apparently inclusive intent, increasingly it is being
acknowledged that in merely replacing one set of value judgements with another,
such projects failed to challenge canonical perceptions of literary history. John
Guillory, via Pierre Bourdieu’s hugely influential work on cultural capital,* argues that
canon reclamation projects fundamentally misconceive of the problem of canonicity.
Attempts at canon revision, argues Guillory, rest upon a reductive ‘hypothesis of
exclusion™ that occludes the more urgent project of a thoroughgoing examination of
the conditions of canonical practice within institutions.

Clearly, then, there are myriad pressing political and aesthetic issues at stake
in this process of reclaiming “lost” authors: the possibility of reshaping hitherto
unchallenged canonical perceptions of the post-war novel, the viability of creating a
contemporary critical context for these works and the ethical challenges presented by
authorial representation — those associated with the attempt to speak on behalf not
only of times past but of an author more often noted, if noted at all, for the personal
tragedy of her biography than for the value of her literary output. Moreover, all too
often the apparent ethical impulse behind the attempt to elevate those “unjustly”
forgotten by literary history might well belie the rather less ethically sound critical
prospecting of new fields of enquiry and the claiming and naming of territories. The
attempt to shine a critical torch upon those forgotten corners of literary history is a
project embarked upon, ostensibly, in the service of intellectual generosity and
curiosity. However, in practice, it can often be anything but.

* First articulated in Bourdieu’s essay “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of Theory and Research for the
Sociology of Education, ed. J. Richardson (New York, NY: Greenwood, 1986), 241-258.

> John Guillory, Cultural Capital: The Problem of Literary Canon Formation (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2004), vii.



And why choose Quin rather than, say, Alan Burns or Brigid Brophy or Eva
Figes or Robert Nye or any other of the cadre of British experimental novelists of the
sixties who, much to the chagrin of many literary critics of the period, had their wicked
way with the ancient and venerable form of the English novel — only to quickly recede
from view, despite the era being one so often associated within the popular
imagination with the toppling of traditions and the overturning of norms. After all,
argues Moretti, the rehabilitation of neglected literary figures amounts, in essence, to
a simple numbers game: ‘Reducing the unreads from 99.5 to 99.0 per cent is no
change at all'.® ‘Who cares about Ann Quin?’ asks Guardian literary critic, Lee
Rourke, in a recent profile.” More appositely: why should we?

[Tlhe majority of books’, Moretti writes, ‘disappear forever.® Some, however,
re-emerge in untimely fashion. In his magisterial study of canonicity, Forms of
Attention (1985), Kermode argues that it is not the “immanent value” of a work of art
that ensures its canonic survival, but the forms of critical attention we bring to it. And
in this way, writes Kermode, ‘those unusual objects which vanish from the “canon”™
are sometimes recovered.® They come to be critically re-framed by changing
historical circumstances and thereby to be studied and appreciated in new ways via
the

reappraisal of a past thought to have been undervalued by intervening
generations, each partially blinded [in the de Man sense] by its own prejudices
— each, that is, mistaking its custom for nature and its opinion for knowledge.'°

In recent years, Quin and her colleagues have looked to be on the verge of having
their moment. The debates surrounding the “end of postmodernism” have finally
provoked a postmodern approach to literary history, one sceptical of orthodoxies, of
fixed positions and periodisations. The master narrative of twentieth-century British
fiction is being reappraised. There is a new acknowledgement that insofar as such a
model ever could anywhere, the one that bisects the twentieth century more-or-less
down the middle, that divides its paper assets between the categories of modernism

6 Moretti, “Slaughterhouse,” 209.

"Lee Rourke, “Who cares about Ann Quin?” The Guardian, May 8, 2007, accessed July 28, 2012,
http://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2007/may/08/whocaresaboutannquin.

8 Moretti, “Slaughterhouse,” 207.

o Kermode, Forms of Attention, Xiii.

"% Ibid., 71.




and postmodernism and leaves that bit in the middle, that bit that doesn’t quite fit, to
languish in what Lyndsey Stonebridge and Marina Mackay have memorably called
the ‘back bedroom of literary scholarship’,'" has never comfortably applied in Britain.
And as the role of the novel is renegotiated, the question where do we come from? —
to borrow Paul Gauguin’s catechism — is being asked just as urgently as where are
we going? The narrativisations, genealogies and dynasties of British twentieth-
century literary history are beginning to be recast, and the mid-century’s ‘critically

"2 has emerged as a key battleground.

awkward phase of twentieth-century writing

With the waning of the postmodern project, the dialectical opposition between
modernism and postmodernism is being remapped. There has been much
speculation upon possible successors to postmodernism. In answer to the question
“what happens next?” Stephen Burn has proposed ‘post-postmodernism’,'® Garry
Potter and José Lépez, ‘critical realism’,'* Nicolas Bourriaud, ‘altermodernism’*® and
Mikhail Epstein has theorised a return to the concepts of modernity with the prefix
trans-.'® Others have attempted to articulate alternatives: for example, Bruno Latour’s

‘non-modernism’,’” or Timothy S. Murphy’s ‘amodernism’.'®

Elsewhere, the
reassessment of modernist legacies has become the focus of many accounts. The
hitherto widely accepted story of British twentieth-century fictional writing, in which
modernism is succeeded by the post-war re-emergence of realism, which is, in turn,

superannuated by postmodernism, is being reappraised. As Laura Marcus writes:

The “realisms” of many mid-twentieth-century writers and beyond are
beginning to look not only more interesting and more complex, but closer to
the “modernisms” that they are conventionally held to have displaced."®

" Ibid.

"2 Lyndsey Stonebridge and Marina MacKay, eds., “Introduction,” Fiction After Modernism: The Novel at Mid-
Century (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 1.

13 Stephen Burn, Jonathan Franzen at the End of Postmodernism (London: Continuum: 2008).

4 José Lépez and Garry Potter, eds., After Postmodernism: An Introduction to Critical Realism (London:
Continuum, 2005).

15 Nicholas Bourriaud, ed., Altermodern: Tate Triennial (London: Tate Publishing, 2009).

'® Mikhail Epstein, After the Future: The Paradoxes of Postmodernism and Contemporary Russian Culture
(Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1995).

7 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, trans. Catherine Porter (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1993).

' Timothy S. Murphy, Wising Up the Marks: The Amodern William Burroughs (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1997).

1 Laura Marcus, “The Legacies of Modernism,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Modernist Novel, ed.
Morag Shiach (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007), 82.



Now, after the end of postmodernism, as the early years of the twenty-first
century categorically fail to deliver anything like the extraordinary flowering of artistic
energies that emerged during the first decades of the twentieth, writers and critics
(and publishers, with all the entrepreneurial spirit of the original Moderns) are
beginning to reinvest anew in modernism’s achievements. Recent critical
perspectives have sought to dispute what Marjorie Perloff calls ‘straw man

modernism’,%°

a caricature which, in Britain, comprised an elite company of
Bloomsbury intellectuals presided over by T.S. Eliot, desperately clinging to their
‘reactionary “grand narratives” of social and psychic order.?' That stereotype of
modernism as a toothless old crone comfortably installed, decades before, at the
centre of Establishment good taste and none-too-threatening when busied with
manifesting fevered daydreams of some prelapsarian Edwardian past — but all too
susceptible to fifth columnist tendencies — although not easily shifted, finally seems
to be ebbing away. The ‘great divide’ between high art and mass culture that had
been employed to distinguish modernist discourse against its “anything goes”
successor is being reappraised, with new critical interest in pulp modernism, late
modernism, intermodernism, low modernism, middlebrow modernism and
modernism’s engagement with the popular.?? These new accounts have sought to
attest to the political and aesthetic diversity of a plurality and continuity of
modernisms.

Contemporary writers too have increasingly returned to modernist novels as,
Marcus writes, ‘spaces in and through which questions of art, life and value can be
reposed and reconfigured’.®® Novels like lan McEwan’s Atonement (2001), Alan
Hollinghurst’s The Line of Beauty (2004) and Zadie Smith’s On Beauty (2005) (and,
one might add, Sarah Waters’ The Nightwatch [2006]), Marcus argues, give the

2 Marjorie Perloff, Radical Artifice: Writing Poetry in the Age of Media (Chicago: Chicago University Press,
2004), 243n.

2 peter Nicholls, Modernisms: A Literary Guide (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1995), vii.

*2 The categorisation and periodisation of modernism has of late been renegotiated and reassessed in books
including Tyrus Miller’s Late Modernism: Politics, Fiction, and the Arts Between the World Wars (Berkeley,
CA: University of California Press, 1999), which seeks to explore the influence of mass culture upon the late
modernism of the interwar years, Kristen Bluemel’s Intermodernism: Literary Culture in Mid-twentieth-century
Britain (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), which focuses upon the specificity of modernism
between the two world wars. Similarly, Marina Mackay’s Modernism and World War II (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007) seeks to attest to the significance of a modernist phase situated after
modernism is generally assumed to have ended and Alissa G. Karl’s Modernism and the Marketplace (London:
Routledge, 2009) challenges existing preconceptions about the ambivalent relationship between modernist art
and commercial cultures.

z Marcus, “Legacies,” 94.

10



realist flesh of plot, character and setting to the skeleton of a modernist inheritance
(Virginia Woolf, Henry James, E.M. Forster and Henry Green respectively) in order
to pose ethical questions about the redemptive power of art in a commodified world
and to articulate a bedraggled, knowing and hard-won humanism. Even lan
McEwan, who notoriously declared against the ‘dead hand of modernism™* — quite
as if, the novelist China Miéville has quipped, ‘the dominant literary mode in post-war
England was Steinian experimentation or some Albion Oulipo® — has written a
modernist novel, if only, in Atonement, to rewrite modernism for its dereliction of duty
and ethical failings.

McEwan’s misgivings sound the tenor of the reinvention of modernism,
twenty-first-century-style. Despite this new willingness to re-engage with its legacies,
modernism has tended to be critically rehabilitated on the very same terms as the old
prejudices. This is a modernism without the menaces, shorn of the dandified
aestheticism that is still, even now, frequently thought to belie a questionable politics
and a moral compass gone awry. Jed Esty’s influential account of late modernism in
his A Shrinking Island (2004), for example, seeks to refocus critical attention upon an
area of literary history that has suffered neglect, he argues, due to an ‘intuitive
belief?® amongst the critical establishment that the now pervasive declinist thesis
about twentieth-century English letters ‘can be correlated to or even explained® by
the collapse of British imperial power. “Yet few would argue that geopolitical power
corresponds in a predictable way to literary creativity’,?® he rightly comments. But by
tethering the scope and the preoccupations of the novel to shrinking Britain’s post-
imperial anxieties, Esty’s attempt to attest to the vitality and the continuity of
modernist literary practice in Britain after an artificial twilight imposed by the
strictures of periodisation becomes a kind of literary re-nationalisation project,
wherein the rehabilitation of neglected late modern tendencies comes at the expense
of submerging its cosmopolitanism, the persistence of its innovative impulse, the

2 7adie Smith, “Interview with lan McEwan,” The Believer 26 (August 2005), accessed July 25, 2011
http://www.believermag.com/issues/200508/?read=interview_mcewan.

> China Miéville, “The Future of the Novel,” The Guardian, August 21, 2012, accessed August 22, 2012,
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/aug/2 1/china-mieville-the-future-of-the-novel.

% Jed Esty, A Shrinking Island: Modernism and National Culture in England (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2009), 1.

%7 Tbid.

* Tbid.
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ways in which its interests continued to lay far beyond the encroaching boundaries of
an empire.

The late modernism of, for example, Henry Green, Elizabeth Bowen, William
Sansom, Rayner Heppenstall, Elizabeth Taylor, lvy Compton Burnett and others, a
tendency which stretched well into the fifties and beyond, even as it registered
Britain’s new diminished context did so in ways that signal not the terminus of
modernist forms of knowledge and expression, but their transformation and renewal.
Esty’s conceptualisation of “the late modern” as an older generation of literary
modernists (Woolf, Eliot, E.M. Forster and Mary Butts) ‘caught in the act of becoming
minor? — which itself draws upon Hugh Kenner’s earlier lament for a ‘sinking island’
after the demise of literary modernism® — is in fact only one aspect of British
modernism’s myriad legacies. And by focusing exclusively upon it as the official coda
to the official story of the modernist project in Britain, Esty’s hugely influential
account has elevated a revision of modernism which domesticates that most
undomesticatable of art. Far from disturbing the critical intuitions it seeks to question,
A Shrinking Island actually succeeds in reasserting the metaphysical relationship
posited between literature and “the national” in Britain: for example, the assumption
that literary innovation in Britain is somehow inextricably wed to cultural
degeneration and the identification of the new with a creeping cosmopolitanism that
threatens to contaminate the local produce.

For others, however, modernism is being returned to as an unfinished project,
as a fundamental turning point that British culture, ostrich-like as ever, seems to
have missed. More recently, a rather different re-engagement with the idea of literary
modernism has begun to emerge; one that seeks not to re-inscribe the recognisable
tropes of modernism as a periodised aesthetic movement, or as an ever-looser
aggregate of formal and linguistic conventions, but to invest anew in more diffuse —
and more slippery — concepts of literary modernity. To ignore the avant-garde, writes
novelist and critic Tom McCarthy, whose own burgeoning literary success is
testament to a renewed appetite for innovation, ‘is the equivalent of ignoring

Darwin.”' ‘Are we ready for a new generation of experimental fiction?’ asks Rourke,

29 :
Ibid.
* Hugh Kenner, A Sinking Island: The Modern English Writers (New York, NY: Knopf, 1988).
3! James Purdon, “Tom McCarthy: ‘To ignore the avant garde is akin to ignoring Darwin’,” The Observer,
August 1, 2010, accessed February 14, 2011, http://www.theguardian.com/books/2010/aug/01/tom-mccarthy-c-

james-purdon.
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‘| certainly am’.* So, too, is Gabriel Josipovici, whose kulturpessimismus polemic,
What Ever Happened to Modernism? (2010) condemns the buttoned-up Englishry of
a literary scene perceived as dreary and anecdotal, unable to distinguish between
reality and l'effet de réel, its fictions notable only for their authors’ skill in ‘concealing
the joints’.*® The blame for the impoverishment of contemporary writing is, for
Josipovici, to be laid with a blinkered English literary establishment that has
consistently misunderstood the modernist project, and thereby supressed its
legacies:

Modernism needs to be understood in a completely different way, as the
coming into awareness by art of its precarious status and responsibilities,

and therefore as something that will, from now on, always be with us.>*

A more thoroughgoing definition of the characteristics of Josipovici’'s own “great
tradition” — which spans roughly from Sophocles to Alain Robbe-Grillet — is rather
difficult to locate. However, his calls for a kind of writing that knows its limits, that
recognises what Josipovici calls its ‘arbitrariness’, and, in this way, might discover
what it is that makes it meaningful, why it matters, speaks very directly to our
contemporary moment.

The legator of this emergent contemporary sensibility is less the poet-fencer
Baudelaire and more the dog-tired Samuel Beckett, the emblematic figure of the
writer who is ‘weary of puny exploits, weary of pretending to be able, of being able, of
doing a little better the same old thing, of going a little further along a dreary road’.*®
This is a modernism denuded of its metaphysical ambitions, stripped of all
pretentions about literature’s truth-telling capacity. In an era of simulacrum-anxiety,
such a sensibility proposes a mode of writing that is, as Beckett famously declares,
necessary but not sufficient. And it suggests that literary innovation and
experimentation are the means by which literature might grasp the nettle of its new
provisional and yet autonomous role within culture. McCarthy finds in the figure of
Melville’s Bartleby an appropriate avatar for the age. His review of David Foster

21 ee Rourke, “The return of British avant garde fiction,” The Guardian, July 14, 2008, accessed October 27,
2009, http://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2008/jul/14/post27.
> Gabriel Josipovici, What Ever Happened to Modernism? (London: Yale University Press, 2010), 11.
34 1.

Ibid.
3 Samuel Beckett, “Three Dialogues,” in Samuel Beckett, Disjecta: Miscellaneous Writings and a Dramatic
Fragment, ed. Ruby Cohn (London: John Calder, 1983), 142.
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Wallace’s posthumously-published unfinished final novel, The Pale King, situates the
late American novelist as a legatee of this new sensibility. The ‘melancholy impasse’
of the novel, writes McCarthy, inheres in the writer who, like Bartleby, ‘cannot will

himself to complete the act of writing’:*

This is the inheritance that Wallace earnestly, and perhaps fatally, grappled
with. The outcome was as brilliant as it was sad — and the battle is the right

one to engage in.%’

In recent years, Quin’s literary peer, the British experimental novelist B.S.
Johnson, for his dogged, even belligerent, commitment to fictional innovation, has
emerged as an unlikely anti-hero of this new sensibility. The attempt to rehabilitate
Johnson, who, coincidentally, took his own life the same year as Quin, in 1973, has
both within the academy and beyond become something of a cottage industry. There
is a growing field of Johnson studies and the writer, who was once the self-styled
béte noire of the literary establishment, has gained the patronage of the great and
the good of contemporary British letters, including his biographer, Jonathan Coe,
alongside Zadie Smith, Will Self, Hari Kunzru and Scarlett Thomas, amongst others.
Picador have republished the lion’s share of his novels, and accompanying critical
commentaries have appeared, including the essay collection Re-reading B. S.
Johnson (2007), edited by Glyn White and Philip Tew, and Philip Tew’s monograph,
B. S. Johnson: A Critical Reading (2001). Since his suicide, Johnson had been
infrequently anthologised and occasionally name-checked as, Glyn White writes,
‘emblematic of a period representative of the spirit of protest against the status quo in
British fiction in the sixties and early 1970s’.%® In recent years, however, he has
become iconic.

Does the rediscovery of Johnson, then, signal a renewed and rigorous critical
engagement with the experimental novel that might release him and his peers from
their ‘historical oubliette’ and begin to demolish fossilised assumptions about
experimental writing in Britain? The signs are no. Coe, in the introduction to his

% Tom McCarthy, “David Foster Wallace: The Last Audit,” New York Times, April 14, 2011, accessed July 3,
2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/17/books/review/book-review-the-pale-king-by-david-foster-
wallace.html.

*7 Tbid.

® Glyn White, Reading the Graphic Surface: The Presence of the Book in Prose Fiction (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2005), 84.
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critically-acclaimed literary biography, Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B.S.
Johnson (2004), acknowledges the apparent paradox of a ‘novelist who loves
(traditional) novels writing the biography of a novelist who seemed to hate them’.*® In
the end, it is, Coe decides — demonstrating the unquestioning and incoherent
reverence towards the metaphysical value of the novel form that is characteristic of a
certain strain of British literary criticism — Johnson’s faith in the novel, as the ‘heretic
who is closer to God than the regular, unquestioning churchgoer’,*® that reconciles
the biographer to his subject. Johnson’s technique, Coe comments, challenges ‘our
most fundamental beliefs’ in the ‘moral integrity of “fiction” and the ‘usefulness of
storytelling’ and, as such, these ‘literary heresies’ vigorously attest to the value of
novels. *' But they do not, apparently, attest to the value of literary experimentation
in and of itself, which, for Coe, has a ‘quality of QED’*2. What makes Johnson ‘one of
[Coe’s] greatest literary heroes’ is the ‘humanity that shines through even his most
rigorous experiments’.** Here, again, are those old assumptions. “Humanity” and
“experimentation”, for Coe, are strictly mutually exclusive qualities. Johnson is
deserving of rehabilitation on account of his residual humanism in spite of his
apparently abhorrent creed for the ways in which his experimental effects fail to
effectively conceal his warm, realist heart. Even the biography’s own tentative
literary experimentation — its fragmentary form, which might suggest that Coe
concurs with Johnson’s claim that ‘life is chaotic, fluid, random; it leaves myriads of

ends untied untidily’**

—is undercut by a coda that seeks to tie up those loose ends,
that attempts to explain the ‘something inexplicable’ about Johnson’s suicide. His
experimental impulse is for Coe Johnson’s fatal flaw, one in spite of which Johnson
is to be recovered. Working against the grain of Johnson’s own critical and fictional
writing, then, Coe radically revises Johnson’s life and work in order to reassert the
old polarities and prejudices about experimental writing in Britain.

The twenty-first-century modernist impulse has begun to yield novels such as
McCarthy’s C (2010) and Will Self's Umbrella (2012), for example, which have been
breathlessly praised as a kind of modernism apres la lettre. Upon the publication of

Self's novel, the author confessed that despite his previous excursions into the

% Jonathan Coe, Like a Fiery Elephant: The Story of B.S. Johnson (London: Picador, 2004), 7.
40 Ibid., 454.

4 Ibid.

2 1bid., 452.

“ 1bid., 7.

* 1bid., 153.
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demotic and the grotesque, he’d really always been a closet modernist.*® Umbrella,
he explains, with its four hundred pages of unbroken stream-of-consciousness
prose, is the book he wanted to write all along. Self’'s belated coming out is a
measure of the extent to which the prejudices that were rife amongst modernism’s
first- and second-generation legatees — C. P. Snow, Kingsley Amis, the Movement
poets et al. — had persisted well into the closing decades of the twentieth century. As
late as 1992, John Carey’s The Intellectuals and the Masses conspiracy-theorised
about the Modern’s apparent systematic and pre-meditated attack on mass culture.*®
McCarthy’s novels, meanwhile, assert the impossibility of evading the towering
legacies of modernism, soaked as they are in allusions to Freud’s the Wolfman,
Alain Robbe-Grillet's Jealousy, Robert Musil’'s The Man Without Qualities, Futurism,
Dadaism and Oulipo, for example. However, about the twenty-first-century
modernism of Self and of McCarthy there is something of the Sealed Knot. For all
their declarations and their (self-consciously) modernist effects, these are not
modernist novels as such — and how could they be? — but novels about modernism.
They might eschew McEwan et al.’s traditionalist frame of reference, swapping
Woolf and Eliot for a fuller engagement with European high modernism and the
avant-garde, but their “modernist novels” remain re-inscriptions of modernism. Ones
that adopt its pre-existing codes, tropes and conventions for the sake of nostalgia —
which, it bears repeating, doth not modernism make. The troubled category of
literary modernism, ever loose to the point of unwieldy, now seems to mean simply a
better class (that is, borrowed from the isms of the European avant-garde) of literary
allusion. All too often, it is employed merely as a signifier of solidity, of seriousness,
of authenticity or of difficulty.

For Josipovici, what has been crucially ignored by British book culture are the
ways in which modernism represents the ‘coming into awareness by art of its
precarious status and responsibilities’ and will therefore ‘from now on, always be
with us’.*” The problem is that, to a certain extent, it always has. The by now
ritualised disavowal of the new in British fiction by Josipovici, McCarthy and co.
tends to rely upon the same bowdlerised version of literary history as their sworn

S will Self, “Modernism and Me,” The Guardian, August 3, 2012, accessed August 5, 2012,
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/aug/03/will-self-modernism-and-me.

* John Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice Among the Literary Intelligentsia, 1880-
1939 (London: Faber, 1992).

4 Josipovici, Modernism, 11.
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adversaries. And by merely reiterating the “unjust” lore of literary history, they cast
the experimental writer as a piously lachrymose figure, burdened by the “tragic flaw”
of their ‘potentially fatal’ inheritance, engaged in a foolhardy yet heroic defence of an
ailing art form — not to mention the problematic ways in which they tend to reiterate
traditional associations between artistic outsiderdom and suicidal tendencies, quite
as if unbearable emotional disturbance is naturally, even rightly, the price exacted
for uncommon artistic creativity. Moreover, their romantic vision of the wearied
writer, with its connotations of duty and commitment, resonates rather uncannily with
the Eliot-Leavis orthodoxy’s creed of the moral aesthetic.

Like Stewart Home, then, from whose self-consciously Quin-citing novel, 69
Things to Do with a Dead Princess (2002), the epigraph to this section is borrowed,
in this thesis | turn to Quin in order to broaden the critical focus beyond Johnson,
whose elevation as the tragic icon of British experimental writing — the exception that
proves the rule of British literary history — has tended to preclude the more rigorous
and thorough engagement with this tendency. Equally, within critical accounts of the
legacies of modernist experiment, Beckett has tended to overshadow his lesser-
known counterparts upon whom, by attempting to carve out a literary and cultural
context for Quin in this study, | want to refocus attention. Hence, notably he too
makes only a fleeting appearance here.

But, besides this, and more importantly, by detouring towards Quin | will
attempt to make a timely intervention in current debates about the forms and
functions of fiction. Dominic Head has proposed that the ‘perennial debate about the
health of the novel in Britain™*® has been sustained by the blind spots in twentieth-
century literary history, that twenty-first-century British fiction lacks an anxiety of
influence, an historical awareness of its own precedents. Without a ‘proper sense of
historical continuity’,*® Head writes, the British contemporary novel has been left to
‘wither on the vine’®. This study, via the reassessment of Quin’s fictional oeuvre, will
seek to refocus critical attention upon a period of fictional innovation in the sixties
which, despite the recent attempts to reshuffle literary history, has largely remained
consigned to that ‘back bedroom’. Whilst the thirties, forties and fifties have in recent

years been subject to renewed critical attention, the splendid isolation of the

“8 Dominic Head, The State of the Novel: Britain and Beyond (London: Blackwell, 2008), 11.
* Ibid.
% Ibid., 12.
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innovative writing of the sixties has remained broadly unrelieved. Picador, Dalkey
Archive Press and Carcanet have republished significant numbers of these novels.
But accompanying critical commentaries have often sought to place them within an
already-constituted canon, without recognising fully the ways in which such writing
challenges established canonical premises. Thus the British experimental novel has
remained an aberrant appendage tacked onto the master narrative of literary history.
By returning to the sixties, to re-examine their cultural and intellectual climate, this
study will attempt to investigate the historical forces that have precipitated its
marginalisation and seek to attest to its significance: for the ways in which by
developing and modifying the achievements of modernism, whilst self-consciously
warning against the easy consolations of postmodernism, the novels of this
tendency speculate upon a “hidden” history of the development of the novel in the
late twentieth century and beyond.

Against the recent critical elevation of these aesthetically and theoretically
problematic historical revisions and reinventions of modernism, this study will
attempt to develop an alternative account of the legacies of modernism and
modernist experimentation. | have argued that as surety of the mode’s moral and
aesthetic integrity, in response to pre-existing claims about its “decadence”, critics
and authors have sought to assert a meek and mild version of modernism, or else
situate it as in the main a spiritually and geographically exilic phenomenon which, in
its dotage, via an older generation of modernist writers, returned “home” and went
gently into the good night, before being categorically snuffed out by World War Il. By
exploring its influence upon Quin, in part this study will attempt to recast the story of
British modernism. Against, on the one hand, Josipovici, McCarthy et al.’s elegies for
modernism as the great lost cause of twentieth-century literary history and, on the
other, those accounts that, as the aforementioned commentators rightly point out,
persistently neglect the on-going influence of a vital and innovative mode of
modernist literary practice in Britain, | will explore the ways in which Quin and others
engage with, navigate and transform the legacies of modernism. This study will
attempt to situate Quin in relation to a lineage of the late-modern, after-modern, not-
quite-post-modern writers, such as Elizabeth Bowen, Henry Green, William Sansom,
Rayner Heppenstall, Muriel Spark, Iris Murdoch and others who occupy a peculiar
literary no man’s land between, on the one hand, what is perceived as a tenor of late
modernism thought to be too quirky to categorise or merely the outlying death throes
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of modernism proper and, on the other, an even more critically “awkward” mode of
fifties and sixties writing in which authors like Spark and Murdoch have tended to be
situated as the — albeit brilliantly singular — adjuncts to a dominant mode of post-war
realism. And in this way, a different picture of the experimental writer will emerge:
not as a tragically out-of-time and fatally outlying figure, whose dissembling of the
novel form parallels the dissembling of their self, a kind of human sacrifice to the
effort in vain to make art count. But one working within an — albeit often “hidden” —
tradition who sought not to martyr themselves for their art, but who was driven by the
rich, generative possibilities of an art that was necessary but not sufficient, a
literature not of exhaustion, to use the term popularised during the time in an
eponymous essay by the American writer, John Barth, but as Barth’s less
remembered amendment to his earlier article has it, a ‘literature of replenishment’.’
This study’s methodology will attempt to draw together the critical practices of
close reading and narratological analysis with the exploration of cultural, intellectual
and literary history. And as such, it represents not only a kind of apologia for Quin,
but also for a way of criticism: an approach to the literary object of study that seeks
to re-integrate textual analysis, with theoretical engagement, with the exploration of
historical contexts. On the one hand, by re-stitching and re-situating Quin’s work
back into its cultural contexts, | seek to circumvent the theoretical approach of the
literary criticism that was pre-dominant within the academy after the importation of
continental theory in the mid-to-late seventies — and to which literary critics still
frequently make recourse when attempting to engage with “difficult” or “unreadable”
experimental texts: where the literary work is “grafted on” as a textual exemplar of
the theoretical insights of Deleuze, of Derrida, or of Levinas, for example. By
situating experimental writing as mere grist to the mill of “Theory” this ahistorical
approach neglects to account for the ways in which the work of fiction participates
reciprocally in the contexts within which it was (and continues to be) written and read
and, in this way, simply serves to reiterate the old misconceptions about the
“marginality” of experimental writing. And by overburdening the literary work with
obligations to the theory, this approach enacts a kind of critical confirmation bias,
which consistently draws the text towards the theory and not the theory towards the
text, at the expense of fully and sensitively engaging with the formal and aesthetic

51 John Barth, “The Literature of Replenishment,” in The Friday Book: Essays and Other Non-Fiction (London:
John Hopkins University Press, 1984), 193.
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dimensions of fiction. Moreover, it asserts an implicit hierarchy of knowledge which
privileges theory over fiction, and in which it invariably falls to the theory to
assimilate the fiction into the cultural master text. And in doing so, these critical
accounts fail to acknowledge how the novel tradition, with its complex mediations
between referential and aesthetic functions, is an inherently sceptical mode that is
‘from the very first self-conscious™®. More specifically, such accounts fail to
recognise the ways in which theoretical practice, especially in Britain, given the
liberal temper of Britain’s intellectual tradition, has long been the domain of the
novel. Iris Murdoch notes, in her 1961 essay “Against Dryness”, that prose fiction
has taken on the tasks of philosophy as the ‘guide and the mirror of its age’.>® These
theory-heavy accounts neglect the ways in which throughout its history the novel in
Britain has been employed to intuit and work through systems of knowledge that
elsewhere would belong to other fields of culture.

On the other hand, my methodology is a response to the more recent critical
approaches of the explicitly political new historicism and cultural materialism of the
eighties (seen in the work of Stephen Greenblatt, Louis Montrose, Peter Stallybrass,
Alan Sinfield and Catherine Belsey, for example) and the more socially-preoccupied
“new new historicism” (of, for example, Joy Wiltenberg, Frances E. Doran and Ann
Jensen Adams) that superseded it during the nineties. ltself a reaction to the
predominance of theory, these approaches sought variously to refocus critical
attention upon the ordinary, the familiar, the low — that which de Certeau influentially
designates as ‘the everyday’®* — by employing a rubric of objects and practices and
privileging anecdotes over schemata. This critical tendency has precipitated a rash
of readings peculiarly preoccupied with, for example, luggage, coins, mirrors and
furniture, deploying these goods as an optic through which to gain access to their
cotemporal context. But — leaving aside the critiques of their lack of historical rigor
and disciplinary specialism that this school of literary criticism has met with, and the
objection sustained by Marxist thinkers to their lack of attention to the material

conditions in which these objects were produced and therefore the class tensions

>* Patricia Waugh, “Postmodern Fiction and the Rise of Critical Theory,” in A Companion to the British and
Irish Novel 1945-2000, ed. B.W. Schaffer (London: Blackwell, 2011), 93.

3 Tris Murdoch, “Against Dryness,” in The Novel Today: Contemporary Writers on Modern Fiction, ed.
Malcolm Bradbury (London: Fontana, 1977), 23.

> Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1988).
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they embody®® — in their efforts to dismantle cultural hierarchy these accounts tend
to flatten out the history of cultural practices and representations. And in doing so,
the novel becomes just one more historical phenomenon amongst many, its
singularity, and the complex mediations between the novel and the social world,
submerged.

The question remains: why Quin? As a literary figure of the sixties, | argue,
her credentials were unimpeachable. Chapter One of this study records her myriad
connections and affiliations amongst the great and the good of British, European and
American countercultural and avant-garde scenes. But, more importantly, Quin’s
novelistic oeuvre seems to lend itself to the remapping of the literary sixties,
stretching, as it does, from the British noir, Patrick Hamilton-esque fiction of the
absurd of Berg (1964), her well-received debut, to the supremely “texty”, avant-pop,
Tripticks (1971), a Burroughsian romp through the furthest reaches of mediatised
man, via the late modernist and nouveau roman inflected Three (1966), a self-
conscious mediation upon the nature of fiction and Passages (1969), a Durrellian
journey-without-maps that presses the possibilities of liberation. As a bridge across
the no-man’s land of mid-century fiction, from the world of Woolf and Lawrence, to
that of William Burroughs and Kathy Acker, and from the preoccupations of the
Angry Young Men, to those of the nouveaux romanciers, in this study, Quin’s scant
corpus provides a focal point around which to corral the writing, the thought and the
events of the sixties. This study returns to these four novels, together with around a
dozen short stories and occasional pieces,”® to explore their resonances with the
work of both fellow experimental novelists such as Christine Brooke-Rose, Brigid
Brophy and Alan Burns, and with those more mainstream writers of the sixties
whose literary-historical fate has been luckier: Lessing, Muriel Spark, Iris Murdoch,
John Fowles and Lawrence Durrell, amongst others. | also look across the channel,
to examine the influence upon Quin of the Sadeian tradition of French writing and
the nouveau roman, both of which are frequently pinpointed as likely progenitors for
Quin’s work but the complexities of these lines of transmission between French and
British writing and, | argue, the reciprocal nature of this relationship, seldom

> For a précis of the recent debates surrounding the political efficacy of these approaches see Catherine
Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt, Practicing New Historicism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001)
and John Brannigan, New Historicism and Cultural Materialism (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1998), amongst
others.

%% Appendix I provides a bibliography of Quin’s works.
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interrogated. Rooting further into the back bedroom of British fiction, | attempt to
develop a literary lineage for the experimental writing of the mid-century amongst the
work of Elizabeth Bowen, William Sansom, Henry Green, lvy Compton Burnett and
others and attest to the existence of a native version of experiment which draws
sustenance from modernism but persists long after its generally agreed-upon
terminus: the literary watershed of World War Il.

From the close readings of these texts and their literary contexts, my
discussion branches out to examine the work of Quin and her coterie in dialogue
both with their social world and with the thought of the period. Within this study, |
want to reorient the problematic relation between the novel and history, which
perceives a necessary connection between the luminosity of the events of history
and the value of artistic representation, which has tended to govern existing literary-
historical accounts of twentieth-century fiction. Eschewing an approach that is more
attuned to the vagaries of historical periodisation, location and positioning than to the
practice of writing itself — and with the caveat that adversity and dissonance are
surely the meat and bread of artistic energies — | want to more rigorously interrogate
the ways in which the novels of the period attempted to navigate the pressing
questions raised by the history and the thought of the period: those of truth, identity,

gender, contingency, faith and meaning.
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Quin the Sorceress: A Biographical Disclaimer

She was striking, pale, brilliant red lipstick on full lips, jet black hair about her
shoulders in a black page boy, sharp, Irish features and the body of a
voluptuous young model. | don’t know what her story was with Bob, but at a
picnic in a green square with eight or nine guests she took the can of beer in
her hand and from about four feet away on the grass, hurled it at him. Her aim
was off, and it struck Michael Hamburger instead. | can still hear Hamburger’s
high, thin voice, incredulous, asking, “What did | do?”"

She can be, variously, the expected demure young lady, or else the barstool
swinging drunken broad. It doesn’t really seem to matter that much to her. She
is an age hard to determine. Very young, quite probably, five or six, in her own
mind, but also markedly old, looking down on it, whatever, some other persons

or circumstances, from that abstract wiseness.?

Bob was reading with Ted Hughes and, | think Auden at that grand theatre by
the Thames, Festival Hall, during that season’s poetry festival. Ann and | for
some reason came late... The reading had begun and... [w]e were asked not
to push into the hall until applause signalled that one of the poets had
concluded and another was about to begin. There were huge nickel chrome
cuspidors filled with sand, of a kind that mostly harboured cigarette butts but
were originally spittoons. As the foyer’s leather doors, studded with brass
nails, closed leaving us alone, Ann suddenly hoisted herself up on one of
these spittoons, lifted her dress and “went to the bathroom.” | looked away —
afraid we were going to be hauled off to the Tower. The applause broke out
before anyone else joined us and we pushed into the hall to hear Bob read. As

| glanced back, | saw two long turds sitting in the sand.®

"'Mark J ay Mirsky, “Creeley,” Conjunctions, April 5, 2005, accessed September 9, 2013,
http://www.conjunctions.com/creeleytribute.htm

2 Robert Creeley, “Mabel, A Story,” Mabel, A Story & Other Prose (London: Marion Boyars, 1976), 119.
3 Mark Jay Mirsky, Creeley.
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As the anecdotes above attest, Ann Quin presents the very juiciest of biographical
subjects. In the profiles of her that appeared within the literary press at the time, one
can almost detect the lascivious licking of literary journalists’ stiff upper lips when
confronted with this “Miss Quin” with her shapely legs and her propensity for candid
self-reflection upon her peripatetic lifestyle, unconventional relationships, prolific drug
use and episodic mental illness. To paraphrase her contemporary Christine Brooke-
Rose’s wittily furious essay “llliterations”: to be an experimental author is one thing,
but to be British, and not only British but a woman, and not only a woman, but
working class, is quite another.* For Brooke-Rose, the three words experimental
woman writer presented three difficulties, a trilemma. Quin, however, confronted
rather more.

Ann Quin was born in Brighton in 1936, the only daughter of unmarried
parents — her mother, Ann Reid, a Scot and her father, Nicholas Montague, a
sometime opera singer, Irish — who separated soon after she was born. A non-
Catholic, she was educated for eight years at the Convent of the Blessed
Sacrament, East Sussex, a period she recounts in the memoir “Leaving School — XI”,
where, she writes, her mother hoped she might ‘be brought up ‘a lady’.> In the event,
Quin was more interested, she comments, in speculating upon ‘the colour of
Mademoiselle’s bloomers’, ‘what the nuns wore in bed’ and whether ‘they stripped
completely for a bath’ than learning ‘the coal fields... [the Corn Law... [a]mo, amas,
amat [and] “Ode to a Nightingale” off by heart.”® That said, convent school seems to
have bestowed upon Quin a fervent adolescent religiosity, although one, typically,
more imaginatively attuned to Sadeian notions of natural depravity and
transcendence through suffering than the dogmas of divine purity: ‘A ritualistic
culture that gave me a conscience. A death wish and a sense of sin. Also a great lust
to find out, experience what evil really was.”” The cosmography of Catholic doctrine
had a powerful influence upon Quin’s burgeoning metaphysical imagination. She
certainly had no truck with heaven and hell but identified deeply with the idea of
Limbo, that border land of the afterlife reserved for those who die without sin but
whose original sin has not been baptised away, where souls are suspended in

* Christine Brooke-Rose, “Illiterations,” Stories, Theories and Things (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991), 250.

5 Quin, Ann. “Leaving School — X1.” London Magazine 4 (July 1966), 63.

°Ibid., 64

" 1bid., 63
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oblivion, debarred both from the punishments of hell and the eternal existence with
God in heaven. ‘Not being baptized, that was where my soul, uncleansed from
Original Sin, would end up, | believed in that then’, she writes.® In both writing and in
life Quin was to occupy this liminal region, a place beyond the quotidian, but from
whence it is impossible to ascend. She is, perhaps, the chronicler par excellence of
the non-place of earthly oblivion. Her fictions measure, and then press in vain
against, the boundaries of the mundane world. They are peopled with locked-in
characters making fruitless attempts to ward off the void of immanence by, for
example, constructing elaborate oedipal plots of self-mastery (Berg), building
cathedrals of bourgeois materialism (Three), attempting to invoke divine madness
(Passages), or committing existential crimes of passion (Tripticks) who are finally
consigned to an oblivion that is inexorable, inescapable, that simply revolves in
perpetuity. Berg abandons its protagonist to bed-sitting extinction, the
admonishments of his unwillingly-taken Jocasta ringing in his ears. We leave Ruth
and Leonard, the protagonists of Three, to the death-in-life of middle-class
mediocrity with its cover blown. Passages is a quest that is finally without an object
but equally ‘[nJo country we can return to’.° Tripticks closes with its aphasiac
protagonist no longer even able to voice his protest.

Quin was a woman of the sixties who eschewed both of the dual feminine
roles — the equally oppressive options of becoming a domestic maven and thereby
sacrificing one’s wider aspirations or of becoming a career-oriented professional in
the male-dominated world of work — that those of her gender found themselves so
impossibly torn between during the era. The first she was categorically
unpredisposed to, and the second, as a non-university educated working class
woman, was out of reach. She, as was so often her wont, chose a third: that of the
“gonzo” novelist, creating her own biographical picaresque of writing, journeying and
free-loving across Europe and America, living hand to mouth by the grace and favour
of her publisher’s advances, Arts Council grants and university fellowships.

Few British writers of the period were so “tuned in” to the countercultural
demi-monde of the sixties in both Britain and America. Quin was part of a
remarkable stable of authors published, or more properly, patronised, in the old-
fashioned sense of providing financial support on the never never that was only ever

8 .
Ibid., 63.
 Ann Quin, Passages (Champaign, IL: Dalkey Archive Press, 2003), 112.
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loosely related to sales, and a vaguer kind of emotional nurturing, intellectual
sympathy and cultural steering, by John Calder and Marion Boyars of the celebrated
publishing house, Calder and Boyars. During the sixties their list included translated
classics by Chekov, Goethe and Zola alongside banned books by American writers
like Henry Miller and William Burroughs, the “new novels” of nouveaux romanciers
like Alain Robbe-Grillet, Nathalie Sarraute, Marguerite Duras and Claude Simon, the
work of other European writers and playwrights like Heinrich Béll, Eugene lonesco
and Peter Weiss, experimental novels by British writers such as Alan Burns, Eva
Tucker and R.C. Kennedy and the work of Samuel Beckett. Theirs was a list so
singular and so audaciously experimental, that amongst the literary press it inspired
the epithet “Calderism” used to denote pejoratively a high literary style of “wilful”
difficulty and “ostentatious” avant-gardism.’® Calder himself remains indelibly
associated with the cultural ferment of the sixties for his founding of the Society for
the Defence of Literature and the Arts in 1968 in response to a late sixties backlash
against permissiveness and his defence in the obscenity trials of Alexander Trocchi’s
Cain’s Book in 1964 and of Hubert Selby Jr.’s Last Exit to Brooklyn in 1968, which
were to become flashpoints in sixties debates about permissiveness. Her links within
the world of film are equally unimpeachable. Berg was optioned and considered by
producers and directors including Roman Polanski, Robert Altman and Richard
Lester (who directed the Beatles flms A Hard Day’s Night and Help! as well sixties
comedies like The Bed-Sitting Room)."

Quin also, rarely amongst the British writers of the period — with the significant
exception of Alexander Trocchi, in whose freewheeling footsteps she followed —
made the transition to America. Though she appears to have been somewhat less
keen at first on Americans themselves, calling them, in one of her many letters back
to her publishers, ‘Yankee Apple Icecream people’ whose ‘lives [are] like gobbled
gum with the teeth marks showing’ and who ‘even have a schedule (skedule!) for

1% An early review of Quin’s debut novel comments: “There is action in Berg, but it is a farrago, a quintessence
of Calderism... The headlong prose, the ending-at-the-beginning, the whole arch apparatus of the over-serious,
derives, one supposes, from Beckett et al. The insubstantiality and wordy portentousness are the writer’s own.’
In John Fuller, review of Berg, by Ann Quin, New Statesman, January 8, 1965, 48. Calder himself referred to
the criticism in a letter to Quin, quipping: ‘You are obviously a lot of psychobeats that have lost their
quintessence.’ In Letter, John Calder to Ann Quin, May 11, 1965, box 52, folder 2-5, Calder & Boyars mss.,
Lilly Library, Indiana University.

" Berg did eventually appear, in a rather less starry adaptation, as Killing Dad or How to Love Your Mother,
directed by Michael Austin and starring Richard E. Grant, Julie Walters and Denholm Eliot, in 1990.
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suffering','? Quin, writes her friend Paddy Kitchen, ‘immersed herself in aspects of

America with relish’’®. She was even enlisted, as part of a short-lived gig with the
Scotsman, to report back on her exploits Stateside as a Joan Didion-style “gonzo”
journalist.' In 1965, on the strength of Berg, and recommended by her then lover,
the American poet, Robert Creeley, whom she had met on his book tour in London
the year before,' Quin was awarded the D.H. Lawrence Fellowship by the University
of New Mexico, of which she was the first female recipient. That same year,
proposed by Creeley and her (rather unlikely) alleged former lover, the British writer
and fascist sympathiser, most famous for his 1927 novel, Tarka the Otter, Henry
Williamson,'® she was awarded the Harkness Fellowship for most promising
Commonwealth writer under thirty. Arriving in Placitas, New Mexico, in the spring of
1965, where she cohabited with Creeley and his wife, Bobbie, Quin plunged herself
into the alternative living scene, and mixed with the great and the good of American
poetry, forming romantic relationships first with Creeley, one of the founding fathers
of the Black Mountain school, and later with Robert Sward, who taught at the
prestigious lowa Writer's workshop.!” She stayed two years, leaving New Mexico for
San Francisco, California in late 1965, where she took a flat in Sausalito overlooking
the Golden Gate Bridge and near to where Alan Watts, author of hippy bible, The
Way of Zen (1957), had moored his houseboat.'® Later, she moved to lowa where
Sward, her then boyfriend, taught at the University of lowa’s prestigious Writer's
Workshop. She and Sward returned to England in mid-1967, but returned to the
Americas in April 1968, where she stayed first in Mexico City with the editor of
countercultural literary magazine, El Corno Emplumando, Meg Randall, then in San
Miguel, and then with the American writer, Robert Cohen, with whom Sward and

12 Letter, Ann Quin to John Calder, February 19, 1966, box 52, folder 2-5, Calder & Boyars mss., Lilly Library,
Indiana University.

13 Paddy Kitchen, “Catherine Wheel,” London Magazine 36 (June 1979), 51.

'* Only one such column was to appear in the end. “Land of Enchantment” comprised Quin’s reflections upon
the lives of Native Americans living in New Mexico. Ann Quin, “Land of Enchantment,” Scotsman, July 17,
1965, box 52, folder 2-5, Calder & Boyars mss., Lilly Library, Indiana University.

' Ekbert Faas and Maria Trombacco, Robert Creeley: A Biography (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 2011), 302-303.

16 John Hall, “The Mighty Quin,” Arts Guardian, April 29, 1972, 9.

"7 Ibid., 305.

18 Letter, Ann Quin to Marion Boyars, November 6, 1965, box 52, folder 2-5, Calder & Boyars mss., Lilly
Library, Indiana University.
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Quin collaborated,” before returning to England without Sward, after their
relationship ended.?

Although her published oeuvre comprises novels, that is, extended works of
narrative fiction — notwithstanding her wicked way with notions of narrative linearity
and causality which, | argue, demand a timely expansion in our thinking of what such
a category might mean — Quin wrote poetry throughout her life, and tended to refer
to herself as a poet, rather than a novelist. As “Leaving Home — XI” recounts, it was
with poetry that she enjoyed her first literary success, winning a 10s. prize for a
sonnet entitled “The Lost Seagull”.?' The critical reception of Quin’s novels in Britain,
like those of her experimentalist peers like Johnson, Brooke-Rose and Brophy, was
marked by hostility towards the audacity of her reworking of the ancient and
venerable tradition of the novel form. With Quin, critics reserved their ire for her
novels’ admixture of the techniques of fictional narrative with the language of poetry;
her prose is infused with the ambiguity, indeterminacy and rhythms that are,
traditionally, the domain of that which is enshrined as the poetic. In their approach to
Quin’s writing, literary critics, preferring their novels to be novels and their poems to
be poems, tend to invoke the critical paradox that appears again and again in the
press cuttings devoted to — but, by no means devotional towards — the innovative
writing of the period: where literary experimentation is perceived, at once, as an
insolent neologism and a time-worn anachronism. For Daniel Stern, reviewing Three,
Quin’s novel is ‘what used to be called “experimental”.?? It is an unwelcome literary
throwback, which belongs ‘[sJomewhere back in the dim mists of B.F.M.F. (Before
Ford Madox Ford)’.?® That is, back when ‘someone decided that what the modern
novel needed to give it new vitality was an infusion of the materials of poetry’.?* Her
‘digressive [...] unfortunate [and] almost arbitrary experimentalism’ speaks with the
poetic, ‘old-fashioned tongue’ of the historical avant-garde.?® But in America, where

Quin was inducted into the post-Beat poetry scene of New Mexico and California,

19 Letter, Ann Quin to Marion Boyars, April 17, 1968, box 52, folder 2-5, Calder & Boyars mss., Lilly Library,
Indiana University.

20 Letter, Marion Boyars to Ann Quin, May 23, 1969, box 52, folder 2-5, Calder & Boyars mss., Lilly Library,
Indiana University.

I Ann Quin, “Leaving School — XI.” London Magazine 4 (July 1966), 65

2 Daniel Stern, “What Became of S?” review of Three, by Ann Quin, New York Times Book Review, October 9,
1966, 66.
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shacking up with Robert Creeley and his wife in Placitas, and mixing with local poets
including Larry Goodall, Bill Dodd and Neil Nelson with whom she drove across the
mesa to attend the Berkeley Poetry Congress of 1965 (which Creeley attended with
his wife),?® Quin’s writing was to find a kind of home in exile amongst what became
known, after Donald Allen’s 1960 anthology of the same name, as the New American
Poetry, which drew together the poets of the Black Mountain School — of which
Creeley, her lover, was a leading figure — the New York School and the San
Francisco Renaissance. Sward, reviewing his then lover, counts her alongside
Sorrentino, Philip Whalen and Harold Fleming, as ‘poets at novels’ and recognises
the boon that poetic endeavour within the novel form presents to the poet-novelist in
terms of its ‘varying shades of attention, duration [...] and the building or setting-forth
of people-place interactions of some size and complexity.’?” In fact, for Sward, Quin
was less a poet and more a sorceress after Jules Michelet, the well-spring of
uncontainable and rebellious poetic energies who disrupts official discourse.

But despite these credentials that attest to Quin’s neglected significance as a
key literary figure of the sixties — the ways in which, for example, she bridges the
divide between European and American avant-garde traditions of writing and her
uncommon status as a female, working-class, experimental writer — still, | am leery
about tackling her life here by way of the conventional exercise in setting it as the
immediate context for her writing. The definitive mode of the Barthesian critical
dogma that insists upon the textual dispossession of the author, upon the careful and
thorough bisection of writer and work might, more-or-less, have lapsed, but with
Quin, it seems ethical to invoke it. For in the drawing together of the life and the
work, the very attributes that make Quin such a singular and significant biographical
subject threaten the eclipse of the singularity and significance of the fiction. Writing
from female-ness, from working-class-ness and, especially, from madness, have all
similarly and all too often been related, associated with romantic notions about
artlessness, “emotionality” and a lack of control. Both affirmatively and negatively,
this critical approach to writing from these — and other — margins tends to subsume
the discrimination, organisation, craft and, indeed, graft that is the necessarily
intentional scaffold of so-called creative “genius”, burying these hard-earned skills of
the trade under magical talk of savant intuition and the tapping of muses. For many

26 Ekbert Faas and Maria Trombacco, Robert Creeley, 305.
2 Robert Sward, “Poets at Novels,” review of Three, by Ann Quin, Poetry 112, no. 5 (August 1968), 353.
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critics, the vision of Quin as an autodidact, an outsider novelist, even a literary idiot
savant, whose abilities can be credited to her careful genning up on the backlist
during her lunch breaks whilst she worked as a secretary at the publisher
Hutchinson’s prior to the publication of her first novel, has been a seductive one. But
the elevation to the status of icon of the writer as some quasi-mystical vessel for lyric
inspiration from the beyond tends to result, on the one hand, in the usurping by a cult
of personality of the work itself as the rightful focus of criticism; on the other, it
produces the somewhat paradoxical disappearance of the writer as the rightful
author of their own work, the detached locus of meaning, agency and control.
Invoking the troubled legacies of Sylvia Plath here feels almost unavoidable.
Perhaps more so than any other literary figure, the American writer's work — along
with her posthumous dignity — has all but receded beneath a biographical clamour.
Most recently, this year, the fiftieth anniversary of her death, in a review of two new
biographies of Plath by Andrew Wilson and Cary Rollyson, the critic Terry Castle has
written vituperatively of the ‘unsavory... ongoing interest in Plath’s story’ and the
‘inflaming conflict and scandal’ surrounding her biography.?®

The American writer Joyce Carol Oates has coined the term “pathography” to
denote the kind of exposing biographical attention that has been brought to bear
upon subjects like Robert Frost, Sylvia Plath and John Berryman, amongst many
others.®® As ‘hagiography’s diminished and often prurient twin’, the pathographer
attempts to support claims for the cultural significance of their subject not by
focussing upon their creative achievements, or the important ways in which the story
of their lives and the story of the era dovetail, but by chronicling the scandalous and
seamy underbelly of their lives, posing the question, writes Oates: ‘How did such a
distinguished body of work emerge from so undistinguished a life?’®® The
pathography’s emphasis lies not with accomplishment or a life well-lived, but on

failed promise” if not outright “tragedy”:*'

28 Terry Castle, “The Unbearable,” New York Review of Books, July 11, 2013, accessed July 20, 2013,
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2013/jul/11/sylvia-plath-the-unbearable/.

* Joyce Carol Oates, “Adventures in Abandonment,” review of Jean Stafford: A Biography, by David Roberts,
New York Times, August 28, 1988, accessed October 13, 2013,
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Its motifs are dysfunction and disaster, illnesses and pratfalls, failed marriages

and failed careers, alcoholism and breakdowns and outrageous conduct. %

Perhaps the most notorious, most intimate and arguably most astonishingly unethical
of this ilk is Diane Wood Middlebrook’s titular biography of the American poet, Anne
Sexton, which draws upon Sexton’s medical records and more than 300 audiotapes
of therapy sessions released by her psychiatrist, Dr. Martin T. Orne with the
permission of Sexton’s literary executor, her daughter, Linda Gray Sexton.®

Sexton herself famously declared in the New York Times in 1969: ‘I hold back
nothing®*. And indeed Quin’s own psychiatrists in 1970 wrote to Marion Boyars to
request copies of her books, perhaps hoping to find therein the kind of brutally frank
novelistic self-exposure that might solve the riddle of Quin’s psychic distress. Since

their mid-century heyday, the relative “truth” of these poets’ “confessions” has
occupied both their pathographers and critics alike. But it would be a critical blunder
to look, like Quin’s clinicians, to the writing to extrapolate the life. Certainly, Quin’s
work might be called auto-biographical; it is deeply intimate, wickedly indecorous
and, like the confessional poets with whom Sexton is affiliated, explores a gamut of
provocative themes which in those tranquilised times were generally considered best
swept under the carpet: infidelity, sadomasochism, childhood neglect and mental
illness. Like them, Quin was concerned with the discovery and the expression of an
authentic, private self. However, she was by no means convinced about the abilities
of language to uncover and lyrically express this self, and she remained deeply
sceptical about what this psychological liberation might provide.

Quin, who suffered frequent and extirpative bouts of mental illness and, like
so many of these pathographical subjects, died young, at thirty-seven, and by her
own hand, drowning off the coast of Brighton in the summer of 1973, left behind a
cache of four published novels, several more that remain wholly or partially
unpublished or unfinished and around a dozen short stories to be stashed in the
furthest corners of twentieth-century literary history.®*® She too would certainly
present a ripe enough subject for the pathographer. Kitchen, in a 1979 essay
chronicling their friendship prior to the publication of Quin’s debut novel Berg in the

32 :
Ibid.
3 Dianne Middlebrook, Anne Sexton: A Biography (New York, NY: Vintage, 1992).
** Quoted by Robert Philips in The Confessional Poets (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press), 76.
% See Appendix I for a Quin bibliography.
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late fifties, recalls Quin’s early ‘depressions’. She suffered her first psychic
breakdown whilst working as a waitress in the Cornish fishing village of Mevagissey,

of which she wrote:

| collapsed one morning... | lay in bed for days, weeks, unable to face the
sun. If | went out into the garden, | dug holes and lay in them weeping. | woke
up in the middle of the night screaming, convinced my tears were rivers of

blood.3¢

Quin consulted a psychiatrist who, writes Kitchen, ‘found Ann’s wild imaginings way
beyond her scope’,*” and decided that ‘[tJhe loneliness of going over the edge was
worse than the absurdity of coping with day to day living’.*® But by the end of the
sixties the delicate balance between these two poles had shifted. In 1969 she used
an Arts Council grant she had been awarded for her third novel, Passages (1969), to
fund her own extended journey across Ireland, Denmark, Norway and Sweden,
where she was apprehended by police as she lay naked in a snowdrift and brought
back to London by her publisher, Marion Boyars.*® This was, she writes to Kitchen, ‘a

fantastic and most disturbing... crisis in my life’:

If it hadn’t been for a few guardians several weeks ago | might well have been
in the Cassel [the Surrey mental health hospital] or some such place
undergoing various ‘shock’ treatments to ‘rehabilitate’ me back to this insane
society. Ah well, so | live, | hope, | love, and feel much like a five year old
child.*

Her worries about the possibility of undergoing electro-convulsive therapy
were well-founded. She did, in the end, undergo the treatment in Sweden and also in
London upon returning, where she sought ‘space/stillness in which to gather
strength’.*' Following the publication of Tripticks, during the writing of which she had

supported herself by waitressing in Notting Hill, Quin upped sticks again to

%% Ann Quin, “Leaving School — X1,” London Magazine 4 (July 1966), 67.
37 Paddy Kitchen, “Catherine Wheel,” London Magazine 36 (June 1979), 62
* Quin, “Leaving School — XI,” 68.
¥ Robert Buckeye, Re:Quin (Champaign, IL: Dalkey Archive Press, 2013), 8.
1(1) Ann Quin, quoted in Kitchen, “Catherine Wheel,” 56.
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Switzerland, where she suffered another psychic breakdown and an attack of
aphasia, whereupon she spent a month in a London hospital unable to speak.*? In
what follows, | explore how the idea of speechlessness was to become central to her
oeuvre.

The ‘voyage out’ was like this for Quin; travels on the map and travels in the
mind were inextricably linked — as she depicts in fiction in her earlier novel,
Passages — and venturing too far off the edge of the latter would result in a reluctant
homecoming. In The Unmapped Country, Quin’s final unpublished novel, which was
written circa 1973 and remained unpublished at the time of her death, she draws
upon her experiences of mental illness and of psychiatric institutions. Notably, this is
the most broadly realist of her works and, like Ken Kesey’s One Flew over the
Cuckoo’s Nest (1962) or Kate Millett’s later novel, A Loony-Bin Trip (1990), is a
trenchant critigue of mainstream psychiatric care set in a Foucauldian world of
regimentation, medication and infantilisation. Protagonist Sandra is a rebellious
internee who has been sequestered there for ‘losing control*® and who resolutely
refuses to drink the kool aid. She disputes her diagnosis, flushes the pills down the
toilet, runs rings around her psychiatrists and attempts to resist the babying, invasive

care of the nurses:

“Sandra do her peepees now. Sandra do her two-twos now...Put on that coat
Sandra. Put that book down when I’'m talking to you... Don’t go in for petting
with men Sandra it leads to other things. Sandra do you hear me...?”
Yes | hear you all my mothers and fathers will you ever stop? Stop.*

Quin’s intimate and affectionate correspondence with her publisher, Boyars,
missives typewritten often on the backs of envelopes and postcards from far-flung
locales all sealed with her spiky, anarchic signature, provide a kind of graphological
chronicle of her psychic debilitation. Her first, tentative letters prior to the publication
of Berg are thoroughly fifties-formal and altogether business-like, but are quickly
superseded by type-written dispatches from exotic locations that giddily describe

new romances, places and experiences, interspersed with frequent and self-

42 Buckeye, Re:Quin, 8.

43 Unpublished manuscript, Ann Quin, “The Unmapped Country,” box 52, folder 2-5, Calder & Boyars mss.,
Lilly Library, Indiana University.
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consciously brazen requests for speculative advances upon unwritten books and
eager enquiries about the placement of stories in magazines like Vogue, Penthouse
and Harper’s and Queen and the selling of foreign rights. But in the final years of
Quin’s life there is a marked change in tone. The audacious buoyancy and
bedraggled optimism of her earlier letters is replaced by gloomy lassitude. The
letters are a handwritten, almost illegible scrawl now; they even more frequently ask
for further advances upon books that have still not appeared and relate a much
diminished life spent in the main caring for her ill, elderly mother. However, there
were bright spots in her final years. She was galvanised by a period of study at a
further education college in Surbiton and in the autumn of 1973 was due to take up a
place on the University of East Anglia’s prestigious creative writing course, taught by
Malcolm Bradbury and Angus Wilson, whose first intake, in 1970, had comprised as
its sole student one lan McEwan. But in late August she waded out to sea just east
of the Palace Pier in Brighton and her body was washed up the next day west along
the coast at Shoreham Harbour.

On the Difference Between Waving and Drowning

Drowning is the quintessentially female way of death. With its symbolic associations
of engulfment, disintegration and dissolution, in art and literature since at least the
time of the ancient Greeks, the trope has been employed to depict woman’s
anguished subsumption by the “dark waters” which themselves correspond
elementally to the fluidity, irrationality and flux associated with female
consciousness. Typifying the sublime in nature, water is edgy, at once seductive and
threatening, and with it artists and writers have sought to metaphorise the
ambivalence of the overflowing feminine. ‘You can never bathe in the same river
twice,” goes Heraclitus’s proverb. Water is a force of life, identified with birth and
sustenance, with the womb and the enveloping of the maternal body. As any school-
level literature student will eagerly identify, in previous, more censorious times, sex
was frequently coded via water. Swimming, they know all too well, always stands for
the female protagonist’s sexual awakening. But water is also a force of destruction,
representing the unbridled and mysterious power of nature, identified with
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irrationality and the threat of annihilation and death, it is the engulfing abyss that
overcomes the human.

And in this way, the lethal immersion and dissolution of the female self has
been employed to portray the tragic resolution of her impossible predicament. Adrift
in the masculine world of rationality and reason, female drowning is a ritualised
sacrifice, it represents symbolically the return of the woman from whence she came.
For drowning is a form of self-consumption, the means by which women can vanish
without a trace, without a ripple. In these depictions, by drowning the woman
scarcely commits suicide at all, but allows herself to drown to death. It connotes the
feminine surrender of self-sacrifice rather than self-murder. Indeed, as a “passive”
form of self-immolation, as Olive Anderson explains, during the nineteenth century
amongst women drowning was the preferred method of killing oneself; via the death
certificate euphemism “found drowned” the victim and her family were able to evade
both the social stigma and the legal ramifications of suicide.*

The best-known example of female drowning in literature is perhaps Hamlet's
Ophelia, whom Elaine Showalter, in her landmark study The Female Malady,
identifies as the archetypal figure of the literary madwoman.*® By the nineteenth
century, the trope of the drowned woman is almost inescapable, seen in, for
example, the women Romantic poets’ invocations of Sappho, the Pre-Raphaelite
paintings of George Frederic Watts and John Everett Millias, the popular sculpture
Shipwrecked Woman and Child by Edward A Brackett, and in Kate Chopin’s The
Awakening, in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, Stephen Crane’s Maggie: A Girl
of the Street and in the novels of Dickens who, Barbara T. Gates notes, ‘presented a
phalanx of fallen women moving towards the Thames™’.

Drowning is a potent and recurring metaphor throughout Quin’s work. It
appears in cross-gendered form in Berg's protagonist’s haplessly Oedipal attempts
to drown his father-surrogate. We infer it to have been the fate of S. in Three who is
missing presumed to have drowned and who, her diaries reveal, like her nineteenth-
century predecessors, chooses drowning as a way of death for its ambiguity and
blamelessness: ‘How easy for a body to drift out, caught up in a current, and never

4 Olive Anderson, Suicide in Victorian and Edwardian England (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987), 43.

* Elaine Showalter, The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture, 1930-1980 (London: Penguin,
1987), 11.
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be discovered, or for anyone to ever be certain’.*® It would be a grave mistake,
however, to read Quin’s body of work, albeit one so thoroughly powered by the death
drive, as a kind of extended suicide note in which she repeatedly foreshadows in
fiction the taking of her own life by drowning in 1973. To do so would not only be to
literalise the metaphor, to make the undergraduate assumption that the fiction
somehow patterns the life, but to fundamentally misunderstand it. For Quin, as for
her nineteenth century forebears, the metaphor of drowning operates in more
complicated ways. It represents not simply the desire for death but also, and at once,
the potential for living: the final rapprochement of the duelling forces of Eros and
Thanatos which for Quin are always inextricably bound together. The possibility, that
is, of transgressing human limits, of accessing a register of experience characterised
by freedom and formlessness, the falling away of everything except the innermost
self, and thereby the sweet relief from the inexorably reflexive dilemma of human
self-consciousness.

For R.D. Laing, the figurehead of the antipsychiatry movement of the sixties,
an important context in which the work of Quin is read within this thesis, madness is
‘the oldest voyage in the world.”*® In his writing, Laing frequently turns to the images
of the sea and sea-faring to metaphorise his notion of madness as rebirth, a water-
bound “journey” into the depths of the self through which one might return renewed
and with a greater and more authentic form of “sanity”. ‘[M]adness’, Laing writes,
‘need not be all breakdown. It may also be breakthrough. It is potentially liberation
and renewal as well as enslavement and existential death’.>® So, ‘[t]hat sea forever
starting and re-starting”®' is where ‘everything begins again’ and the means by which,
as Paul Valéry writes in “The Graveyard by the Sea’, we escape from and are ‘hurled

back to living’,>? souls restored:

One sees the old and the familiar in a new and strange way. Often as though
for the first time. One’s old moorings are lost. One goes back in time.>

* Ann Quin, Three (Champaign, IL: Dalkey Archive Press, 2003), 139.
* R.D. Laing, The Politics of Experience (London: Penguin, 1984), 149.
50 .
Ibid., 110.
3 Ibid., 41.
2 Paul Valéry, “The Graveyard by the Sea,” in Selected Writings, trans. C. Day Lewis (New York, NY: New
Directions, 1950), 49.
53 Laing, Politics of Experience, 148-9.
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In the fiction of the sixties and seventies, Laing’s myth of descent becomes a new
kind of monomyth, which was drawn upon, alongside earlier nineteenth-century
depictions of health-giving madness in novels like Kate Chopin’s The Awakening an
Charlotte Perkins Gilmore’s The Yellow Wallpaper, especially by the proto-feminist
and feminist writing of the period. It patterns stories in which a hero embarks upon a
quest to claim decisive victory over a hostile and indecipherable world, but contrary
to the hero’s journey described by Joseph Campbell, in the novels of the period that
world is not of the supernatural realm but our own, and what Campbell calls the ‘belly
of the whale’, the very nadir of this unknown world, is located within the mind.
Examples include Maggie’s moral and spiritual struggles within the “sea of love” in
Margaret Drabble’s The Waterfall (1977), Iris Murdoch’s The Sea, The Sea, which
chronicles the watery rebirth of its protagonist Charles Arrowby, the images of diving
into and re-emerging out of the depths of the unconscious in Margaret Atwood’s
Surfacing (1972), Marian’s fears of dissolution in The Edible Woman (1969) and the
submarine underworld of elemental nature that is juxtaposed against the domestic
sphere in Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping (1980). It is present also in the poetry
of the period, such as the lone female underwater explorer of Adrienne Rich’s poem,
“Diving into the Wreck” (1973), in Sylvia Plath’s myriad images of baptism and ritual
cleansing, and, indeed the motif of drowning, ‘the kindest way to die’, in her novel,
The Bell Jar.

In Lessing’s The Golden Notebook, drowning functions in similar ways.
Protagonist Anna is suspended in that hypnogogic state between sleep and
wakefulness: ‘all the time | was conscious of lying on the bed, and conscious of
sleeping, and thinking extraordinarily clearly... | was myself, yet knowing what |
thought and dreamed’.>* She becomes conscious of another self overlooking the bed
‘a personality apart from the Anna who lay asleep’.>® As she ‘lay[s] on the surface of
the dream-water... ready to give in... wanting to go down into the black depths under
her’,*® the figure attempts to prevent her surrender to disintegration, to draw her
back, admonishing her: ““Anna, you are betraying everything you believe in; you are
sunk in subjectivity, yourself, your own needs.”’ This is surely the Communist Anna
of the red notebook, the rational, reason-orientated, socially-engaged self. Anna (the

>* Lessing, The Golden Notebook, 476.
> Tbid.
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woman) however, longs for the freedom and formlessness of total immersion in the
depths: ‘the Anna who wants to slip under the dark water would not answer’.*® The
psychic disintegration that is signified by Anna’s watery vision is, in the end,
productive and rejuvenating. For Lessing, as for Laing, of whom she was a keen
follower during the period, breakdown is a kind of transcendental initiation, the ego-
loss it entails a necessary antidote to society’s psychosis and the cure for the self
that has taken refuge from a hostile world in solipsism. The journey into madness
effects the opening up of the self and thereby the possibility of forging healthy
intersubjective relations with others and the happy truce between the internal and
external worlds.

But unlike the work of Lessing, the disintegration of the self in Quin’s novels
never results in the benign resurrection of the happy and unified consciousness.
Drowning, for Quin, represents the possibility of transcendence that can only ever
remain as such. For this state of bliss lies on the friable edge, in fact, just beyond the
edge of experience, just prior to or concomitant with the self-annihilation of death,
which is the end of all experience. In this way drowning, for the ways in which it
represents a kind of bliss, of jouissance, even, that can never be reached, is perhaps
the central trope of Quin’s oeuvre. These are novels which task their protagonists
with navigating the supremely delicious and supremely dangerous risk of
transgressing society’s prohibitions, sexually, psychically and socially pushing
against the Name of the Father, to explore the limits of reason, rationality and sanity.
But crucially their liberation projects are never realised and, moreover, the very
possibility of achieving these promised freedoms is consistently called into question.

For the ways in which her novels attempt to articulate the experience of limits,
Quin’s work could be said to have affiliations with a long tradition of French thinking
about the concept of écriture that has manifested variously in the Sadeian eroticism
of Georges Bataille’s The Story of the Eye (1928) and Madame Edwarda (1941), in
The Story of O (1954) by the pseudonymous author, Pauline Réage (Anne Desclos),
in Antonin Artaud’s ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ of the thirties and in Maurice Blanchot’s
radical reinvention of literary language (theorised most notably in his The Space of
Literature (1955) and fictionally explored in his “récits” and elsewhere). This lineage
was preoccupied by the pursuit of experience towards (and beyond) its very limits,

38 1bid.
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the attainment of a state of transcendence that requires the inevitable extinction of
the human; the ‘assent to life even in death’ as Bataille defines it. Refuting Freud’s
theorisation of the typology of Eros and Thanatos as duelling forces that compete for
domination of the instincts, within this French tradition of writing, the two converge in
pursuit of the transgression of the limits of the human, towards a state of
transcendence which, paradoxically, in the achievement of the fulfiment of the
human entails the inevitable extinction of it. In her brilliant study of the Sadeian
tendencies of Bataille, Réage, et al., “The Pornographic Imagination” (1967), Susan
Sontag, following Roland Barthes’ earlier essay, “The Metaphor of the Eye” (1963),
argues that through the unwitting, involuntary arousal produced by ‘obscenity’ and
‘perversity’, the kind of French writing that was perceived within the cultures of
Anglo-American moralism as that of “dirty books” was capable of suspending the
reader’s consciousness and thereby of delivering the reader to an affective domain
of productive uncertainty and of feeling that precedes cognition, reason and
culture.® In this way, Sontag argues, the erotic is profoundly — and potentially, highly
productively — disruptive. Certainly, this tradition of thought, which theorised an
oppositional space within “deep consciousness” and speculated upon the ways in
which language, as an agent of the dominant order, might be turned against itself in
order to access this realm, surfaces again in the sixties and its aftermath, with
Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptualisation of the ‘body without organs’ and, relatedly,
écriture feminine’s understanding of ‘writing with the body’, which | discuss with
relation to Quin’s novel Three later in this study. Elaborating upon the insights of the
symbolist poet, Stéphane Mallarmé, and especially influenced by his essay “Mystery
in Literature” (1896), in which he advocates a kind of anti-realist writing that is
capable of conveying (but crucially not revealing) what he calls the ‘something occult
in men’s hearts,?® these writers and thinkers understand writing as a vehicle of
sublimity, transcendence, in Bataille’s terms, ‘sovereignty’. Via a mode of corporeal,
affectively embodied writing, they sought variously to develop a form of expressionist
rendition that was not subject to the constraints of discursivity, inter-personal
communication, or the ideological construction of individual selfhood. By
encouraging us, as Cixous puts it, to ‘hear before comprehension’, their works

*? Susan Sontag, “The Pornographic Imagination,” in Georges Bataille, Story of the Eye, trans. J. Neugroschal
(London: Penguin, 1967), 83-84.

60 Stéphane Mallarmé, “Mystery in Literature,” in Mallarmé: Selected Prose Poems, Essays & Letters, trans.
Bradford Cook (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press, 1956) 30.
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privilege the matter over the meaning of sense-making, the sensuous pleasures of
the text over Kantian aesthetic judgement, Nietzschean rapture over realist
readability, the bodily and the mysterious over the rational and the knowable. And in
doing so this tradition confronts the quintessential impasse of so-called
“experimental” writing, posing myriad questions surrounding the hermeneutic issues
of readability, decipherability and the availability of meaning: How might we read
texts such as these? Are we capable of the work of interpretation that they task us
with? Moreover, are the objects of discovery of such a quest capable of being
communicated? And if we are not or they are not, then what can the role of writing
be? The writers of this lineage tend to circumvent these issues via the invention of a
phenomenology of reading and of writing that seeks to reaffirm the capabilities both
of language to convey authentic truths and of a kind of ideal reader to be open,
receptive — in Cixous’ words ‘non-resistant’ — to them. But, crucially, Quin is by no
means so convinced.

Unlike the French lineage with which her work resonates, Quin’s oeuvre holds
in delicate, anxious tension a commitment to an intimately expressive mode that
sought a private language with which to capture the différance of individual
experience and a no less deeply felt preoccupation with finding a means by which to
communicate those experiences, with being understood. In “Leaving School”, she

writes of her reaction to receiving the galleys of Berg:

The dream had been realised, but reading what | had written seemed
someone else’s dream. A kind of involuntary commitment. And like Camus |
became aware that, ‘There is in me an anarchy, a frightful disorder. Creating
costs me a thousand deaths, for it involves an order and my whole being

rebels against order. But without it | would die scattered.”"

And in this way, despite their uncanny resonances with her extra-textual fate, Quin’s
fictions are not so much proleptic as analeptic in orientation.

So many of her characters are troubled by the affliction of belatedness, that
peculiarly paradoxical sense of temporality designated by Freud and later elaborated
by Lacan and Derrida, in which the future is experienced as earlier than the past,

o1 Quin, Ann. “Leaving School — X1,” London Magazine 4 (July 1966), 68.
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and the past as later than the future. Therefore experience can only be apprehended
apres coup and, in becoming meaningful, is depleted of its presence. Lacan’s
account of the situation of the decentred, barred human subject, ceaselessly
chasing, pursuing, their originary loss across the chains of signification, describes
the ‘retroversion effect’ that is operant upon the self. The language that structures
the world both precedes those who speak it and is made meaningful only in the
terms that accede it. And therefore the self can recognise itself only by projecting its
past into the future:

the subject becomes at each stage what he was before and announces
himself — he will have been — only in the future perfect tense. [l]n this “rear-
view”, all that the subject can be certain of is the anticipated image coming to

meet him that he catches of himself in the mirror.%?

Similarly, for Derrida the present can never be entirely present, immediate or
comprehensible. His famous designation of the future anterior in Of Grammatology
describes a temporal modality governed by a retrospective logic in which ‘[t]Jrue
time... is what has been’, where the endlessly-deferred present is merely a future
memory of what will have happened.®®

Quin’s protagonists arrive too late at life. We find them mired in Orphic
predicaments, contemplating their hapless and unwitting former selves and trying to
recover what they can of those unexperienced presents — or even just to articulate
their loss — furnished only with the insubstantial tools of language and their unreliable
memories, which, in any case, cannot recover the presence of the past, how it really
was or how it really felt. They grapple with the Sartrean quandary, elucidated in his
novel Nausea, wherein the nature of living is profoundly opposed to the nature of
fiction. Fiction’s false promise of retrospection distorts the nature of real experience
by retrospectively imposing a narrative order upon that experience. The unnamed
narrator of Passages, for example, attempts to recall a party she previously
attended, but finds that the event, dissociatively experienced at the time, recedes

even further under the attention of memory:

25 acques Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection, trans. A. Sheridan (New York, NY: Norton, 1977), 306.
83 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press,
1976), 67.
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What did | see, for when the scene reappears it merges with a dream, fallen
back into slowly, connected yet not connected in parts. So what | saw then
was as much a voyeur's sense. And since it has become heightened.
Succession of images controlled by choice. | chose then to remain outside.
Later | entered, allowed other entries. In that room a series of pictures thrown
on the walls, ceiling, floor, some upsidedown. Only afterwards | could see

things. More so now in specific detail.*

Or S., the third wheel of Three:

Times when vowing | shall remember this now, which are never so real as
those flashes — a door unexpectedly opens upon an unfamiliar scene, until
gradually certain landmarks are retrieved. Nostalgia almost experienced at the
time, the knowledge in that moment of something never going to be exactly
the same again. The image frozen. As standing in a lift going neither up nor

down.®®

Brigid Brophy has a neat and typically Rabelaisian image for this human
quandary. Humans, she comments, cruise the waters of life like whales, their ‘jaws
wide to snow-plough in the present tense, the plankton of experience’, then ‘excrete
re-hashed into a continuous narrative in the past tense... You eat; you excrete; but
you never catch your cells in the act of creating themselves out of your food... No
more can you detect your personality and its decisions in the course of being created
by your experience. You know only that you ingest the present tense and excrete it
as a narrative in the past.”®® For Brooke-Rose (after Lacan) in Thru, the car rear view
mirror, or ‘retrovisor, the ‘blueish rectangle that reflects the rear before you’®’
designates the subject’s position between a past that lies behind and a future into
which the images of the past are projected.

Novels are like this too. Peter Brooks, in his synthesis of Freud and
narratological theory, Reading for the Plot (1984), in which he explores the curious

% Ann Quin, Passages (Champaign: Dalkey Archive Press, 2003), 24.

% Ann Quin, Three (Champaign: Dalkey Archive Press, 2003), 66.

% Brigid Brophy, In Transit: a herio-cyclic novel (London: Penguin, 1969), 13.

%7 Christine Brooke-Rose, “Thru,” in The Christine Brooke-Rose Omnibus (Manchester: Carcanet, 2006), 669.
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temporal logic operant upon the reading of narratives, describes narrative desire as
‘the arousal that creates the narratable as a condition of tumescence, appetency,
ambition, quest, and gives narrative a forward-looking intention’ whilst plot is ‘a
postponement in the discharge that leads back to the inanimate’:

If the past is to be read as present, it is a curious present that we know to be
past in relation to a future we know to be already in place, already in wait for
us to reach it. Perhaps we would do better to speak of the anticipation of
retrospection as our chief tool in making sense of narrative, the master trope

of its strange logic.%®

Quin, like Brophy and Brooke-Rose, metafictionally employs the self-metaphorising
capacities of fiction for the ways in which novelistic writing’s innate pastness mimics
the belatedness of human experience: the disjunction between the past events and
the narrative present mirrors life’s own asynchronicity. Self-consciously, her novels
chronicle the struggle in vain to recover the pure presence of experience, that which
Derrida calls the ‘metaphysics of presence’, through the attempt in language to find a
singular lexicon with which we can, at best, only metaphorise it. And by pressing the
logic of the liberation project of the sixties in fiction, Quin’s work raises broader
questions about whether the self can be known, whether it can ever be rendered in
words and, moreover, if it can, then whether that written self is ever capable of being
communicated. Fully engaged and in dialogue with the radical thought of the period,
her characteristically ambivalent novels nonetheless provide an exploration and
throroughgoing critique of the moral hypocrisies, antiquated norms and impossible

dreams of a decade that was, she reveals, certainly not as “right on” as all that.

% Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (Boston, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1992), 23, his italics.
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Introduction: The Novel and the Sixties

Whilst the “cultural revolution” of the sixties remains much contested, the image of a
radical and transformative decade, an era decadent and Dionysian, characterised by
radical politics, youthful rebellion and sexual permissiveness, has become a heady
myth of origins for contemporary culture.

[Flor all the importance of the Twenties and the Thirties, the years of the two
World Wars, and the grim, destructive Eighties, the Sixties seem to stand in
the centre of it all, sucking in the influences of the past, creating the

touchstones of the future.’

The legacies of the global convulsions of the high sixties remain, over forty years
later, open to debate. In the last major speech of his 2007 presidential campaign,
and with the anniversary of les événements just around the corner, French
candidate Nicolas Sarkozy, echoing an earlier declaration by British Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher, pledged to ‘liquidate’ the ‘heritage of May '68... once and for
all’.?2 The myth of the sixties is one that many, from across the political spectrum, are
eager to demolish. The utopian thinking of that legendary decade has been
demystified variously as that of a bunch of hopeless long-hairs with an ill-thought-out
pipe dream of standing “beyond culture”; or a despatch from the misspent youth of a
culture that now rather regrets its juvenilia; or that of a baby boomer generation that
should have and did not and, worse, is directly to account for the rise of neo-
conservatism; or a mere fairytale that seeks to console us with the redemptive
possibilities of radical resistance whilst tacitly affirming the status quo.

Of course, there would be neither a May '68, nor even an April 71, in Britain.
Countercultural rabble-rouser, Jeff Nuttall, prefaced his semi-autobiographical

account of the ‘nuclear generation’, Bomb Culture (1968), with the words:

[T]he plain obvious fact is that between the autumn of '67 when | completed
this manuscript, and the summer of '68 when | am writing this preface,

! Jonathon Green, All Dressed Up: The Sixties and the Counterculture (London: Pimlico, 1998), xiii.
? Nicolas Sarkozy, “Speech at Bercy” (speech, Paris, 29 April, 2007), http://sites.univ-
provence.fr/veronis/Discours_2007/transcript.php?n=Sarkozy&p=2007-04-2.
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young people under various pretexts made war on their elders, and their

elders made war on them. The war continues.®

But he is vamping a “revolution” that would never quite arrive. Throughout the
decade, the Left remained frustrated by its inability to gather popular support, or to
gestate a significant student movement. In marked contrast to the political ferment of
Paris, San Francisco, New York, Berlin and Amsterdam — and the anti-colonial wars
and revolutions in the Third World that, as Frederic Jameson points out in his
important essay “Periodizing the Sixties”,* lit the touch paper on their Western
counterparts — and with the significant exception of the conflict in Northern Ireland,
only in recent years beginning to be framed by historians in terms of broader civil
rights global movements, the high sixties in Britain never reached a peak of
revolutionary ferment. The counterculture in Britain had great difficulty gaining
dialectical purchase on a culture that was, the American poet and critic Kenneth

Rexroth argues, a ‘special case’:

British society assimilates all things — the ceremonies of the monarchy, the
country house orgies of high life, the stodgy Communist Party of Great
Britain. Today the Teddy Boys are middle-aged; the Angries lunch in the
Reform Club; and even Mods and Rockers, no longer young, have been
digested by a homogenous and homogenizing society... The subculture of
secession in Great Britain is a kind of Fabian anarchism, slowly penetrating
all structures of the society by metastasis... Can you imagine an American
president making the very influential American anarchist, critic, poet,
psychiatrist, urbanist and educator, Paul Goodman, a knight like Sir Herbert
Read, or Bob Dylan an M.B.E. like John Lennon?®

The broader social and political impact of the utopian thinking of the decade
beyond (and even amongst) a minority of (upper-middle-class) turned-on initiates,
and its effect, in real terms, upon the social relationships and personal freedoms of

3 Jeff Nuttall, Bomb Culture (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1968), 7.

* Frederic Jameson, “Periodizing the Sixties” in The Sixties Without Apology, ed. Sohnya Sayres et al.
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minneapolis Press: 1984), 178-215.

5 Kenneth Rexroth, “The Second Post-War, the Second Interbellum, the Permanent War Generation,” in The
Alternative Society: Essays from the Other World (New York, NY: Herder & Herder, 1970), 109.
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ordinary people have remained open to debate. Recent accounts of the period from
historians like Arthur Marwick (The Sixties [1998]) and Dominic Sandbrook (Never
Had It So Good [2005] and White Heat [2006]) have sought to palliate the myth of
the sixties. They dispute the significance of the loose-to-the-point-of-unwieldy
complex of radical politics, alternative society movements, experimental artistic
practices and counterpublic anti-institutions conceptualised by Theodor Roszak as
“the counterculture”,® arguing that it was not the counterculture’s “great refusal”, but
its willingness to collude with or be co-opted by the mainstream that permeated and
transformed culture.

As it had done for Marx in the nineteenth century, Britain in the sixties
became a likely case study for Frankfurt School theorisations of the culture industry.
Catalysed by the explosion of mass communications technologies and the
emergence of an unprecedented cultural pluralism underwritten by rising affluence in
the years following World War Il, a mature and well-established popular culture
(which had arrived comparatively early in Britain in the late seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries), rapidly assimilated (or appropriated) the experimental
energies of the counterculture’s avant-garde cultural practice, to ferment an
innovative and freewheeling mainstream milieu. The revolution in Britain was to be,
George Melly proposed with the title of his study of pop in the sixties, a ‘revolt into
style’.” And, as Jenny Diski, in her autobiographical memoir of the decade, writes
(with the modesty that is characteristic of those rare sixties survivors who both
remember the period and were really there): ‘In truth the only thing that is absolutely
certain is that the music was better.”

But still, the period remains indelibly associated with a rule-breaking,
convention-flouting spirit of rebelliousness. Even Marwick, for whom the
counterculture amounts to the ‘Great Marxisant Fallacy’, admits that ‘things would
never be quite the same again’.? But whether viewed as a golden age or an era of
moral and cultural decline, this new dawn did not, apparently, extend to the British
novel. Although the decade opened with the Lady Chatterley obscenity trial, which
was to become totemic of the libertarian energies of the period — but did not

% Theodore Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture: Reflections on the Technocratic Society & Its Youthful
Opposition (London: Faber & Faber, 1970).

7 George Melly, Revolt Into Style: The Pop Arts in the 50s and 60s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989).
8 Jenny Diski, The Sixties (London: Profile Books, 2010), 3.

% Arthur Marwick, The Sixties: Cultural Revolution in Britain, France, Italy and the United States (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999), 140.
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necessarily, as we shall see, signal British culture’s belated reconciliation with
literary modernism — the novel was perceived as ‘not much changed’; Marwick writes
that ‘for literary innovation, it was necessary to go to the theatre.”’® Whilst drama
found its feet as an audacious, oppositional force under the tutelage of “Sir Larry” at
the newly-founded National Theatre, and found an outspoken, contumacious patron
in theatre critic and dramaturge, Kenneth “Peacock” Tynan, Ginsberg packed out the
Royal Albert Hall with experimental poetry and boom-time hit the New Wave of
British cinema. And yet, in the declinist narratives that — even as London swung —
were so pervasive within the national discourse, literary culture tends to figure as the
terminally-moribund gatekeeper of what became known as the “stagnant society”.
The impact of sixties radicalism upon the literature of the period in America is
easily evinced: from the Romantic free-expressionism of the Beat Movement, to the
radical politics of Amiri Baraka, to the picaresque-psychedelia hippy narratives of
Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters and Tom Wolfe, to the Mennippean satires of Kurt
Vonnegut, to the cabbalistic paranoia of Thomas Pynchon and William Gaddis.
Literary figures — perhaps most notably Kesey, alongside elder statesman, Beat poet
Allen Ginsberg — became the spiritual ringleaders of the wildly disparate groups and
movements that comprise the counterculture of the sixties. In fact, perhaps when
applied to America, the very epithet “countercultural literature” is a misnomer; it
could well be argued that the subversive sensibility that characterises the American
writing of the period is just another iteration of the dissident tradition that is central to
an American canon which has its roots in the Transcendentalism of Emerson,
Hawthorne and Thoreau. Equally in France, for example, literature was very
conspicuously allied with the claims of the ‘68ers. Discourse was everything and
everything was discourse: the revolution would be linguistic. For the radical forms of
resistance that coalesced under the name of post-structuralism — including
Situationism’s critique of the mass media spectacle of advanced capitalism, Tel
Quel’s political interrogation of the sign system and Julia Kristeva and Héléne
Cixous’ conceptualisation of the disruptive and deconstructive force of ['‘écriture
féminine — debates about literary language were central to the événements of
revolutionary ferment in France. In search of something similar in Britain we might

perhaps look to obvious candidates like Beat, junky and countercultural leader-in-

19 Arthur Marwick, British Society Since 1945: The Penguin Social History of Britain (London: Penguin, 2003)
137.
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exile, Alexander Trocchi, or perhaps to the existentialist-manqué, Colin Wilson, but
we would be hard-pressed to construct a similar native countercultural anti-tradition
of tradition-breaking in Britain. In Britain, the literary-historical fate of fiction’s own
experimental tendency during the decade — that of Ann Quin, B.S. Johnson,
Christine Brooke-Rose, Brigid Brophy and Alan Burns, amongst others — was to
become a Shandyean digression in the master narrative of British literary history. In
what follows, | will explore why it is that at a time when British culture was apparently
on the up and up, the novel was perceived as on its uppers. Positioned as the last
man standing of an older and more conservative order, in accounts of the period,
literary fiction is perceived to be lost in the long shadows of literary modernism,
trapped within an insurmountable paradox wherein innovation meant degeneration
and progress meant tradition and still unable to find its bearings in the post-war

world.

The Curious Death of the Novel

During the period, what became known as the “death of the novel” controversy
amongst literary critics and writers such as Roland Barthes, Gore Vidal, John Barth,
Tom Wolfe, Leslie Fiedler, George Steiner and Italo Calvino sought to interrogate
the prevailing sense, amongst whose earliest proponents was José Ortega y Gasset
in his Decline of the Novel (1925), that the novel as an appropriate mode of
expression was now defunct having been swamped by the events of recent history,
its effects “used up” by modernism and its privileged position within the culture now
superseded by the new mass arts of television, film and the mass media. In grand
self-conscious style, the American writer Ronald Sukenick entitled his 1969 fictional
meditation upon the quandary of the novelist and of novelistic writing during the
period, “The Death of the Novel’. Commentators borrowed Ortega y Gasset’s

metaphor of the novel as a ‘vast but finite quarry’"’

to conceive of the form as a pool
of limited resources which had been fruitfully and not-so-fruitfully spent by the radical
innovations of the first decades of the twentieth century. ‘It is erroneous to think of

the novel... as an endless field capable of rendering ever new forms,” Ortega y

1 José Ortega y Gasset, “Notes on the Novel,” in The Dehumanisation of Art and Other Writings on Art and
Culture (New York, NY: Doubleday, 1956), 54.
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Gasset argues in “Notes on the Novel”, ‘present-day writers face the fact that only

112

narrow and concealed veins are left them.” Malcolm Bradbury appears to concur,

arguing that

what the extraordinary achievement of that international and compelling
tendency has seemed to imply was nothing less than the Death of the Novel —
the death, that is, of the novel in its traditional form as the burgher epic, the
novel of social reality, moral assessment, direct representation of life and

history.'

During the sixties, the challenge from literary modernism was held to account
for, at best, prophesising about and, at worst, colluding with the collapse of an
ancient and venerable tradition of liberal humanist thought. The movement — or
rather, the loose agglomeration of artistic practices — we now know — or rather, even
after its (disputed) centenary, still remain in the process of constructing and
reconstructing — as “modernism” was only then, at some decades’ distance,
beginning to be periodised by literary historians. The ‘huge and various collective
phenomenon’ that Graham Hough identifies as a ‘revolution in the literature of the
English language’ had ‘not yet acquired a name’.'* ‘Somebody should write a history
of the word “modern”, writes Frank Kermode in the mid-sixties.'® Then, as now, the
epithet was prone to slippage, its meaning elusive; the “modern period”, the
“‘moderns” and “modernism” were used interchangeably to denote both a historical
period and a supra-historical mode, characterised as both innovative and
traditionalist, humanist and fascist, arcane and colloquial and, under the auspices of
New Criticism, frequently employed to ring-fence value judgements about literature.
And within these belated attempts to take stock of the literary situation of the first
half of the century, in works such as Stephen Spenders The Struggle of the Modern
(1963), Hough’s Image and Experience: Studies in a Literary Revolution (1960),
“What was Modernism?” by Harry Levin and Kermode’s “Modernisms” (1968), the

insistence on “newness” and “novelty”, which — alongside a complex, often

12 1
Ibid., 54.

13 Malcolm Bradbury, “The Novel No Longer Novel,” in No, Not Bloomsbury (London: Andre Deutsch, 1987),
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paradoxical, appeal to tradition — had characterised both modernist self-perception
and critics’ early, tentative definitions of “the modern” was replaced by a view shared
amongst critics that modernism in Britain had drawn the novel to its aesthetic,
political and ethical limits. Cyril Connolly lamented that ‘Flaubert, Henry James,
Proust, Joyce and Virginia Woolf have finished off the novel. Now all will have to be
re-invented as if from the beginning’.'® Henry Green, although himself an admirer of
the work of Céline, Kafka and Joyce admitted that they were ‘like cats which have
licked the plate clean. You've got to dream up another dish if you're to be a writer.’'’

In the sixties, on-going debates about the health (or otherwise) of the novel
were linked to broader concerns surrounding a crisis of identity in post-war Britain.
Britain emerged from World War Il a victorious but, in military, economic and geo-
political terms, much diminished nation. Accounts of the period frequently identify a
“return to realism” as the dominant trend amongst mid-century writing, postulating
that during the post-war years, novelists returned to a tradition of realistic writing to
supply a stable, communal and indigenous system of values and beliefs and to re-
inscribe and reaffirm the rational and empirical values of “Englishness”. Bradbury

glosses the conventional accounts of post-war British fiction thus:

From the beginning of the century to the end of the thirties there was a high
season of Biritish fiction, dominated by major and innovative figures. The war
broke the sequence, and British fiction drew away not only from the modernist
experiment but from the significant developments in fiction taking place
elsewhere, looking instead back to nineteenth- or eighteenth-century sources,
returning to the novel of Bennett and Galsworthy, Dickens and George Eliot,
seeking to reconstruct a pre-modern tradition. In the process the traditional
preoccupations of British fiction, with class and morality, reasserted
themselves, in part as a mode of documentation in a changing Britain, in part

as a return to native and provincial artistic sources.'®

' Cyril Connolly, The Unquiet Grave (London: Hamilton, 1972), 21.

' Henry Green, quoted in Terry Southern, “The Art of Fiction XXII: Henry Green” (interview), Paris Review
19 (Summer 1958), accessed July 23, 2012, http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/4800/the-art-of-fiction-
no-22-henry-green.

18 Malcolm Bradbury, No, Not Bloomsbury (London: Arena, 1989), 99.
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Critical responses to anxieties about the “situation of the novel” in vast critical
surveys by academic éminences grises such as Bradbury, Bernard Bergonzi and
David Lodge amongst others have tended to situate the experimental prose of the
sixties as an adjunct to debates surrounding the British novel’s so-called "return”.
Accounts like Bradbury’s Possibilities: Essays on the State of the Novel (1973),
Bergonzi’'s The Situation of the Novel (1970) and Lodge’s “The Novelist at the
Crossroads” (1969), even whilst actively seeking to refute or at least problematise it,
have tended to reiterate implicitly what Bradbury calls the ‘critical folklore’'® of British
post-war fiction by employing a methodological approach that sustains a facile (and
inaccurate) polarity between “realist” and “experimentalist" strategies of
representation. Moreover, in their attempts to shore up the novel against portents of
its imminent demise by establishing a coherent identity for it, these accounts rush to
generically define a form which had historically broken all of the generic rules and
whose emergence was itself concomitant with the birth of the genre system. Drawing
upon lan Watt’s thesis about “formal realism” from his seminal work The Rise of the
Novel (1956), together with F.R. Leavis’ earlier concept of “significant form”, these
accounts tend to reaffirm existing preconceptions about the synonymity of the realist
genre and the novel form, assumptions that have, | argue, continued to inform the

ways in which we conceive of the practice of fictional writing in Britain.?

Novelist at the Crossroads?

The sixties was an age with a seemingly unquenchable thirst for novelty, as Leslie
Hornby, aka quintessential sixties icon, Twiggy, puts it, ‘anything modern was
wonderful, and anything old was terrible... everything up to date, up to the minute,
brand new and streamlined and contemporary — that's what everything has to
be...”?! For Christopher Booker, in his denunciation of the decade, The Neophiliacs

(1969), which focussed upon the sixties’ passion for change, this ‘keeping pace with

" Ibid., 99.

%0 Mark Spilka later notes, in his account of Novel: A Forum on Fiction’s 1977 Brown University conference on
the state of fiction studies, how Ian Watt’s account of the ‘blend of realism and individualism by which the
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pace’ amounted to a collective myth of pseudo-vitality that actually worked to

occlude the political realities of the period:

The element of black frenzy which had characterised the years up to 1963,
the desparate attempts of the nuclear disarmers, the satirists, the playwrights,
that ‘what’s wrong with Britain’ journalists, to force themselves into reality on a
tide of sensation, had given way to a kind of fairy world where nothing
seemed to matter any longer. The frenzy was still there, as we have seen
from the pop world. But whereas the ‘explosion into reality’ of that former age
— the Labour Party Conference in 1960, the mass arrest of the Committee of
100, the Profumo Affair, even the Orpington by-election had been shattering
and potent, like the surfacing of a poisonous boil — now, in 1964 they seemed

simply like the popping of harmless, brightly coloured bubbles.??

In literature, however, the synonymy between the idea of “the modern” and of “the
contemporary” had lapsed. As Stephen Spender's The Struggle of the Modern
faithfully records, the modern was now very much on the back foot. Frederick R.
Karl, in the introduction to his A Reader’s Guide to the Contemporary English Novel
(1962), writes: ‘The contemporary novel is clearly no longer “modern”.?®
Modernism’s rarefied airs and introspective attitudes seemed wholly unsuited to a
brave new world of affluence, mass culture, technology and the Welfare State. Many
new writers coming up in the fifties reacted against a discredited, prematurely
institutionalised and belatedly periodised version of modernism which, for them
meant Bloomsbury: genteel, arcane, elitist, obscurantist and politically questionable.
The novelist Kingsley Amis was perhaps the most strident in his declamations of the

avant-garde bogeyman:

The idea about experiment being the life-blood of the English novel is one
that dies hard. “Experiment”, in this context, boils down pretty regularly to
“obtruded oddity”, whether in construction — multiple viewpoints and such — or
in style; it is not felt that adventurousness in subject matter or attitude or tone

2 Christopher Booker, The Neophiliacs: The Revolution in English Life in the Fifties and Sixties (London:
Pimlico, 1992), 65.
2 Frederick R. Karl, A Reader’s Guide to the Contemporary English Novel (New York, NY: Noonday, 1962), 4.
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really counts. Shift from one scene to the next in mid-sentence, cut down on
verbs or definite articles, and you are putting yourself right up in the forefront,
at any rate in the eyes of those who were reared on Joyce and Virginia
Woolf...?*

The new, “contemporary” style which (largely for the purposes of a press
hungry for a literary revival that might fill the vacuum left by the war) coalesced
under the banners of “‘the Movement” and later the “Angry Young Men” is seen, for
example, in John Wain’s Hurry on Down (1953), Amis’ Lucky Jim (1954), John
Braine’s Room at the Top (1957), in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1958) by
Alan Sillitoe, in Scenes from Provincial Life (1951) by William Cooper and in Jill
(1946) by Philip Larkin. It was rational, empirical and funny, it prized an appeal to the
‘common reader” and a clear, unadorned and rollicking style over what was
perceived as the rarefied introspection of what had gone before. Rather than
attempting to mine the limits of experience, it set its sights upon the assuredly
knowable world, mocking the old bases of tradition, pricking the pieties of the
establishment and railing against the persistence of class privilege and social
inequality. This was a new, upwardly mobile literature whose authors and avatars —
Amis’ Jim Dixon, Wain’s Charles Lumley and Sillitoe’s Arthur Seaton, for example —
were making their way (or making the existential choice not to) in the “age of
affluence”. Their rallying call was, as John Wain described his policy upon his
seasonable succession of Europhile man of letters, John Lehmann, as editor of the
BBC'’s Third Programme, ‘consolidation’.?® These writers’ self-conscious iconoclasm,
their anti-modernism and anti-cosmopolitanism, their emphasis upon “verbal
hygiene” and the continuity of a great English tradition evince a literature in the
process of “digging in”. These characteristics of the writing of the time are also
related to a partial re-emergence of the political concerns of the thirties, although
without that decade’s emphasis upon Marx.

This, comments Bradbury, was the ‘irreversible situation’ within the literary
scene of the period: ‘to move against [modernism] is to move back’.?® Amis admits

* Kingsley Amis, Spectator, May 2, 1955, 565, cited in Rubin Rabinovitz, The Reaction Against Experiment in
the English Novel, 1950-1960 (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1967), 40-1.

% John Wain, Sprightly Running: Part of an Autobiography (London, Macmillan, 1963), 205.

26 Malcolm Bradbury, Possibilities: Essays on the State of the Novel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973),
170.
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that he and his cadre were ‘reactionaries rather than rebels. We were trying to get
back, let's say, to the pre-Joycean tradition’.?” And after the incredible cultural and
historical transformations of the twentieth century thus far, such a manoeuvre, writes
Bradbury, amounted to a ‘peculiarly nasty subterfuge’. The British, he continues,

were

writing novels as if there was no predicament at all. Their writers, the critics
claimed, were refusing experiment, the strains and pains of form and
perception; they were reinstating materialist and liberal realism, avoiding the
meaning of Beckett, Joyce, Virginia Woolf and reaching to Wells, Bennett,
even back to Henry Fielding. They restored an anciently liberal and humane

universe; they celebrated their own provincialism.?®

Rubin Rabinovitz, in his 1967 study of this tendency, The Reaction Against
Experiment in the British Novel, which, as Stonebridge and MacKay argue, ‘was to
set the terms for readings of the immediate post-war novel for over a decade’,

sums up the realist temper of the period:

The critical mood in England has produced a climate in which traditional
novels can flourish and anything out of the ordinary is given the denigratory
label ‘experiment’ and neglected ... [T]he successful novelist in England
becomes, too quickly, a part of the London literary establishment. ... All too
often he uses his position as a critic to endorse the type of fiction he himself is
writing and to attack those whose approach is different.*

Insisting that the ‘thesis that the English novel has, since the war, taken a
separate and self-isolating path is itself becoming a mystifying falsity’*' (Bradbury)
and that the ‘picture... of an incorrigibly insular England defending an obsolete

" Kingsley Amis, quoted in Michael Barber, “The Art of Fiction LIX: Kingsley Amis” (interview), Paris
Review 64 (Winter 1975), 46.

*% Bradbury, Possibilities, 170.

* Lyndsey Stonebridge and Marina MacKay, “Introduction,” British Fiction After Modernism: The Novel at
Mid-Century (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 5.

30 Rabinovitz, The Reaction Against Experiment, 168-70.
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realism against the life-giving invasions of fabulation’ is an ‘oversimplification’®?
(Lodge), Bradbury and Lodge argue that this ‘folkloristic view*® is one imposed upon
British fiction from without by American critics like Karl and Rabinovitz, as well as
James Gindin in his Postwar British Fiction: New Accents and Attitudes (1962).
However, even whilst they tentatively attest to a ‘rising mood of experiment and
textual enquiry’within the British novel during the period,** these accounts still affirm
traditional assumptions about the givenness of the relationship between the English
literary mind-set and realistic writing. In his account, Lodge comments that ‘there is a
good deal of evidence that the English literary mind is peculiarly committed to
realism, and resistant to non-realistic literary modes to an extent that might be
described as prejudice’.®® He famously imagines the novelist standing ‘at the
crossroads’ between the central thoroughfare of realistic writing and the side alley of

experiment:

The situation of the novelist today may be compared to a man standing at a
crossroads. The road on which he stands (I am thinking primarily of the
English novelist) is the realistic novel, the compromise between fictional and
empirical modes. In the ‘fifties there was a strong feeling that this was the
main road, the central tradition, of the English novel, coming down through
the Victorians and Edwardians, temporarily diverted by modernist
experimentalism, but subsequently restored (by Orwell, Isherwood, Greene,
Waugh, Powell, Angus Wilson, C.P. Snow, Amis, Sillitoe, Wain, etc., etc.) to

its true course.*®

These accounts, then, tend to be dominated by a realist-experimentalist
dichotomy, which sets up an opposition between a detached, obscure, aloof
experimentalism, perceived as belatedly and exhaustedly modern and
overshadowed by the legacies of Joyce and Beckett and a liberal and more humane,
indigenous tradition of realist writing. Critical engagement with an emergent
experimental tendency — typified in the novels of Johnson, Ann Quin, Christine

2 David Lodge, “The Novelist at the Crossroads,” in The Novel Today, ed. Malcolm Bradbury (London:
Fontana, 1978), 90.

* Bradbury, No, Not Bloomsbury, 9.

* Ibid., 111.

35 Lodge, “Crossroads,” 88.

% Tbid., 100.
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Brooke-Rose, Brigid Brophy, amongst others, but also present in their more
“mainstream” counterparts such as Muriel Spark, Doris Lessing, Iris Murdoch, John
Fowles and Wiliam Golding — tends to be ancillary to debates about the
appropriateness of the realist mode to give form to social and cultural change and its
ability to produce panoramic fictions that might heal the rifts caused by these
transformations. Experiment has fared little better in subsequent accounts, allied
with a period of literary history that expatriate Frederick Bowers, in his contribution to
a special issue of Granta entitled “The End of the English Novel”, scorns for ‘its
conformity, its traditional sameness, and its realistically rendered provincialism’,
caricaturing it as ‘local, quaint and self-consciously xenophobic’,*” or perceived as a
derivative and untimely rear-guard avant-garde.

The more recent accounts of twentieth-century history that appeared as part
of a rash of fin-de-siécle literary stock-taking around the turn of the millennium seem
content to rehearse the old realist-experimentalist divide, to pitch the experimental
novel against its realist counterpart and find the former lacking — in popular success,
in a tenable politics, in aesthetic achievement — and dismiss it to the peripheries of
literary history. Against the dominant realist mode — both then and now — the vague,
slippery epithet “experimental” is generally deployed by critics to euphemise
aestheticised dandyism, or a moral compass gone awry. Andrzej Gasiorek’s Post-
War Fiction: Realism and After (1995) is a rare example of a recent account of post-
war British fiction which remain unbeholden to this “great divide” (Stonebridge and
MacKay’s Fiction After Modernism [2007] and Randall Stevenson’s The Last of
England? [2004] are others). In his preface, Gasiorek declares his interest in those
‘writers whose works deliberately fall somewhere between what Barthes calls the
scriptible and the lisible, and which try to reconceptualise realism rather than reject it
outright’.*® He suggests that the ‘distinctions between “realist” and “experimental” or
between “traditional” and “innovative™ are now ‘so irrelevant to the post-war period
that they should be scrapped altogether.”

The persistence of these distinctions is perplexing, especially given the
myriad ways in which literary postmodernism has sought to challenge and transform

our very understanding of what constitutes realistic narrative. The fabulation, self-

37 Frederick Bowers, “An Irrelevant Parochialism,” Granta 3 (Spring 1980), 151.
38 Andrzej Gasiorek, Post-War British Fiction: Realism and After (London: Edward Arnold, 1995), 4.
39 1.
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reflexivity, fantastic narratives, magic, and latterly, hysterical realism that emerged
from the broad church of British postmodernism all, in different ways, sought to wed
an ethical commitment to the real with an embrace of the new opportunities offered
by formal and linguistic innovation: to offer a voice to those previously debarred from
realist discourse, for example, to re-assimilate forgotten histories, to bring together
the traditionally warring factions of critical theory and creative writing and to confront

what Kermode calls the ‘horror of contingency’*

that realist discourse, by its very
nature, seeks to order, smooth over, make meaningful. Brian Richardson, in his
audacious re-evaluation of modern British literary history, “Remapping the Present”,
argues that this admixture of realistic expression and fictional innovation, which
constitutes an ‘ingenious [attempt] to conjoin the otherwise opposed poetics of
realism and postmodernism’ as “postmodernism realism™, may well turn out to be a
‘substantial and distinctively British contribution to the development of fiction”.*’
Similarly, the novelist and critic A.S. Byatt, in a 1979 essay addressing the
intersection between “realist” and “experimentalist” modes of writing, “People in
Paper Houses”, astutely identifies a ‘curiously symbiotic relationship between old
realism and new experiment’. For Byatt, unlike Lodge, British fiction’s realist legacies
are not perceived as a heritage too weighty to cast off, but a richly generative point
of departure for new and innovative writing. Drawing the two poles together, in her
essay she explores the ways in which the realist tradition and the experimental
impulse work together contrapuntally in productive tension within the novels of John
Fowles, Wilson, Murdoch and Lessing. She advocates a mode of ‘self-conscious

moral realism’, which constitutes

an awareness of the difficulty of “realism” combined with a strong moral
attachment to its values, a formal need to comment on their fictiveness
combined with a strong sense of the value of a habitable imagined world, a
sense that models, literature and “the tradition” are ambiguous and

* Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (London: Oxford University Press,
1968), 135.

*! Brian Richardson, “Remapping the Present: The Master Narrative of Modern Literary History and the Lost
Forms of Twentieth Century Fiction,” Twentieth Century Literature 43. no. 3(Autumn 2007), 299.
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problematic goods combined with a profound nostalgia for, rather than

rejection of, the great works of the past. *2

So, if, contrary to the critical accounts of the period of Amis, Rabinovitz and others, a
significant feature of British post-war fiction could be said to be the ways in which
realism and experimentation have rubbed along together very productively, then why
is it that this time-worn polarity continues to be reiterated?

The problem seems to lie with the ways in which the British mid-century novel
has been negatively defined against postmodernism by subsequent literary critics.
Efforts to hail a literary renaissance spearheaded by Martin Amis, lan McEwan and
Salman Rushdie in Britain in the eighties have tended to emphasise the post-
consensus novel’s radical break with the post-war period. The ‘end of the English
novel’, editor Bill Buford’s introduction to Granta’s special issue assured, signalled
not the death knell of the form, but the beginnings of a British novel:

The fiction of today is... testimony to an invasion of outsiders, using a
language larger than the culture. Today the imagination resides along the
peripheries; it is spoken through a minority discourse, with the dominant
tongue re-appropriated, re-commanded, and importantly reinvigorated.*®

Although the appropriateness of this new nomenclature for the emergent devolved
and postcolonial identities of the British fiction of the time is debatable — and indeed
this issue of categorisation remains largely unresolved — this particular iteration of
the perennial debate illustrates the persistence of the peculiar relationship between
literary tradition and national culture in Britain. Laura Marcus and Peter Nicholls write
that the ‘troubled relation of internationalist perspectives to nationalist ones’ is
‘another version’ of the ‘tension between change and continuity’.** By the seventies
and eighties the idea of a ‘Great Tradition” had become associated with
conservatism, empiricism, insularity, even philistinism and xenophobia. Literary

historians’ attempts to periodise British postmodernism have tended to reassert this

*2 A.S. Byatt, “People in Paper Houses: Attitudes to ‘Realism’ and ‘Experiment’ in English Post-War Fiction,”
in Passions of the Mind: Selected Writings (New York, NY: Knopf, 2012), 181.

* Bill Buford, “The End of the English Novel,” Granta 3 (Spring 1980), 16.

* Laura Marcus and Peter Nicholls, eds. “Introduction,” The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century English
Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), i.
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‘troubled relation’, heralding an innovative, newly cosmopolitan, theory-savvy British
contemporary novel at the expense of acknowledging the continuity and influence of
home-grown traditions of writing and of thought.

Endeavouring to overturn the conventional perception of a British literary
establishment where critical theory is perceived as a pernicious form of Gallic
‘literary rabies’,*® critics have sought to emphasise British postmodernism’s
importation and keen assimilation of the structuralist and post-structuralist agenda
from continental Europe and America. The hybridity, textual self-referentiality and
formal and linguistic innovation of the British contemporary novel has been credited
to the theories of fiction developed by Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida and Julia
Kristeva, amongst others. If literary genealogies locate novelistic progenitors for the
British postmodern novel, they tend to come from the French nouveau roman —
writers like Michel Butor, Nathalie Sarraute and particularly Alain Robbe Grillet —
who were themselves as much engaged in novel theory as they were in practice.
The ‘baton of innovation’, as Randall Stevenson puts it, ‘sometimes has to be carried
by another team before the British outfit can continue its own rather erratic course
down the tracks of literary history’.*®

What scant critical attention the British experimental novel of the sixties has
received has tended to be reserved in the main for the writers Christine Brooke-
Rose and J.G. Ballard. As fictional explorations of the tenets of critical theory that
are underpinned by the very theoretical architecture that presses the mode of their
interpretation, Brooke-Rose’s “crictions” are a gift to theoretically-minded critics. The
multinational, multilingual cosmopolitanism of her biography seems to have
legitimated Brooke-Rose amongst a British critical establishment which, on the one
hand, is still mired in self-conscious philistinism and knee-jerkedly hostile towards
“experimental writing” and “French theory”, and, on the other, is all too keen to
disavow what is perceived as the paucity and theoretical ignorance of British
narrative fiction. Ballard, meanwhile, within British writing has become the exception
that proves the rule. The British experimental writer and sixties provocateur died in
2009 having acquired the status of a prophetic and (rather unlikely) much-loved

national treasure in no small part due to his novels’ generic unplaceability, his long-

* Randall Stevenson, ‘No Experiments Please, We’re British: Postmodernism and Contemporary Fiction in
Britain,” in Postmodernism and Contemporary Fiction in Britain, ed. E. Smyth (London: Batsford, 1991), 23.
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standing affiliation with Science Fiction delivering his oeuvre from the strict protocols
that govern the writing and the reading of “literary” fiction in Britain, and his late-
period move into the mainstream, apparently serving to legitimate it.

So, was the fiction of the sixties simply more of the same milk bar messiahs
and upwardly mobile lucky Jims, rebelling against tradition and yet somehow doing
so in very disappointingly and unambitiously traditional novels? Did the writers of the
period really believe, as Amis famously commented in relation to the planned
expansion of higher education in 1960, that ‘more would mean worse’? And how
broadly were these views shared and manifested within fiction? Does our vision of
mid-century writing as one in which the novel collapsed back into middle-of-the-road
social realism provide a substantive picture of the fiction of the period? If such a
picture of British writing is accurate, then why is it that the literature of this “right little
tight little island” did not also get swept up in the myriad transformations of this most
transformative of decades? And if the received narrative is wanting, then why does
the literary history of the sixties continue to be written up in terms of its quietude?

In what follows, via the work of Quin, this study will attempt to present an
alternative picture of the fiction of the sixties, which attests to the existence of
outward-looking but indigenous traditions of experiment that have been neglected
within existing accounts of literary history that tend to focus upon the so-called
inward turn of modernism, or the turning inside-out of fictional conventions of
postmodernism, or the insider-outsider, Empire Writes Back double perspectives of
the post-colonial. The task of positioning anew a kind of inveterately self-conscious
writing that was itself so caught up and implicated within the period’s debates about
the novel’s role in culture cannot be a relatively simple matter of the careful and
nuanced welding of text and context. Scene-setting is going to be lengthy. The
introduction to this study will attempt to sustain the interrelated parallel stories of, on
the one hand, those cultural, intellectual and historical forces that governed the
reception and the perception of experimental writing and, on the other, those from
whence the British experimental novel emerged. And by considering how the
experimental novel was conceived of, and how it conceived of itself, | will attempt to
re-think these novels’ complicated and under-theorised relationship to literature and
culture and begin — | hope — to attest to their literary and cultural significance.

| begin by looking prior to the sixties, to trace the historiographic debates and
negotiations of British literary identity in the period immediately following World War
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[I. This introduction will provide an extended commentary upon a tradition of thinking
about the role of the novel in culture. Firstly, | will examine the ways in which in the
era’s debates surrounding the “stagnant society” and the “two cultures” the novel
was implicated as a key part in the etiological puzzle of “what’s wrong with Britain”.
Noting how such a contrivance is itself indicative less of the novel’s part in the
country’s “scumbled” national life and more of the continuing centrality of the novel
to the ways in which Britain conceived of (and metaphysically re-visioned) itself
during the period, this study will then move on to trace the persistence of Arnoldian
thinking during the period, culminating in the nascent school of English Cultural
Studies. | will examine the significance of the ways in which the declinist thesis that
dominated conceptions of British nationhood during the twentieth century has been
yoked to the fortunes of the novel, the effects of the predominance of
preoccupations with historical and stylistic positioning, periodisation and
categorisation within British literary criticism and the (continuing) implications for the
reception of innovative fiction in Britain of a lingering Leavisism that situates art as a
guide to the “good life”. This chapter will investigate how, in spite of portents of its
imminent demise, the novel continued to be mobilised by an anxious culture to fulfil
its traditional obligations as the liberal humanist form par excellence. In the final
chapter of this study, on Quin’s Tripticks, | pick up the threads of the story of British
Kulturkritik again to consider and reassess the ways in which a largely forgotten
indigenous tendency of countercultural writing during the sixties drew upon a lineage
from the visual arts to attempt to re-envision and articulate an alternative role for the
novel in Britain.

Whilst thinkers from other disciplines enlisted the novel to help “warm
through” their metaphysics, amongst literary intellectuals themselves, faith in the
Leavis-Eliot orthodoxy had lapsed. | will examine the cris de conscience felt
throughout the liberal literary intelligentsia in the aftermath of wartime and their
profound uncertainties about the role the novel could now play within a culture
whose deepest and most foundational truths — those that the novel was perceived to
embody and to elevate — were felt to have been denuded. This sense that it was not
just the world that had changed but also our very means of apprehending it was
linked to a crisis of representation amongst a generation of novelists who sought to
reconcile their writerly responsibility of finding new ways to articulate the new
circumstances of selfhood, truth and experience within the parameters of a form that
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was felt to belong to a previous, kinder age and within a political climate that was felt
to threaten the very existence of the novelist and novelistic writing. My introduction
will examine how, like Quin, the writers of the period sought ways out of their
quandary by employing fictional narrative — the sceptical art par excellence of a
sceptical age — as a self-metaphorising form to at once mimic ironically the ways in
which we attempt to make sense of our lives through narrativisation and to radically
extend the limits of narrative, in order to better capture human life in its fullness, and
thereby, in turn, broaden the remit of human experience itself. Finally, | return to the
novel of the fifties to reassess the work of Amis, Wain, Braine et al. and, in the light
of this closer and more nuanced picture of the complicated contexts of mid-century
fiction, to take another look at the “return to realism” which seems to have become
the critical blind-spot of twentieth-century literary history. Reassessing its effects,
and finding that undoubtedly it too registered the uncertainties of the period — that
the novels of the fifties constitute less a return to, and more a perplexed and
alienated transformation of, the traditional ways in which we understand ourselves —
| question the notion that the epithet could be accurately applied to even the novels

most inextricably associated with the “return to realism”.

A ‘Stagnant Society’?

Even as the sixties began to swing, a sense of kulturpessimismus was so pervasive
amongst commentators it had, as David Reynolds comments, become cliché.*” The
absence of Britain’s very own “economic miracle”, together with the belated and
reluctant acknowledgement of its diminished imperial status after Suez and the
Cuban Missile Crisis, produced a sense of profound anxiety about the state of the
nation. The Suez Crisis of 1956 was the moment when, as Eric Hobsbawm notes,
the ‘international decline of Britain became so evident that not even the highly
developed national faculty for voluntary blindness could conceal it'. But only
amongst the most dyed-in-the-wool upper-class colonials was the handing back of
India in 1947, after 200 years of colonial involvement, framed in terms of the impact
of the loss of empire upon the national psyche. More widely, and across the political

4 David Reynolds, Britannia Overruled: British Policy & World Power in the 20" Century (London: Longman,
1991) 233.
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spectrum, the “granting” (as it was pitched at the time) of independence to Britain’s
former colonies was perceived as a final act of imperial benevolence; the proper and
decent end to an empire-building project driven by the blood and sweat of Victorian
moralism. The Commonwealth, for now, still remained, as Labour M.P. Maurice
Edelman argued, ‘one of the great progressive manifestations in the history of
mankind’.*®

Off the record, however, Britain had had little choice but to end its extremely
costly involvement with India; the end of the Raj was ushered in on terms dictated by
the Anglo-American loan which brought Britain back from the brink of bankruptcy.
When, in 1956, President Eisenhower granted Britain a much-needed IMF loan on
the condition that Britain must subsequently effect a ceasefire in Egypt and withdraw
from the region, the recognition that the British lion’s roar was now merely a whimper
could no longer be confined to the corridors of power. As Prime Minister Anthony
Eden commented in a memorandum, the humiliation of Suez ‘has not so much
changed our fortunes as revealed realities’.* Britain was finally forced to recognise
that it had ceded its place on the world stage to the United States and to the Soviet
Union, the newly-minted superpowers who, each hovering over the big red button,
were now engaged in a pact of mutually-assured destruction, a Cold War that would
last almost half a century.

This was the beginning of the Anglo-American “special relationship”. Harold
Macmillan, unwilling to sacrifice Britain’s national sovereignty for membership of the
nascent EEC alongside “the Six”, chose instead to ally Britain with the United States
in a relationship of dependence that he likened at the time to that of the Greeks and
the Romans. The Suez adventure had unveiled not only Britain’s fallen geopolitical
status but also its economic weakness. The two were inextricably linked; Britain no
longer boasted the industrial muscle that had underwritten its empire-building
project. Divested of its colonial dependents, Britain was now itself dependent on the
grace and favour of more powerful nations. In 1963, Harold Wilson made his election
pledge to forge a new Britain ‘in the white heat of the technological revolution’, but
there were widespread concerns that Britain was to be left behind by this third
industrial revolution whilst nascent superpowers like America, Japan and Germany,

with its economic miracle, strode ahead.

4 United Kingdom. Hansard Parliamentary Debates, June 6, 1962, vol. 661, cc. 484-608.
“ PREM 11/1 138, Eden memorandum, December 28, 1956.
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The end of rationing in 1954 had marked the beginnings of a consumer boom
and what would come to be known as the Age of Affluence. As ‘affluence came
hurrying on the heels of penury’,”® the ‘new England’ that J.B. Priestley had
anticipated in his 1933 English Journey, that had been stalled by World War Il and
its aftershocks, was finally beginning to emerge. As the writer Wayland Young notes
in a 1956 issue of Encounter.

Since George Orwell published The Road to Wigan Pier in 1936, Wigan has
changed from barefoot malnutrition to nylon and television, from hollow
idleness to flush contentment. The landscape is the same all right, but as

soon as the figures come on you are clean out of Orwell-land.”’

Full employment and rising wages brought about a ‘social revolution’ in which
prosperity was not only confined to the upper echelons of the middle classes but
was enjoyed throughout the class system. But whilst at home, Britons enjoyed the
plentiful bounties of full employment, affordable consumer durables and the welfare
state, amongst commentators there was widespread anxiety about Britain’s new
positioning upon a radically altered world stage. Worries about British economic
competitiveness abroad — encompassing concerns about the relative sluggishness
of Britain’s post-war economic recovery, the influx of cheap American imports and
the decline of the British manufacturing industry — were rife and, in fact, had been
throughout an apparent age of plenty. As Lawrence Black and Hugh Pemberton
point out, the fact that Harold Macmillan’s famous 1957 declaration that Britons had
‘never had it so good’ had been appended by the remark that *...what is beginning to
worry some of us is “Is it too good to be true?” or perhaps | should say “Is it too good
to last?”, is seldom remembered.*

Declinism in the sixties was by no means politically partisan. Whilst narratives
of decline were mobilised by a perplexed and anxious Right in the service of “one
nation” conservatism and imperial nostalgia, they gained currency too on a
fragmented and disillusioned Left. High hopes that the end of the war would bring to

**Harry Hopkins, The New Look: A Social History of the Forties and Fifties in Britain, (London: Secker and
Warburg, 1964), 309.
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fruition the social democratic project of political reform, centralised economic
planning and social engineering — a project that had been tentatively begun in the
revolutionary fervour of the thirties and delayed by the outbreak of war — had been
dashed by the failure of successive Conservative and Labour governments to deliver
on the promises of the Beveridge Report of 1942. Subsequently, the “spirit of '45”
which Ken Loach celebrates in his recent, eponymous film was felt to be something
of a wash out. The sense of national unity forged in the air raid shelters and ration
queues had fostered hopes of a new start for Britain. Exhausted Britons, however,
were by no means keen to extend the heroic efforts and drastic measures of
wartime. The recovery of hearths and homes could only ever be too lethargic for a
population eager to enjoy the hard-won pleasures of peace. Despite the claims
about the egalitarianism of the social democratic post-war consensus, the promise of
social mobility and equality of opportunity remained a distant dream for the many
and a mixed blessing for the few, upwardly-mobile avatars of welfare capitalism, who
found themselves displaced in a society that remained riven by class conflict. The
playwright Dennis Potter described the guilt-ridden, anxious plight of the scholarship
boy in an essay entitled “Base Ingratitude?” in the New Statesman in 1958. The
working-class undergraduate, Potter writes, ‘cannot stomach the two languages that
divide up the year, the torn loyalties and perpetual adjustments, the huge chasm
between the classes’.*

‘We are revolutionaries’, lamented J.B. Priestley in the same publication in
1949, ‘who have not swept away anything’:

We are Tories loudly denouncing taxes and regulations chiefly invented by
Tory Ministers. We are Socialists busy creating peers and cheering pretty
princesses. We are dreary self-righteous people with a passion for gin,
tobacco, gambling and ballet. We are a nation of Sabbath-keepers who do
not go to church. We toil to keep ourselves alive, with three tea-breaks, a five-
day week and Wednesday afternoons off for the match. We spend so much
time arguing about food we have no time to cook it properly. We spend
fourpence on our culture, and several million pounds a year advertising it. We

get free spectacles and false teeth and, for lack of hospital beds, may die in a

3 Dennis Potter, ‘Base Ingratitude?’ New Statesman, May 3, 1958, 562.
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ditch. We have probably the best children and dullest adults in Europe. We
are a Socialist-Monarchy that is really the last monument of Liberalism.>*

Later in this thesis, | explore the ways in which Quin chronicles this tawdry and
quietly desperate milieu with grim fascination in Berg and in Three. England, she
writes, was a place ‘where [she] could no longer belong’.>® ‘So much time’, she
laments in her unfinished novel, Ghostworm, ‘spent in a country where hearing it
meant just another day of voices commenting Cold [sic] today yes but not as cold as
yesterday.”™® She, like fellow English discontent Lawrence Durrell, wore heavily
those ‘cultural swaddling clothes™” which he calls ‘the English death’. In his novel
The Black Book (1959), Durrell seeks to shine the light under the ‘phantasmagoria’

of Englishry and anatomise the ‘problems... of the anglo-saxon psyche’ [sic]:

Toward evening, when | walk down the row of suburban houses, watching the
blinds lowered to salute the day’s death, with no companion but that municipal
donkey the postman, | find myself in a world of illusion whose furniture can
only be ghosts. In the lounge the veterans sit like Stonehenge under the
diffuse light of the lamps. Old women stuck like clumps of cactus in their
chairs. The Times is spread out over the dead, like washing hung out on
bushes to dry. Footsteps and voices alike trodden out in the dusty carpets;
and the faint Aeolian sofas appealing to the statues. Night. The clock whirrs
inside its greenhouse of glass, and the Japanese fans breathe a soft
vegetable decay into the room. There is nothing to do, nothing to be done.®

Similarly, Martha Quest, in Doris Lessing’s 1969 novel, The Four-Gated City, the fifth
and final part of her “Children of Violence” cycle set in fifties Britain, arrives in a time-
lagged and ruined London that is positively Patrick Hamilton-esque in its meanness
and decrepitude; damp-to-the-bones and efflorescent with mould, the Thames runs
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with effluent and the sky is ‘low [and] weeping™®. Here the press are convinced that
Britain is being driven to rack and ruin by the ‘grip of red-handed socialists’; Martha
cannot ‘pick up a newspaper or listen to the radio without feeling as if she were in
the middle of the Russian revolution, or something not far from it in cataclysmic
thoroughness’.?% But in fact ‘nothing much had changed’ in this country;®' she finds a
milieu dilapidated and seedy, ‘something not far off conditions described in books
about the thirties’.%? The Britain of The Four Gated City is one hopped up on its own
myth and staunchly refusing to confront a sobering reality. A country deluding itself
with the perceived threat of socialism, preoccupied with the reds under the bed, and
wilfully ignoring the low-down state of the nation:

[T]his was a country absorbed in myth, doped and dozing and dreaming,
because if there was one common fact or factor underlying everything else, it
was that nothing was as it was described — as if a spirit of rhetoric (because
of the war?) had infected everything, made it impossible for any fact to be

seen straight.®®

The revelation of Stalin’s war crimes in a “secret” speech by the Leader of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Nikita Kruschev, in 1956, which brought
allegations of a cover-up by the British Communist Party, and the Party’s official
endorsement of Russian intervention in the Hungarian Uprising of that year, caused
a crisis of conscience amongst the British Left. Thousands denounced Marxism and
almost one-fifth were driven to revoke their membership of the Party. The socialist
movement in Britain was left wracked and in tatters and wholly disillusioned with
party politics.

Perry Anderson and Tom Nairn, the figureheads of one faction of the British
Left, which regrouped around the new New Left Review, shared this sense of crisis,
but argued that existing accounts had focused on elaborating a diagnosis and had
neglected to articulate the real and more complex causes of British decline.
Furthermore, they proposed that this analytical blind spot and lack of historical
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consciousness was endemic to British national culture and was, in turn, a crucial
factor in the Left's malaise. In a series of essays published in the New Left Review
over the course of the sixties, they developed what became known as the Anderson-
Nairn thesis on British decline. According to them, the ‘idiosyncratic’ development of
British society had produced an ‘elastic and all-embracing hegemonic order’ which,
never challenged from below, had held a ‘tranquil and unchallenged sovereignty’
over a stultifying national culture.®* An incomplete bourgeois revolution had not only
failed to displace the agrarian ruling elite, but had transformed them into a powerful
capitalist class. The industrial revolution had served only to allow an aspirational
bourgeoisie to assimilate into the old aristocracy to form a new ruling bloc which was
never under any real threat from an embryonic proletariat for whom ‘Marxism came
too late’.®® This alliance was consolidated by imperialism and, uniquely amongst its
European neighbours, had not been rocked by defeat or occupation throughout the
twentieth century’s two world wars.

Britain’s economic difficulties, its struggles to confront a diminished post-
imperial future and concerns about the moribund condition of the Left inspired
national soul-searching. The national discourse during the period was dominated by
narratives of decline. Amongst a raft of best-selling declinist disquisitions during the
period were Michael Shank’s Penguin special, The Stagnant Society (1961),
Anthony Sampson’s Anatomy of Britain (1962), British Economic Policy Since the
War (1958) by Andrew Shonfield, Anthony Hartley’s A State of England (1963),
Nicholas Davenport’'s The Split Society (1964). In the run up to the 1964 general
election, Penguin published a series of books entitled What's Wrong with Britain —
including Eric Wigham’s What’s Wrong with the Unions? (1961) and What’s Wrong
with British Industry? (1964) by Rev Malik. Commentators debated the “suicide of
the nation” — often even whilst attempting to distance themselves from the “state of
the nation” mania — in an eponymous issue of “Encounter” edited by Arthur Koestler
in 1963.
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The ‘Scumbled’ National Life

Commentators suspected that Britain’s economic problem was a mere token of a
deeper and more intractable malaise; a spiritual crisis whose origins lay in the most
fundamental assumptions of British society. As Koestler writes in his introduction:

We hold... that psychological factors and cultural attitudes are at the root of
the economic evils — not the loss of Empire, not the huge sums we must
spend on armaments, not the misfortune that the steam engine was invented
by an Englishman. “We are at the moment dying by the mind,” wrote lan

Nairn, “it is the mind which must will the change.”®®

Britain’s inability to do just that, to adapt to its new context, was a diagnosis shared
by many during the period. For Koestler, the British lion had squandered its wartime
victories and, preferring the comforts of self-deception to acknowledging ignoble
truths, was back, ostrich-like as ever, to business as usual:

At times of emergency he rises magnificently to the occasion. In between
emergencies he buries his head in the sand with the tranquil conviction that

Reality is a nasty word invented by foreigners.®’

John Holloway, in a series of essays entitled “English Culture and the Feat of
Transformation”, published in The Listener in 1967, agrees. Unlike the nations of
mainland Europe, where the experience of occupation had been ‘great and
transforming’, where the old certainties had collapsed and ‘reality [had] broken
through’, wartime in Britain, Holloway argues, had been ‘a matter of sticking it out:
Dunkirk, raids, rationing, refusing to let events prevent one from holding fast to the
old ways.”®® The war, he argues, had simply vindicated the status quo. A long and
unbroken history, uninterrupted by the revolutions, occupations and invasions that
had transformed Britain’s European counterparts, had produced a traditionalist
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culture that seemed to be content with quietly revelling in its own quiddity. Britain,
according to Koestler, had not become a meritocracy but had remained a
‘mediocracy’ of bumbling Sunday drivers, putterers and dilletantes, who were
inveterately manqué, busying themselves with their parochial peccadillos, positively
hostile to efficiency, rationalism and expertise and by no means capable of
withstanding the ‘white heat’ of the scientific revolution anticipated in Harold Wilson’s
era-defining speech in 1963.

In an essay entitled “Get Out and Push!” published in Tom Maschler’s
polemical state-of-the-nation collection, Declaration (1957), film-maker and co-
founder of the Free Cinema movement, Lindsay Anderson, describes Britain’s post-

war, post-imperial spiritual homecoming:

Let’s face it; coming back to Britain is always something of an ordeal. It ought
not be, but it is. And you don’t have to be a snob to feel it. It isn’t just the food,
the sauce bottles on the café tables, and the chips with everything... After all,
there are things that matter even more than these; and returning from the
continent, today in 1957, we feel these strongly too. A certain civilised (as
opposed to cultured), quality in everyday life: a certain humour; an
atmosphere of tolerance, decency and relaxation. A solidity, even a warmth.

We have come home. But the price we pay is high.

For coming back to Britain is also, in many respects, like going back to the
nursery. The outside world, the dangerous world, is shut away: its sounds are
muffled... Nanny lights the fire, and sits herself down with a nice cup of tea

and yesterday’s Daily Express; but she keeps half an eye on us t00.%°

An addled, conservative elite that was mired in an imperial nostalgia for some
prelapsarian past and hubristically convinced of its own continuity was perceived to
have instituted what was commonly known at the time as a “cult of amateurism”.

Sampson, in Anatomy of Britain, describes a nation dominated by an overweening,
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out-dated and archaic establishment, which had become ‘dangerously out of touch

with the public, insensitive to change, and wrapped up in their private rituals’:"

The civil service, the palace, the honours system, have all projected an
apparently unchanged and permanent world; while Britain becomes again a
competitive trading nation, the weight of tradition and prestige remains in an
imperial context. Of all the ideas which the Victorians fostered, surely the
most dangerous was permanence — whether of Britain’s supremacy, of
consols or of the “permanent way”. While the sense of the future and the
radicalism of the Victorians evaporated, the idea of permanence remained.
Railways, family firms, coal mines or regiments all acquired the safe,

unchanging character of a country estate.”’

Despite the paranoia about encroaching totalitarian regimes that was pervasive
during the era which W.H. Auden christened the “age of anxiety”, for these
commentators what’s wrong with Britain had less to do with a sinister and all-
powerful centralised state control, and more to do with concerns about a nation
where public pomp and pageantry concealed a hidden seat of power that was
diffuse and elusive and perpetuated by bureaucratic conformism. British public life
was governed by the ‘ubiquitous figure of Muddle’ and administered by an unofficial
officialdom of mandarins and middle managers — ‘thousands of men muttering about
their duty “to whom they serve”.” The threat came not from coolly technocratic
efficiency, but from the muddled British credo that Sampson describes as an
example of the credo, ‘it's odd but it works’.”®

During the period, the public school, with its old school ties and old boys’
clubs that initiated successive generations into the ranks of the elect, became the
emblematic institutional base of the establishment’s insidious and intractable power.
In the 1968 film /f..., named after the Rudyard Kipling poem which celebrates
traditional British values, the public school functions as the mise-en-scéne for a
furious indictment of the famous stoicism, stiff upper lip and sense of moral
superiority of the British establishment that are, for director, Lindsay Anderson, mere
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cover for rampant chauvinism, snobbery, lassitude and barbarism. In the words of
protagonist, Mick Travis, addressed to head Whip, Rowntree:

The thing | hate about you, Rowntree, is the way you give Coca Cola to your
Scum and your best teddy bear to Oxfam and expect us to lick your frigid
fingers for the rest of your frigid life.”

Based upon Anderson’s own experiences of his despised alma mater, Cheltenham
College, the film is, in part, an almost proto-Foucauldian study of the ways in which
social control is disseminated, replicated and internalised amongst the ‘docile
bodies’ of the school pupils within this citadel of the elect. The headmaster of the
school is remote and slippery, eager to pay lip service to the rapid societal changes
of the present and espouses open-mindedness, fair punishment, progressivism,
claiming to sympathise with the long hairs’ ‘blameless form of existentialism’.”
However, underneath his laissez-faire “decency” operates a draconian regime where
“college spirit” is instilled via fascistic spectacle, inscrutable rituals and war games.
Enforced public conformity is matched by private perversity — the lascivious matron
is brought close to orgasm by recorder music, a female teacher wanders the dorms
naked whilst fondling the boys’ belongings. The college’s moral compass is provided
by a slavering pederast chaplain and the energies of dissent are put down by ritual
humiliation, cold showers, regular beatings, brisk cross-country runs, the mediated
violence of the rugby pitch and, perhaps most evocatively, the march of the jack
boot. The fervent emotional lives of these teenage boys are furtively channelled into
homoerotic longing. Discipline is administered and punishment delivered upon the
unguestioningly obedient “Scum” of the lower forms by a band of dandified and
sadistic senior “Whips” in the name of a credo of ‘self-reliance, service [and] self-
sacrifice’ best summed up by war hero General Denison’s Founder's Day
benediction:

Today it is fashionable to belittle tradition...The old orders that made our
nation a living force are for the most part scorned... But what have they got to
put in their place? [...] Freedom is the heritage of every Englishman... but we
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won'’t stay free unless we'’re ready to fight. And you won’t be any good as
fighters unless you know something about discipline, the habit of obedience,
how to give orders and how to take them. Never mind the sneers of the
cynics, let us just be true to honour, duty, national pride. We still need loyalty,
we still need tradition, when we look around the world today what do we see?
We see bloodshed confusion and decay... England, our England doesn’t
change so easily... it makes me jolly proud that there is still a tradition here
that has not changed and by God it isn’t going to change.”

Literature: The ‘Low Church’ of English Culture

In these declinist narratives of the period, literary intellectuals were frequently
fingered as the key culprits behind Britain’s cultural deficiency. They were perceived
to occupy a uniquely privileged position within an anachronistic cultural idiom of
‘constitutional conservatism, gentlemanly capitalism, intellectual elitism and a
misplaced superior self-understanding’.”” The literary intelligentsia were seen as a
central pillar supporting what Holloway refers to as Britain’s nostalgic and regressive
‘scumbled national life’.”® Margaret Drabble, in an article in praise of Angus Wilson’s
clear-eyed and merciless depiction of the hypocrisies and foibles of the mid-century
scene writes: ‘The possibility of writing a contemporary novel about a contemporary
Britain seemed remote, perhaps not even desirable.” ”®

In an essay in the underground newspaper, Bananas, Nairn characterises the
English literary intelligentsia as a unique and formidable presence within British
culture, whose work was concerned with the creation and propagation of a ‘myth-
world’ of ‘moralised romanticism’ which would ‘[bolster] the ailing body’ of British

society:

Metaphorically, one might say that there is no very visible High Church of

culture in England, with correctly attired Bishops and Priests, and all the
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formal rituals. Probably for this reason, there is no very striking anti-Church
either, no determined and iconoclastic avant-garde. But there is a formidable
and effective low church of English culture, administered more informally by
multitudes of low priests. Their real power is as great as that of any State
culture has ever been. Does the culture-landscape look empty here? Search
more closely: there are few ‘intellectuals’, but cassocked huntsmen and

fiddling priests are everywhere, zealously shaping a national mentality.®

The British elite, argues Koestler, quoting Disraeli, are all literary men through and
through:

Old Struthonians are Amateurs and Gentlemen; they fight valiant rearguard-
actions in the merry civil war between Eggheads and Engineers; and they see
to it that their sons are educated in the same spirit, by becoming thoroughly
immersed in Homer’s universe, but not in the universe of Newton. Thus
equipped, they may hope for a place in the sun and add their voices to the

“plaintive treble of the Treasury Bench”.®!

The tensions between these two competing visions of Britain — on the one hand the
‘Egghead’ patrician establishment who were held to have assumed guardianship of
the “traditional” culture and inculcated their values via a traditionalist education
system and, on the other, a burgeoning class of ‘Engineers’ who comprised a future-
facing technocracy with little time or inclination for Shakespeare — were ubiquitous
during the period. But as Guy Ortolano points out in his recent book, the “Two
cultures controversy” that was to colour so much of the discourse of the intellectual
culture of the period was in fact a reiteration of an age-old clash of civilisations, the
re-emergence of which was prompted by anxieties about a Britain in terminal
decline.®

Perhaps the most damning indictment of literary culture came from the
Cambridge physicist and novelist, C.P. Snow, whose 1959 Rede Lecture, ‘The Two
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Cultures and the Scientific Revolution’, formed the first broadside in the debates.
Snow’s technocratic critique of literary culture pointedly (and confusingly) conflates
the ‘literary intelligentsia’ and what he calls the ‘traditional culture’. He argues that
British intellectual life had become dominated by a fundamentally reactionary literary
intelligentsia which was mired in intellectual decadence. ‘Natural luddites’®® they had
wrinkled their noses in aesthetic revulsion at the industrial age and absconded into
navel-gazing obsessions with their ‘own unique tragedy’.®* This culture had been
dominated ‘for a generation’, Snow argues, by a politically-malign literary sensibility,
typified by apocalyptic modernists like Yeats, Pound and Wyndham Lewis, which
had produced the ‘most imbecilic expressions of anti-social feeling’.?®> Against the
charge that ‘the influence of all they represent [brought] Auschwitz that much closer’,
Snow finds himself unable to ‘defend the indefensible’.®® Scientific culture, on the
other hand, is ‘tough and good and determined’;®’ ‘there is a moral component right

f,%8 Snow argues, and ‘the future in its bones’.?

in the grain of science itsel

His vision of a ‘traditional culture’ dominated by anti-democratic modernist
intelligentsia is, however, somewhat off the mark. Far more prevalent within British
intellectual culture was a tradition of dissenting middle class liberal radicalism — a
creed not so very far off that of Snow himself — which tended to be nationalistically-
inflected with a strongly-held belief in British exceptionalism. This humanist tradition
was a ‘surrogate religion’ which was, Bryan Appleyard argues, ‘founded upon a kind
of visionary panic at the spectacle of the world being mechanized, centralized,
secularized and drained of values.”® A British tradition of liberal humanist thought —
which attempted to temper an overarching ethical commitment to the human
freedom and dignity of an essential and universal Man with a scepticism about mass
politics, a theoretical modesty about sweeping abstractions and an individualist faith
in the primacy of human relationships — had made frequent recourse to literature and
literary history, and specifically to the novel, pressing them into service as
communitarian models of dissent. For a lineage of thinkers that culminated in the
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twentieth century with the Eliot-Leavis orthodoxy and the English Cultural Studies of
Raymond Williams, Richard Hoggart and E.P. Thompson, literature was the central

component and privileged object of knowledge of an English tradition of Kulturkritik.

Fiction and ‘Radical Earnestness’

Come of age in the nineteenth century as the literary expression of the secular,
individualist spirit of modern capitalism, the novel had been a vehicle for social
mimesis amongst the nascent middle classes, housed in the book, the Gutenberg
era’s first mass-produced object. In its classic realist mode, novelistic fiction had
both reflected and shaped a British creed, one which tempered an overarching
ethical commitment to the human freedom and dignity of an essential and universal
man with a suspicion of mass politics, a theoretical modesty about sweeping
abstractions and an individualist faith in the primacy of human relationships. Its
genre-defining characteristic of dissonance held the novel’s allegiances to both the
fictional and the empirical in a delicate synthesis. Characteristically dialogical and
sceptical, literary realism had been a kind of ideal space for the novelistic modelling
of liberal humanism’s central proposition of man as the supreme author of meaning
and action. It was uniquely capable of acknowledging ‘the plenitude, diversity and
individuality of human beings in society, together with the belief that such
characteristics are good as ends in themselves.”"

These British intellectuals tended to do their thinking, and their dissenting,
both in and through the novel. ‘Time and time again the English intellectual tries to
explain his ideas or interpret those of others by resituating them in his literature’,
writes Fred Inglis.*? For its ability to apply ideas to experience, fictional narrative
became the ‘necessarily domestic idiom’®® of a ‘demotic liberalism™* predisposed to
prefer practice to theory. Fictional narrative was capable of holding in suspension
the ‘triple tensions’ of English thought: ‘between dissent and practicality, between

individuals and institutions, between experience and hope’.*® Its world-creating
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capacity lent itself to a characteristically Fabian sensibility which held that the
‘rational belief in and striving towards a better life and world is only possible if that
life and world are not only imaginable but feasible.”®® Fiction was a cornerstone of
what Peter Ackroyd has called the ‘strange alchemy of humanism, in which aesthetic
standards can be transformed into spiritual and social needs’.®’

Against the familiar cliché that in Britain the public intellectual is a non-native
or at the very least extinct, breed, historians like Stefan Collini in a series of books
including Public Moralists (1991), English Pasts (1999) and Absent Minds (2006),
and Inglis in his Radical Earnestness (1982), have sought to map this British
tradition of thought, and have identified the ways in which it makes extensive use of
literature and literary criticism as its object of study and its parlance. Moreover, they
suggest that it is this literary, as opposed to theoretical, cast of mind which might
well account for our failure to acknowledge this indigenous tradition of progressive
thought, or the persistence with which it is misunderstood as merely the domain of
the crude empiricist or sentimental patriot.

What Collini designates as the ‘Whig interpretation of English literature’
emerged,® he argues, concomitantly with the Victorian era’s ‘moment of
Englishness’.®® At the time, a patriotic mood of national self-confidence that was
galvanised by Britain’s imperial success enmeshed with a pressing need for national
self-definition, an Englishness ripe for export that would both bind the polity and
society of a vastly expanded “Britain” and would power (and legitimate) the imperial
project together with anxieties about the rapid social transformations effected by
industrial capitalism.’® These historical circumstances provided the impetus, Collini
argues, for the production of a national, patriotic consensus that was to be achieved
via the invocation of a tradition of English literature as the distinctive embodiment
and expression of English national identity.’®" This admixture of nationalism and
moralism sought to transform the base metals of the local and the temporary into the
precious, the universal and the timeless, via affirmations of the distinct moral

properties of English literature. By projecting these values forwards and backwards
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into a state of pseudo-permanence, nineteenth-century commentators sought to
“recover” the nation’s timeless and essential soul via its literary history. After the
collapse of Victorian consensus and the rise of mass culture, the literary canon
became the terrain upon which the conflicts of cultural criticism were played out:
‘literary criticism in its broadest sense has been acknowledged as the chief idiom for
cultural criticism in mid-twentieth-century Britain’.'%

This creed had weathered successive crises of identity since its Victorian
heyday. Liberalism’s cheerful optimism about the inevitability of progress, couched in
its belief in a democracy composed of rational individuals and responsible intellectual
elites, was to be systematically challenged by the forces of history from the Victorian
era onwards. Its discourse of self-reliance, seeded from classical liberalism’s faith in
free markets and civil liberties, clashed with the reforming spirit of the era, typified in
the emergence of the Labour movement and the formation of the Fabian Society.
World War | and the Great Depression eventually forced liberals to acknowledge the
need for state-level intervention to regulate markets and ameliorate social ills and
effected the move towards a Keynesian social democracy. George Dangerfield, in
his eponymous 1935 book, famously declared the ‘strange death of liberal England’.
That said, although in party political terms liberalism was to face a century in the
wilderness, a broader liberal humanist sensibility persisted. It confronted the
challenge of modernity’s mass society and mechanisation with a kind of detached
contempt. Accounts of modernism which emphasise the movement’s challenge to
liberal humanism have tended to obscure the ways in which modernism was itself
shaped by and implicated in this tradition of thought. Far more prevalent — if more
modest — however, was a form of artistic rebellion seeded in the spiritual crisis
amongst genteel Bloomsburyites (Virginia Woolf and E.H. Forster, in particular) who
remained broadly committed to the tenets of liberal humanism whilst self-consciously
elegising its passing.

From the twenties and thirties onwards, a tradition of thought that had
originated as a status-quo-challenging defence of the new social order of modern
capitalism had begun to appeal to the novel instead for its abilities to manifest in
fiction an ‘imagined community’ of shared, stable values as a bulwark against a
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hostile and atomised present of mass culture, mass media and Americanisation. As
Francis Mulhern argues, this tradition of thought

narrowed, in stages, to the lament for an irrecoverable past, as its actual
social bases weakened, its claims mounted towards the absolute... by the
middle of the twentieth century it had been reduced to the desperate self-
assertion of a specialized minority... as the only sure trustees of an

unattainable general spiritual welfare.'®

In F.R. Leavis, who entered the fray in 1962 with his own Richmond Lecture entitled
“Two Cultures? The Significance of C.P. Snow”, Snow could scarcely have found a
more fitting adversary. Leavis savaged the literary merits of Snow-the-novelist’s own
realistic fictions then went on to reiterate the project he had pursued for three
decades: that of establishing “University English” as the ‘humane centre’ of the
disciplines and, more broadly, as the universal ego of culture. Under Leavis’
tutelage, the discipline of University English sought to claim responsibility for a
literary culture that was freighted with an extraordinary significance. Its protectorate
was to be nothing less than what Leavis called the ‘living culture’, a communal
culture that had been lost to the industrial revolution and of which literature was the
highest expression: ‘In their keeping... is the language, the changing idiom, upon
which fine living depends, and which distinction of spirit is thwarted and incoherent.
By “culture” | mean the use of such a language.”'®

Leavis’ metaphysic, which came to shape the pedagogic tradition of English
Studies, elevated the “Great Tradition” from a nationalist project to a universalist
(and yet nationalistically inflected) one, looking to literary history to supply a
communal system of values and beliefs that might could redeem a fallen civilisation.
Leavis believed that in the literary canon the last surviving vestiges of this common
culture could be found, recovered and preserved by a ‘minority culture’: ‘Upon this
minority depends our power of profiting by the finest human experience of the past;
they keep alive the subtlest and most perishable parts of the tradition.'® Modernism

—that is, a particular (i.e. non-Bloomsbury) version of it - was central to Leavis’ vision
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of culture. In his championing of T.S. Eliot and then of D.H. Lawrence, he was a key
figure in the institutionalisation of modernism in Britain. In what was, for Leavis, as
the inheritor of T.S. Eliot’s myth of a fallen modernity, an irretrievably postlapsarian
and barbaric ‘mass civilisation’, modernism was pegged as the antidote to what he
perceived as the ‘quack enlightenment, stock opinion and formulaic gratifications’'%
of the mass media. Modernist poetics, Leavis claimed, had a unique capability of
accessing the spiritual essence of civilisation.

Literature, and, indeed — as Alan Sinfield has argued'®” — Leavis would also
be central to the ‘left-culturalist’ project of English Cultural Studies, although the
ways in which the pioneers of English Cultural Studies, Williams, Hoggart and
Thompson engaged with both of these diverged dramatically. Emerging from the
ashes of the British Communist Party after 1956, the Birmingham School sought, on
the one hand, to dethrone an Eliot-Leavis critical hegemony and, on the other, and in
response to their disillusionment with Communist Marxism, to reinvent what Sinfield
calls ‘socialism with a British face’.'® This nativised socialism moved away from the
economic base/superstructure paradigm and towards an emphasis on culture. British
left-culturalism held that class is fundamentally a cultural, rather than simply
economic, construct and sought to emphasis the role of human agency in the
creation of human reality. It insists, like E.P. Thompson, that ‘[tlhese cultural
questions are questions about life’.'®

Although pitching itself resolutely against the Leavisite orthodoxy’s elitist
vision of a rarefied culture desperately attempting to assert itself against a fallen
civilisation, the influence of Leavis, and, indeed, of Matthew Arnold, on the
Birmingham School, was explicit and far-ranging. Whilst broadening the scope of
their version of culture beyond the realms of the strictly literary, like their
predecessors, literature and literary study retained a uniquely privileged place within
their political vision. Hoggart (whose preferred title for his most famous work was not
The Uses but The Abuses of Literacy which would have sat quite comfortably with
Leavis) shared his progenitor’s elegiac vision of an organic community, but situated
his own golden age amongst the “authentic” culture of the pre-war working classes

1% Brancis Mulhern, Culture/Metaculture, p. 16.

"9 Alan Sinfield, Literature, Politics and Culture in Postwar Britain (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1989), 241.

1% bid., 235.

1Y E P, Thompson, “The New Left,” New Reasoner 9 (Summer 1959), 11.

80



as opposed to Leavis’ more distant — although, in a sense, no more mythical —
agrarian ideal. He, like Leavis, remained committed to the superiority of literature as
a mode of cultural expression, even whilst attempting to broaden the gamut of what
that might constitute, beginning to set out the parameters of a sociology of literature.
For Raymond Williams, the realist novel was a space in which to manifest the
ideals of social democracy. In his essay, ‘Realism and the Contemporary Novel’,
Williams, after Gyérgy Lukécs, calls for the reclamation of a ‘progressive and

revolutionary’ realism,'"°

against the burgher epic with which the category is more
commonly associated. He describes how the separating out of the realist novel into
its personal and social functions has reflected a crisis in the relationship between the
individual and society. Elaborating upon his 1958 dictum of “culture is ordinary” —
and anticipating the constructivist theories of Berger and Luckman which became
prominent five years later with the publication of their The Social Construction of
Reality — Williams argues that if the idea that ‘[r]eality is continually established by
common effort’ is now a given, then ‘art is one of the highest forms of this
process’.!"! The proper function of the novel, he argues, is the attempt to reintegrate
the individual and society in communicable form, ascribed to its unique capacity of

‘creative discovery’.''?

Closing Time in the Gardens

Amongst literary intellectuals, however, this faith in literature as, as Williams writes, a
‘court of human appeal’,'"® had lapsed. In his “Comment” prefacing the December
1947 issue of Horizon, editor Cyril Connolly laments a ‘Twilight of the Arts’ that was
indexed to the ‘twilight of a civilisation’."'* His year-end review of an annus horribilis
declared that, with few exceptions, ‘the catalogue of that branch of our literature
which can be described as “experimental” is complete.”' " He sees portents of a ‘new
Dark Age’ lasting ‘several hundred years’. In the immediate aftermath of World War
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II, Connolly describes a culture afflicted by a profound crisis of confidence. The
‘leveled, diminished world’ World War Il had left, as Hugh Kenner describes, was
one of ‘shared poverty, blunt scissors, blunt minds, numb hopes’."'®

The effect, argued Connolly, was a literary scene ossified by the ‘spiritual
problem of the artist in a world without hope’.""” Three years later, in the final issue
of Horizon, Connolly famously called ‘closing time in the gardens of the West’. From
now on, he declared, the ‘artist will be judged only by the resonance of his solitude or
the quality of his despair.’'® His complaint is indicative of a mood of profound
kulturpessimismus that afflicted successive generations of Anglo-American literary
commentators during this mid-century period. Accounts of the British post-war period
are dominated therefore by twinned narratives of decline, which index a perceived
declension in Britain’s literary vitality to the contraction of its geopolitical clout.
Britain’s continuing retreat from imperial power, the threat of Americanisation with
the resurgence of mass culture during the fifties, the carving up of “old Europe” as
part of the post-war settlement and the new superpowers pact of mutually assured
destruction were amongst the factors contributing to a profound crisis of confidence
that came to be reflected in a post-war literature characterised as self-consciously
unambitious and parochial in outlook.

The literary Left were in a state of collapse. As a twinned aesthetics and
ideology of compromise, the fortunes of liberal humanism and the novel were so
tightly intertwined they were widely held to be coterminous. Convinced, even
complacent, about their creed’s continuity and permanence, believing it to be so
ingrained in Western civilisation as to be self-evident, British liberal humanists had
abided modernity’s mass society and mechanisation with a kind of detached
contempt. When the incipient threat of totalitarianism and the squalor of the thirties
began to press the delicate logic of their creed, such a stance, for some, amounted
to so much ineffectual handwringing. For Evelyn Waugh, liberal humanism during
this period appeared to have ‘two peevish spirits whispering into either ear.”''® As he
writes, in a review of Cyril Connolly’s era-defining Enemies of Promise (1938):
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[Connolly] is divided in his mind. On the one hand he sees English life as a
secure, hierarchic organization, with, at the top, a glittering world where the
artist should by right preen himself. An artist should have ease and
appreciation; he should travel and dine well and be continuously in and out
of love. On the other hand, he sees English life as rotten and tottering; the
physical and moral dangers so imminent and appalling that the artist can
only hope for a complete change for his life to be possible; a change which
Mr. Connolly inclines to think may be for the worse.'?

During World War Il and its aftermath, however, liberal humanism had found its
vanishing point. For a literary intelligentsia reeling from the atrocities perpetrated
during war time, the onset of the Cold War, with its incipient threat of totalitarianism
from three sides — fascism, communism and McCarthyism — together with fears
about the erosion of the middle class literary intelligentsia’s traditional milieu and
metier by the Welfare State, and the explosion of mass culture were thought to pose
a mortal threat to the literary intellectual’s material, economic and political conditions
and, more fundamentally, to their freedom.

The Anglo-American sense of vindication at victory for moral virtue in what
became known as the “Good War” was tempered by the profound and uneasy
questions that were raised by the unravelling of its aftermath. As the scope and
nature of the atrocities perpetrated by both Axis and Allied forces emerged — the
coolly rational modernity of genocide in the concentrations camps; the totality of
atomic devastation at Hiroshima and Nagasaki; the extent of collaborationism in
Europe and beyond; the indiscriminate brutality inflicted upon prisoner, partisan,
resister and civilian alike — Britain and America were confronted with the
uncomfortable realisation that the categories of “good” and “evil” were no longer, and
had never been, as simple as “us” versus “the Hun”. Moreover, the Holocaust had
rendered these historic binaries of moral virtue obsolete and had initiated a new
moral category that Issac Rosenfeld calls a ‘terror beyond evil.'?' As Rex Warner
writes in 1946:
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There is no longer to be any truck with the dogmatic and generalised belief
in a God to whom all human souls are of equal value... no more use for the
liberal “scientific” notions that the interests of mankind are inseparable... no
longer any talk of gentleness, of international good will and the like... Mere
iterations of European ideals of universal love and justice will cut no more ice

after this war...'??

Amongst perplexed and anxious Anglo-American liberals, it became apparent that
the events of World War Il would not only redraw geopolitical topographies and
upset the balance of global hegemony, but would raise more profound and uneasy
questions about nationhood and nationalism and, even more fundamentally, would
call to account the very notion of being human.

‘No poetry after Auschwitz’, goes the famous dictum attributed to Theodor
Adorno, which in fact, it is important to note, has been paraphrased from a longer
and more complex remark made within the concluding passages of his 1949 essay,
“Cultural Criticism and Society”, in which he actually states that to persist in the
cultural production of a culture that produced Auschwitz is to participate by denial in
the perpetuation and reification of that barbaric culture.'®® It is perhaps even more
pertinent to pose the question of if, as George Steiner puts it, ‘[the] house of classic
humanism, the dream of reason which animated western society, have largely

broken down’,'?* then what would become of its house organ, the novel?

Following on the epic and on verse-drama, the novel has been the third
principal genre of western literature. It expressed and, in part, shaped the
habits of feeling and language of the western bourgeoisie from Richardson to
Thomas Mann. In it, the dreams and nightmares of the mercantile ethic, of
middle-class privacy, and of the monetary-sexual conflicts and delights of
industrial society have their monument. With the decline of these ideals and
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habits into a phase of crisis and partial rout, the genre is losing much of its

vital bearing.'®

Bradbury argues that the mood during the period was ‘one of a broad, cohesive
liberalism and anti-totalitarianism’, where ‘[e]xtreme attitudes, whether of the Left or
the Right were now in distrust’’®®. That said, however, the liberalism that was the
traditional creed of the literary intellectual was now imbued with a fear and self-doubt
that was more liable to admit T.S. Eliot’'s charge, posed earlier in his The Idea of
Christian Society (1936), that disparaged the essentially negative version of liberty
available in liberal societies and suggested that, in setting up freedom as its
axiomatic value, liberalism had created an ethical vacuum into which the forces of
Fascism had flowed. The British liberal Left admonished itself for its hubris in
allowing fascism to slip through and for supporting Soviet Communism after 1956.
Amongst but not limited to an older generation of pre-war intellectual
mandarins, traditionalists for whom the Eliot-Leavis orthodoxy still held true, the
Welfare State’s new commitment to culture with the establishment of the Committee
for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA) — which in 1945 became the
Arts Council, chaired by the architect of welfare capitalism, John Maynard Keynes —
was felt to be no less of a threat. This older generation of writers feared that the
freedoms and the securities of their traditional rentier class milieu were being rapidly
eroded. That state intervention in the arts would dismantle the fragile world of
patronised dissent, and render the discourse of the middle-class dissident samizdat,
replacing it with that which was state-funded and government committee-approved.
Their quasi-mythical idea of culture, passed down direct from Arnold and Southey
via Leavis and Eliot, was being usurped by something rather more prosaic; a culture
that was administered to the m