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Abstract 

This dissertation is concerned with the editorial career of 

John Lehmann between 1936 and 1950. As the edi tor of New 

A i i i i n s , Folios of Hew Writing, Daylight^ New Writing and 

djjVUftht, Penguin Hew Writing and Orpheus,^^ was a;bie to 

influence the development of English l i tera ture in*the th i r t i e s 

and f b r t i e s . He was also able to introduce $ nujnber of foreign 

writers W a n English" reading public through, these magazines.. 
0 

Lehmann's editorial choices, "and the advice he gave to many 

would-be contributors, enable us to scrutinize one special case 
* 

of the re la t ionship between p o l i t i c s and l i t e r a t u r e in the 

' th i r t ies and fofties. 'This period of English l i tera ture was the 

l a s t occasion on wJii-ch a whole section of the l i t e r a r y world 

self-consciously "tried to make l i te ra ture into "public" writing— 

•"that i s , wri t ing which would influence social and p o l i t i c a l 

conditions. The thes i s explores Lehmann's chasging att i tude to 

working-class reportage, to the SoViet rea l i s t s and to pol i t ics , 

as well a§ his commitment to publish the^best writing "available 

to him as arn editor. 

All of Lehmann's magaz ines \ a r e considered in t h e i r 

his torical conteKt. No attempt i s madeNto judge Lehmann's talent 

as a poet, .nor" to engage in the intensive theore t ica l debate 

waged around "socialist realism." Instead, Lehmann's magazines 

are analysed for t he i r content and for the ed i to r i a l ra t ionale 

behind their composition. 
'i 

i i i 
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Abbreviations 

The following is a l i s t of abbreviations used in the notes'" and 
the body of the text: _^ > • 

A.L.S. Autographed l e t t e r signed. 

A.Ms. Autographed manuscript. 

A.' revisions Autographed rev is ions . / 

A.T.L.I. ' 'Autographed typed l e t t e r in i t i a l l ed . 
I 

F.fl.w. ' folios of Hew" Writing. 

H.R.C. Humanities Research Center at Austin, Texas. • 

HJL. New Writing, ' 

N.W.p. New Writing, and DayliKht. 

; f 
^ 

^ ; . 

- -+ \ 

P.N.W. Penguin Hew Writing.- . x 

T.C.C.L. Typed carwon copy letter. 
xr < 

T.L.S. Typed letter signed. 

T.c.c.Hs.S. Typed oprboh copy manuscript signdd. 

T.tjs. Typed Manuscript, ^ 
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Introduction * 

John Lehmann's ed i t o r i a l careerfejctends from 1936 to 1961. 

I t is the intention of this thesis to"explore this career between 

1936 and 1950, when he was most clearly one of the most important 

figures in,English le t t e r s . He began his l i terary career in 1931 

with the public£tion.by the Hogarth Press of'a book of poetry. 

Increasingly his interests tWned towards publishing, journalism 

and editing. This thesis makes no' attempt to analyse how good a 
• ' . 

poet Lehmann was, nor how good he could have been i f he had 

concentrated on writing poetry, although some of his poetry will 

be di-scussed' as i t appeared in New Writing and' Penguin New 

Writing. Lehmann came from a dist inguished family* He was 

friendly with many of the left-wing • i n t e l l e c t u a l s of the 

t h i r t i e s , and l i k e another major edi tor of the period, Cyril 

Connolly, he went to Eton and Oxbridge. By examining thfc conteijt. 

of the various magazines he edi ted, i t i s .poss ib le to draw some 

conclusions about the poli t ical and philosophical concerns of the 

writers of the t h i r t i e s and fort ies. The focus of this thesis is 

upon Lehmann's changing p e r c e p t i o n s of the a p p r o p r i a t e 
0 

relationship between politics and literatur^e.-
* 

The thesis traces Lehmann's editorial career by seekl/g the 

common themes and is'sues which emerge from the short s t lories, 

poetry and a r t i c l e s he published.' In addit ion, the thes i s 
* - \ 

explores how one magazine differed from another. This study Haas 
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involved extensive research in the Humanities Research Center at 

Austin, Texas, where many of Lehmann's l e t t e r s , diaries*and 

unpublished manuscripts are loca ted . I was also able to 

interview Lehmann, in London, in the summer of '1981; t h i s 

Interview centred on how Lehmann fe l t in retrospect «about many of 

the contributions to his magazines, as well as how he fel t about 

.his career as a whole. The interview took place in his f la t just 

off the Gloucester Road, which was f i l l e d with French period-

furni ture ' and l ined with books. These a r t i c l e s suggested the 

Edwardian grace of hi3 family background which supported him 

through years of l i t e r a r y s t ruggle . Lehmann's three-volume 

autobiography i s one of the f ines t of i t s kind to cpver the 

period under c o n s i d e r a t i o n irr t h i s t h e s i s . All of the 

biographical information in the following pages isUrawn from 

this work. • 

^ . John Lehmann was born in 1907, He spent his early years 

l iv ing at Bourne End, Hertfordshire, in ' the family- home, 

'Fieldhead, whose gardens bordered on the Thames, His father 

regular ly contributed l i g h t verses and sketches to Punch under-

the i n i t i a l s R.C.L. For a brief period during the Boer War his 

father edited the Daily News. In the 1905-6. and 1910 e lec t ions 

his £&ther was returned as a Liberal member for the Market 

Harborough Division of Le ices te rsh i re . Lehmann describes his 

father as a radical Liberal and suggests tha t had h is father 

J.iv'ed longer he would have found a p o l i t i c a l home in the Labour 

Par tyJ Two of Lehmann's s i s t e r s , Rosamond and Beatrix, were 

- successful public figures; Rosamond became a novelist and Beatrix 
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one, of,the finest character actresses of the thirties and 

forties. t
 k • «v 

Lehma'nn was sent to Efcan ,in 1̂ fe1 where he met*sueh l a t e r 
- - ^ - • *' • 

l i t e r a r y coll"eagties a.s George Orwell, Cyril .Goi\nolly, Anthony 

Powell, Henry Green, Harold Acton, Rupert Hart-Davis,*Alan >ryce-

Jonê s and Freddie Ayer. He attended Eton for five years and then 

went to Trini ty College, Cambridge, where he studied c l a s s i c^ , 

and la ter history and modern languages. He also concentrated on 

reading widely in l i t e r a t u r e , in which he was'encourage^kand 

guj.ded by George Rylands. Two" of Lehmanrv's clc4NJM friends a t 

Cambridge were Jul ian Bell and Michael Redgrave. LeTBrann 

contributed poems an'd woodcuts to the f i r s t number of The Veifcure 

which appeared in 1928, artB which was edited by^Robin Fedden.and 

Anthony Blunt. In the following year he joined Michael Redgrave t • 

and became assistant editor of the Cambridge -Review.. •• 

When Lehmann lef t Cambridge In 1930 he obtained.employment 

in the Prints and Drawings Department of tihe British Museum and-, . 

' t ravelled and studied the foreign co l lec t lonsOf »prin£s in the* 

Louvre, the Kaiser Friedrich Museum in Berlin and the Albertina 

in Vienna.' He took the position on the advice of his* godmafchjer, 

Violet Hamnersley, who discouraged him from seeking, a position as * 

a diPlomat(WGP 159). At the .Same time Lehmann continued to write 

poetry. George Rylands took a co l lec t ion of Lehmann's poems to 

Leonard and Virginia Woolf, who agreed to publish them and also 

offered him a job a t the Hogarth Press in early 1931. After a 

s e r i e s of n e g o t i a t i o n s Lehmann agreed t o an' e ight-mpnth 

apprenticeship, a f te r which he would become a manager of the 

Cfcl 
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1 Hogarth Press. * 

He worked for the Hogarth Press for nearly two years, during 

which time -he was introduced to many of the luminaries of 

*•- Bloojfabury-s Through his work for the Hogarth Press he also got 

ta know snk{h:writers as William Plomer, John Hamps-on, Stephen 

* Spender and Christopher Isherwood. Consequently, when Michael . 
« * . - * ' 

Roberts f irst approached the Hogarth Press about a project which 
' •" * ' , • • 

was- to become dew Signatures, i t was Lehmann he appealed to and 

persuaded to intercede with the Woolfs,' The experience of heiijg 

* involved with the creation of New Signatures helped Lehmann t o 

clarify his own editorial ambitions, and eventually led t o his 

- editorship ;o£ New Writing. ' 

In'the autumn of 1932 Lehmann l e f t the Hogarth, Press to 

pursue a career as a free-lance journalist and to devote more 

• time to his poetry. He stayed in Vienna for a few months, and oh . 

the'way'back to London he v is i ted Christopher Istierwood in" 

Berlin, where he was a witness to the la s t days of the Weirmar 

Republic, fti 1933 to 1938Jie made Vienna'his permanent home, 

, although hi travelled from there to Berlin, Prague, Paris, 

-Moscow, Budapest* and London, ft appears, from his autobiography 

that he mainly Supported himeslf by his journalism. He wrote 

reviews for Xfce. Listener, The AdelPhj. and other l i t e r a r y 

periodicals, as well as .numerous articles on Austrian'and /Central 

European affairs . In addition he wrote a book o'n the Caucasus, 

.Prometheus and the Bolahevlksf and a novel with, a Viennese 
set t ing , Evil was Abroad. During his years in Vienna Lehmann 

became acquainted with members of the Sohutzbund, the armed 
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social -democrat ic Viennese organization! He a}.so v i s i t ed the 

Paris offices of the- Communist-controlled intematidnal movement 

to oppose war and fascism, where he was introduced to Henri 

Barbusse, Lehmann agreed t o make h imse l f a channel of 

information between the "movement" and a l l underground pa r t i e s 

and sects in Austria (Mfi, 221). 

From Lehmann's account of his days at Eton and Cambridge i t 

can be seen that he was in i t i a l ly very much in sympathy with the 

Liberalism of his fa ther . Later, however, as he .become more 

aware of, economic and social Inequality he began to turn towards 

Socialism., This process was accelerated by hia interaotion with 

Leonard Woolf, who wrote a number of anti-Imperialist pamphlets -

for the Labour Party: ' -

T 

My conversion-was partly the resultvof my deep-seated , 
horror a t human in jus t i ce and c rue l ty , a feel ing tha t 
none of us brought up in the atmosphere of Fieldhead 
could ever escape, quickened in to hew l i f e by these 
luridly documented cases for the~"preseeution, revealing 
how our Empire-builders and their followers had behaved 
in India and Africa; and partly the effect of the more 
abstract economic theories of the . intellectuals of the 
hiew Stjatespran, with whom Leonard and most of the 
leading l i g h t s of Bloomsbury were so i n t i m a t e l y 
associated, theories which seemed to prove conclusively 
that social injustice and economic c r i s i s and the wars 
of colony-grabbing-Great Powers could be abolished only 
by the triumph of Socialism. By the time of the 

- General e lec t ion in 1931 I was already suf f ic ien t ly 
converted to share to the ful l the consternation and 
gloom that sett led on a l l our c ircle a t the collapse of 
the Labour Government (jfiS, 177-8). • 

This conversion from Liberalism to Socialism was pushed one stage 

. further when Lehmann visited Christopher Isherwood in Berlin in 

1933. I t was here th$t Lehmann witnessed the fu l l feroci ty of 

the Nazis, and the experience horrified him. The lesson Lehmann 
* " \ 
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drew from t h i s experience was tha t i t was impossible to remain 

neut ra l while the f a s c i s t s were spreading t h e i r racism and 

violence^across Europe. 

Like many in te l lec tuals of his generation, he was drawn to 
) 

the idea of a popular front to oppose Fascism. This inevi tably 

forced him into the position of* working with Communist-controlled , 

organizat ions which seemed bo be the only forces ac t ive ly 

resist ing .Fascism, Hew Writing was i n i t i a l l y conceived of as a 

l i t e r a r y extension of t h i s s t rugg le . The r a t i o n a l * for hlrs 

decision to work with these organizations i s made explici t in his 

autobiography ^wri t ten twenty years after the events which caused 

the decision: * 

In- the reasoning that between 1933 and 1934 led me, 
f not alone among my contemporaries, to believe that the 

solution tp the troubles and dangers with which we were 
faced lay in Marxism, and even.in Moscow^ I*can s t i l l , 
n e v e r t h e l e s s , d i s t i n g u i s h , t he s t r o n g e s t of. the 
i n t e r t w i n i n g s t r a n d s . F i r s t , we had seen thr-ee 
s u c c e s s i v e and cumula t ive f a i l u r e s of ostensibly 
r a d i c a l r e g i m e s , bu t r e f o r m i n g r a t h e r t han 
revolutionary, to survive against the counter-offensive 

j . organized by the pr iv i leged and the possessors in the 
* economic c r i s i s : the collapse of the Labour Government 

"in the face of (what we a t any r a t e believed was) the 
t r i c k - s c a r e - o f the 'your sav ings a r e in danger" ' 
e l e c t i o n , . . . the ' ' e l imina t ion of a l l Liberal 'anti. 

. s o c i a l - r e f o r m i n g p a r t i e s in H i t l e r ' s t r iumph in 
Germany; and-now the ^inch-by-ihch encirclement of 
Vienna's Democratic Government by the react ionary 
forces which had gathered .in the provinces. . . , 
Another essential strand in our reasoning, an inference 
to which the combination of a l l these events a l l too 
eas i ly led, was the be l ie f t ha t the a t t acks Were par t 
of an international conspiracy In which a l l cap i t a l i s t 
countries acted in secret concert; and that- out of fear 
of the propaganda value of the sheer exis tence of the 
•one S o c i a l i s t country ,* even more than 'from a 
perception that rearmament and only rearmament offered 
an easy solution to the economic c r i s i s , jail capi ta l i s t 
count r ies were preparing to launch a war agains t the 

/ 
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Soyiet Union. . . . Those two par ts of our argument 
came to form an i n t e l l e c t u a l c l imate , as we searched 
for a means to make an end of the horror of requrrenfc 
unemployment'and a way of escape from the narrow tunnel 
that we knew was leading to war (Mfi, 216-7). 

Lehmann's disillusionment with Marxism and the Soviet Union was 

gradual but profound. Once he had ihve'sted his emotional and 

intel lectual energy in the struggle against Fascism i t required "a 
a, " 

major shock for him to accept that the presumed saviour, Moscow, 

was as ca l lous and ru th les s as the Fasc is t governments and 

organizations. He grew increasingly disenchanted with the Soviet 
< 

Union as he t r i e d to come to terms with the Moscow t r i a l s of 

1936, as he absorbed the s ignif icance of Andre Gide's Ai| Retour 

de l'U.R.S.S^ published in i937 and as" he read George Orwell 's 

Homage to Catalonia in 1938. By the time Orwell's book came out 

Lehmann' had heard enough from the volunteers and p o l i t i c a l 

workers home- from Spain, who confirraeu the stories of Communist 

manipulation'and murder, for him to lose sympathy with the Soviet 

Union (j£fi, 332-3). *s.HiS appreciat ion of Soviet oynicjLsm was 

enhanced by the Nazi-Soviet pact in 1939,-which none but the most 

dogmatic and self-depeiving Communist supporters cpuld"justify on 

the grounds of i t s expediency. 

The s lowness of Lehmann's t r a n s i t i o n from lef t , -wihg 

ideological commitment to host i l i ty toward the Soviet Union seems 

almost inexplicable today. With the advantage of hindsight the 

i n i t i a l f a i l u r e on the part of many of the i n t e l l i g e n t s i a to 

appreciate the real nature of the Soviet regime seems staggering*^ 

Yet his explanation is characterist ic of a whole section of the 

l i t e r a r y world and has a h i s t o r i c a l i n t eg r i t y of i t s own. 
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Information about the internal workings of the Soviet Union was 

fragmentary and contradictory. On his f i r s t v i s i t to the Soviet 

Union in .1934 Lehmann was impressed by the Socialist planning he 

saw in process, in contras t to the economic stagnation and 
i 

poli t ical despair evident in* Austria: 

There were c e r t a i n l y no f r e e b o o t i n g P r i n c e 
Starhembergs, no Jew-baiting 'Streiehjers, and no private 
empires were being b u i l t out of the profit 's of trade 
and industry. What one saw was a Welfare State being 
b u i l t up with heady Slavonic enthusiasm, backward 
compared with the Welfare State we have since created 
in Britain, hut s t a r t i n g from much further back. What 

- one di6Sn6t see then were the moral and i n t e l l e c t u a l 
i conditions of the material progress: the total lack of 

open c r i t i c a l check in b u r e a u c r a t i c one-.party 
government, the concealed poisoning of t ru th and 
corruption of values, t h e paralysing power pTf the 
secret poliqe which produced one kind of l i f e for those 

' who were not suspect t o the regime, and another of the 
most1-cruel and unjust order for those who were (WG, 
219). 

There was a great deal jbf se l f -decept ion in t h i s , as Lehmann 

readily acknowledges in his autobiography, but this deception was 

c r ea t ed by the appa ren t ly g r e a t e r need to r e s i s t the 

encroachments of Fascism. The notion of the Soviet Union as the 

sole defender of western l ibe r t i e s against Fascism was supported 

by the inactivity of the Western Democracies, and was cultivated 

by the highly sophis t icated propaganda agencies of the Soviet 

Union. In Arthur Koestler's The Invisible Writing,' published in 

1954, there i s a s t r ik ing ly sflmilar descr ip t ion of th6 mOod in 

which Koestler approached.Communism, although he, unlike Lehmann, 

became a member of the Communist Party: "I went to Communism as 

one goes to a spring of fresh water, and I lefy Corftaunism -as one 
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clambers out of a poisoned r iver strewn with the^wreckage of 

flooded c i t i e s and the oorpses of the drowned."2 , 

When the Nazis appropriated Austria in the Anschluss of 1938 
- « " 

[ Lehpann l e f t Vienna. He returned to the Hogarth Press where he 

became a full partner with Leonard Woolf from 1938 to 1946. With 

the outbreak of war Lehmann offered his services to the Ministry 

of Information ins,view of his knowledge of Central European-.and 

Eastern European a f f a i r s . Although-this offer never came to 

anything Lehmann was l a t e r contacted by the same Ministry in V943 

" t o produce a propaganda sheet on the English a r t s , the "Londpn 

Le t te r , " for consumption in the Soviet Union. Lehmann's war 

work consisted of producing t h i s l e t t e r , running the Hogarth 

Press, continuing with his journalism, working as a member of an 

informal committee formed by Lord Esher to help prever t f the 

draf t ing of ta lented young w r i t e r s and a r t i s t s of .call-up age," 
editing Folios of new Wrttirig, Daylight, New Writing and Pavliftht 

* * 

and Penguin Ngw Writing and serving as a member of the Home 

Guard. These diver-se but often connected activities, combined 

with his age, prevented Lehmann from ever being drafted into the 

services. 

In 1946 Lehmann formed his own publishing house, which was 

dissolvedJ.n 1952. He launched the short lived Orpheus in 1948 

and became the first editor of the B.B.C. radio-magazine of the 

air, New Soundings, between 1952 and 1953. From 1954 to 1961 he 

edited the London Magazine, but he was unable to exercise the 

same control over the format which he had enjoyed- in' his previous 

editorial roles of the thirties and forties. His influence on 

X 
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writers was less marked during the f i f t i es , to the point where he 
I • 

fel t himself to be of 'a different generation and consequently not 

fujly sympathetic to the hew l i t e r a r y developments.3 For t h i s 

reason the thesis stops considering his editorial career in 1950. 

In the f i f t ies and sixt ies he turned increasingly to writing his 

autobiography and l e c t u r i n g and w r i t i n g on h i s m u l t i p l e 

experiences as an editor, publisher, journalist and poet. 

The changes in Lehmann's p o l i t i c a l opin ions 'and the 

vicissitudes of history had a major impact on his perception of 

his task as an ed i tor . He began his ed i to r i a l caree.r believing 

very firmly in the value of the realism bf proletarian writers as 

a l i terary technique for examining social conditions. This form 

of realism was par t i cu la r ly evident in New Writing but became 

l e s s and l e s s ev ident in h i s succeeding magazines. His 

f r u s t r a t i o n and d i sappoin tment w^Lth most of tlfe r e a l i s t 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s he r ece ived ' r e s u l t e d in h i s appeal for 

"imaginative"literature for Orpheus in 1948 and 1949. Also, his 

growing distast-e for left-wing propaganda emana£in* from either 

the Soviet Union or- exiled continental Communists i s apparent by 

1938, A number of the o r i g i n a l Sovie t and Communist 

contr ibut ions to New Writing have few redeeming l i t e r a r y 

quali t ies. This is particularly true of the third volume of N,ew 

Writing, published in 1937,. which was dedicated to Ralph Fox and 

produced when the emotions generated by the Spanish Civil War 
i ' 

were widespread. With the new aer ies of New Writing in 1938 

Lehmann began to add criticism of l i te ra ture , film and theatre to 

the magazine. ' 
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The publ icat ion of Folios of Nêw Writing In 1940 marked a 

period of l i t e r a r y T r e d e f i n i t i o n for le f t -wing w r i t e r s of t h e 

t h i r t i e s . There wasV^nsiderable discussion of whether these 

writers had been deluded in trying to incorporate their pol i t ical 

be l i e f s in to t he i r wr i t ing ; This discussion w-as begun by an 

a r t i c le from Virginia'Wool f̂  "The Leaning Tower," which echoed 

and refined ear l ier cri t icism which had come fro|i Scrutiny1* and 

The Cr i te r ion 5 in response to New" w r i t i n g . ' Lehmann was/ in-the 

curious posi t ion of accepting some of , the arguments from both 

s ides of the dispute , and of recognizing t h a t h is e a r l i e r 

enthusiasm for the r e a l i s t s and the Soviet and Communist 

contributors had often been misplaced. 

One of Lehmann's more presumptuous and u n r e a l i s t i c 

endeavours was his attempt to analys>-«KJ*hole t r a d i t i o n of 

European a r t in Daylight and Ne^ Waiting and Daylight. He was f 

encouraged in t h i s idea by the presence of numerous exiled 

Polish, Czech, Slovak and Greek a r t i s t s , i n London during the war. . , 

He believed tha t the a r t i s t i c and p o l i t i c a l coa l i t i on against 

fascism could ou t l ive the War and form the basis of a new 

European tradit ion. Instead, he la te r discovered that there.was 

to be mutual mi sunde r s t and ing , c u l t u r a l n a t i o n a l i s m a n d ' 
, - v ' 

competition following the end pf the war. In a s imi l a r way he • 

mistook the a r t i f i c i a l growth of interest in a l l the a r t s during 

the war for a permanent condition, the declining sa les of 

Penguin New Afritlng from 1946 to 1950, and the short- l ived, 

Fes t sp ie l o^Phe a r t s , Orpheusf demonstrated t h a t h is optimism 

was misplaced. Nevertheless, the phenomenal sa les enjoyed by 

/ 
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Penguin New Wrjtjng between 1940 a"nd'1946 showed tha t Lehmann ha,d 

found a format for a l i terary magazine that Was unrivalled in fehe 

th i r t ies I and. fort ies. * ' * 

Lejniann was an aesthete trying to encourage t a s t e in the 

masses previously excluded from the appreciation of serious 

l i te ra ture . Often this caused a pugnacious note and a sat i r ical 

meVl 

^ 

tone to enter into his criticism. At times*he f e l t himself to be 

fighting a lonely bat t le , but he,managed to avoid the bit terness 

and self-pity which would have defeated his purpose. Lehmann was 

r̂. hard worker. s There was a gr*eat deal of compassion in his 

commitment to s t r u g g l i n g -wr i te r^ , p a r t i c u l a r l y • to th< 

impoverished proletarian realists^he sought and encouraged. Only 

occasionally was t h i s supportive understanding replaced by 

disappointment that they had not lived up, to hia expectations, 
* * 

k One of Lehmann's foremost characteristics was his tenacity 

in the face of what appeared- to be unassai lable economic, 

cu l tu ra l and social ba r r i e r s to h is grand l i t e r a r y design. At 

num.erous points I n ' h i s career, his r e l a t i ve lack.of f inancial 

resources prevented him from achieving complete independence 

from others who lacked his literary* judgment or did not share his 

optimism about turning the cultural t ide. His generally sanguine 

nature was in i t s e l f a t odds with those of many of his peers. 

Unlike many of h i s f r i e n d s , he r a r e l y l o s t hope in the 

pos s ib i l i t y of l i t e r a t u r e ameliorating p o l i t i c a l and social 

condit ions. Even so, his views on how cul ture could and should 

shape society underwent a s e r i e s of metamorphoses between 1936 

and 1950. 
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lehmann 's magazines* commanded' the a t t e n t i o n of a 

pa r t ipu la r ly wide audience in comparison to those of his 

edi tor ia l , contemporaries. To achieve thi£, Lehmann had to make 

his magazines into a bridge between classes and a bridge between 

nations.'' He had ,to atetune* himself to the a sp i ra t ions of the 

" working c l a s s and somehow reconcile these with his e l i t i s t 

upbringing and the tastes of his Bloomsbury a l l ies . "This tension \ 

"was apparent in his career and his personal l i f e and was further 

complicated by the desire to find a Europe-wide solution to the 

poli t ical and social confrontations of the age. 

Lehmann made no d i rec t at tempts to deny his cu l tu ra l and 

educational heritage. When he encouraged proletarian writers i t . 

was^n the grounds of t he i r un ive r sa l i ty , not on the basis of 

their quaintness. At the same time he challenged the '•aesthetic 

»exclusivity that often seemed to radiate from his contemporary, 

Cyril Connolly. ' There i s no doubt tha t 'Lehmann could be as 

be l l igeren t in defence of his l i t e r a r y views as any of his 

editorial r ivals like Edgell -Rlckword and Cyril Connolly in the 

1930's and 1940's. Yet h i s ^choice of magazine format and his 

achievement of balance enabled him to produce more than his 

r i v a l s and allowed his magazines to ou t l ive most comparable 

l i t e r a r y publications. • • 

Lehmann's experience at the Hogarth Press convinced him that 

even the luminaries of Bloomsbury were not as appreciative of the 

new generation of .writers as he 'might have wished. Moreover, he < 

had hjjin encouraged to bel ieve, 'by such wr i t e r s as Stephen 

Spender, Christopher^Isherwood, William Plomer and his s is ter , 



Rosamond Lehmann, t h a t a magazine along t h e l i n e s of New 

Signatures had a good chance of success. His conception of t h i s 

f i r s t venture, which became New Writing, was far more ambitious 

and expansive than tha t of New Signatures and contained within i t 
* 

the elements which would provide the impetus for i t s successors, 

F o l i o s of New Wr i t i ng , Penguin New Writing, New Writing and 

p a v l i g h t and Qrpheug. In The W h i s p e r i n g G a l l e r y Lehmann 

•explained h i s ra t iona le for New Writing: 

In Left Review th,e p o l i t i c s came, f a t a l l y , f i r s t ; I 
wanted a magazine in which l i t e r a t u r e came f i r s t , with 
the p o l i t i c s only as an undertone. I believed i t would 
se rve t he t r i p l e purpose of p rov id ing a p la t form for 
the New Country w r i t e r s t ha t The Cri ter ion, the London 
Mercury and L i f e and L e t t e r s could not be expected t o 
p rov ide ; of i n t r o d u c i n g fo re ign w r i t e r s , who had 
e x c i t e d my i n t e r e s t , dur ing my t r a v e l s , t o an Engl ish 
audience; and of serving as a ralJLying point for the so . 
rapidly growing a n t i - f a s c i s t and"itnti-war sympathies in 
my i n t e l l e c t u a l generation (WJJ, 232). 

So much was the or ig inal conception of New Writing bound up with 

a s o c i a l as we l l as a l i t e r a r y movement t h a t the d i s t i n c t i o n s 

between oause and e f f e c t became d i f f i c u l t t o make. This was 

expressed-in a l ec tu re Lehmann gave in 1938: 

We knew tha t seeds of any l i t e r a r y movement can die for 
want of a proper s o i l ; and in the . c o n d i t i o n s of t he 
English book-world nowadays, even more in 1935, i t was 
a b s o l u t e l y e s s e n t i a l t o r a l l y a s many p e o p l e as 
possible together, and }n jj^st the r i gh t formation, for 
t h e movement t o be no t i c ed a t a l l . . . but we f e l t 
t h a t p r e c i s e l y t h i s r a l l y i n g , t he e x i s t e n c e of New 
W r i t i n g , would f u r t h e r c r e a t e t he movement t h a t was 
c r e a t i n g i t . " . *" 

Lehmann had, no way of knowing t h a t once he embarked on t h i s 

project he was committing himself, despi te h is des i re to be f i r s t ' 

. { 



and foremost a major poet, to fifteen years as an editor. 

When one considers the seriousness of the task Lehmann had 

set himself, i t i s refreshing to find' evidence of the more 

anarchic and i r reverent side of his personali ty^in such l a t e r 

works as In, a'P.urely Pagan Sense, published in 1976. Lehmann's „ 

. ins t inc t for comedy was one thing tha t saved him from becoming 

overly earnest ; h i s e s sen t i a l optimism buoyed him up through 

f i f teen years of dealing professional ly with some of the most 

g i f ted , unpredictable and i r a s c i b l e wr i t e r s of h is age. His 

f inely-tuned sense of what others would t o l e r a t e by way of 

criticism enabled him to maintain cordial relationships with Ihost 

of the people he published. As an edi tor he freely gave advice, 

both professional and personal, when he thought i t would help 

some of his contr ibutors* He also had the t ac t to w i thho l^h i s 

opinion when he believed i t would do more harm than good. There 

i s an early example in his correspondence with.Alec Brown of the 

s t r e s s e s involved in dealing with publ ishers . In a l e t t e r in 

1936 he acknowledges both the problem of finding* an appropriate 

t i t l e for h is magazine and"his recognition that British writing 

of the th i r t i e s was far from perfect: 

I wanted The Bridge, hut Lane became mulish, said i t ' 
wouldn't s e l l a copy. . . New Writing seemed to cover 
the whole thing, and was perfect ly un-arrogant. I 
don't think i t ' s any use raging a-s you do (though I 
respect you for i t ) because we Just haven't got the 
writing yet in glorious Britain, whatever the French or 
Americans may have, and i t would be pompous to pretend 
so much. Another t i t l e I toyed with for a while was 
The Red Fairy Book. After much thought, I rather sadly 
turned i t down.1 

Such teasing was c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of Lehmann, despi te the energy 

t t 



' • : • . . 1 6 

\. 
which he invested in his various projects—and the" seriousness 

* V. 
witjh which he .regarded them. 

Above a l l , Lehmann wished to get from his contributors the-

best that they were capable of achieving. His-correspondence 

suggests that he made distinctions between would-be, contributors, 

not only on- the basis of what they ha'd actual ly achieved, but 

also on tha t of the ^talent he detected in t h e i r s truggles to 

express themselves in proseiand poetry. Thus there are (in the. 

Lehmann -collfection in Texas) numerous examples of form le t t e r s in 

which he expresses his "interest" in reading a piece ofwork, but 

declines to publish i t because of "the "pressure on space" orv 

because the contr ibutors f a i l to #Uite* "bring" i t off." In 

addition to these le t t e r s are^ a large^number that make specific 

suggestions on s ty l e , technique or d ic t ion. One l e t t e r that i s 

typical in th is respect involves advice sent to Edward Lowbury 

in 1945.through one of Lowbury's relat ives: 
> » 

He has a real poet 's s ens ib i l i t y and observation; 
but what £ don't l ike is a certain rathfer t r i t e kind, of 
fanciful moralizing which he indulges in—-for instance 
in "Flowers." Again/ i n t e l l e c t u a l l y there i s ofYen a 
ra ther , disappointing f a i lu re to work things to a 
s ignif icant conclusion; instead of.concentrating and 
building up his ceasing, too often, in the long pdems, 
he meanders on a M ^ a i l s off*. I hope you won't mind me 
saying t h i s r a t « F bruta l ly* rH&ouldn't i f I didn' t 
feel that he alrefroY has so much and was so often just 
missing excellence." 

s. 

LehMann also employed a number of people to act as readers 
J * 

for him over his years as In ed i to r . In some instances the i r 

wr i t ten Judgments of individual, contr ibut ions give an ins ight 

into the kind of bad writing that Lehmann's magazines attracted— 
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particularly Penguin New Writing—and suggest the dai ly 

f rus tra t ion of reading endless pages of sloppy emotional 

outbursts that were never published*. On the bottom of three 

l e t t er s from one contributor are scrawled observations that 

become increasingly exasperated and suggest a reader who has been . 

driven close to a nervous breakdown-: "fhis poetry i s to me l ike 

milk and water, w i th^ large prd$frtion of water. These poems 

are thin colourless and dim."9/"l think h<e i s a lojiax poet."10 

* "He ought to be Shot, I think."y Lehmann's own written response 

is- comioally controlled in the face of this mounting hysteria: 

^"Tell him I liked the start a lot, but somehow felt disappointed 

by the rest.t1 .2 ") \ " 

Not a l l of Lehmann's correspondence i s as amusing as th is . 

' In so^ie cases tire l e t t e r s from young men inXthe forces 

communicate the endless boredom, or worse, of Mfe in uniform. 
» 

Some of his contributors were reluctant to have their real -names 

published for fear of repVisals from their superiors or mockery 

from their companions. . It was because of these letters, just as 

much as i t was the result of the published contributions, that 

Lehmann developed his attitude to wartime o f f i c i a l s , both i 

c iv i l ian and military. This attitude was reflected in h i s 

growing fear of the cultural enemies at home, the phi l i s t tnes , 

who,. Lehmann sincerely believed, were, out to U n i t a r t i s t i c 

expression in a post-war world. As an editor he took appropriate 

retaliatory action against^fchem in his forewords, c r i t i c a l 

articless*nd journalism. At times lie appears to have f e l t 

himself to be engaged in a gueri l la war of his own on behalf of ' 

% 
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the arts against their traditional opponents. 

With the exception of Qrphefis, •all of Lehmann's magazines 

wer-er in-part; attempts to form a kind of'bridge between middle-

c lass and working-class readers and wri*ters« One way of doing 

t h i s jwas to search e x t e n s i v e l y for worthy worjfing-class' 

contributors; another was to make the magazines as cheap as 

possible. -One of the most poignant expressions of the material 

and imaginat ive gulf to be "bridged by t h i s d e s i r e for 

communication between classes came in the form of a gentle rebuke 

to Lehmann from one of the working-class writers he helped to 

promote: 

* Now Lehmann-, in your c i rc l e when you s i t down to 
• write, i t i s understood immediately Vhat you are 

WORKING. People 'will be thoughtful enough t o respect 
what you are trying to do, and i f a knock comes at the 
door you haven't |[5t to sweep your material up and hide 
i t out of sight unti l after the ca l ler has gone. * You 
wil l probably Hafte a room of yoijr own to write in, not 

"a crowded place where each member of the family i s 
treading on the other's; heels, 
' 0I was not so lucky. There are seven of us, yfive 
growing boys. I could hot s i t down and write without 

' . bawling at "them; they could-not talk,-sing, whistle, or 
move without Shattering me. There was a maddening 
domestic fr ic t ion an<| quarreling. The worst feature 
was that , when 1 sat dowji to write I was not WORKING. 
I w.as just sitt ing down. 3 

This l e t t e r , written in 1938, came in response to Lehmann's 

persistent efforts, to get George Garrett to complete the book he 

had been struggling to write. More usually, Lehaannl3 working-

class contributors sought his advice on whether they had enough 

t a l e n t to pursue a f u l l - t i m e l i t e r a r y career or on the 

appropriate way to get more of their work published. Those few 
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tha t did have suf f ic ien t t a l en t were often fortunate enough to 

find Lehmann generous with advice and honest about the p i t fa l l s 

of a l i terary career, 

"Despite Lehmann's generally courteous treatment of his 

contributors there was always an extremely demanding personality-
« 

veiled behind his obvious charm and consideration. His urbanity 

Was not to be mistaken for a lack of determination. One cannot 

read his l e t t e r s and autobiography without realizing that Lehmahn 

was perfect ly capable of being hard-headed in business mat ters 

V̂» and pugnacious in his l i terary views when the situation required 

i t . Without these q u a l i t i e s his survival as an edi tor and 

publisher in unfavourable economic conditions would have been 

well-nigh impossible. Lehmann's personal i ty was such a complex 

mixture that even a writer as astute as Christopher Isherwood was 

mistaken about Lehmann's true nature after their f i r s t meeting: 

Christopher was suspicious of and on guard against th is 
t a l l handsome young personage with his pale narrowed 
quizzing eyes, measured voice which might have belonged 
to a Foreign Office expert , and extremely becoming, 
prematurely gray hair—a hereditary c h a r a c t e r i s t i c . 
Seated behind his desk, John seemed the incarnation of 
a u t h o r i t y - - b e n e v o l e n t a u t h o r i t y , but a u t h o r i t y , 
nonetheless.w 

Isherwood was apparently uncomfortable when the camera eye was 

turned upon himself; i t i s i ron ic tha t Isherwood focused on 

Lehmann's personal authority at the very time when the creative 

s ide of Lehmann f e l t ^constrained or neglected by his e d i t o r i a l 

commitments (W£, 248-9). 

Lehmann gains . c r ed ib i l i t y as a witness when he candidly 

acknowledges h i s own f a u l t s and misjudgements in h i s 
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autobiography. When he considers himself to have been mistaken 

t in his l i t e r a r y views, as he was about many of the Soviet and 

Cotemunist contributors to New Writing, he explains the external 

p re s su re s t h a t b lur red h i s judgment. Bis autobiography 

frequently provides a double vision—his ra t iona le for h is 

decisions at the time and his assessment of the events, and his 

act ions and choices from, the vantage point of the 1950Js and 

1960»s./ 

V 

% 



21 

Notes to Introduction 

! John Lehmann, The Whispering Gallery, Autobiography X 
(London: Readers Union Longmans, 1957), pp. 35-36. All f u t u r e 
references to The Whispering Gallery in the introduction w i l l be 
taken from t h i s edi t ion and c i ted within the body of the t ex t . 

2 Arthur K o e s t l e r , The I n v i s i b l e Wri t ing , Autobiography 2 
(London: 1954; r p t . London: Hutchinson and Co. Ltd . , 1969), p. 
19. 

3 John Lehmann, The Ample P r o p o s i t i o n , Autobiography I.II 
(London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1966), pp. 261-62.-

^ H.A. Mason, rev. of New W r i t i n g , 1 and 2, ed. Jojrm 
Lehmann. S c r u t i n y , Vol. V, No. 3 , December 1936, pp. 315-16. 

5 Frank Chapman, rev. Of New Writing, 1, ed. John Lehmann. 
The Cr i ter ion, Vol. XVI (1936>, pp. 162-165. 

6 Typed Ms. of a l e c t u r e e n t i t l e d "New Wri t ing" g iven by 
John LehmafTn'to t he Oxford Engl ish Club (February 1938), p. 1. 
Cur ren t ly in t he Lehmann-col lect ion a t ' t h e Humanit ies Research 
Center, Austin,* Texas. N 

" ' ' . ) v * 
7 John Lehmann—T.C.C.L. to Alec Brown, 4* January 1,936, 

Lehmann collection, H.R.C. 
o 
° John Lehmann—T.C.C.L. , to Joan Lowbury, 13 June 1945, 

Lehmann collection, H.R.C. . 

9 Patric Dickihson--rA.L.S. to John Lehmann, 14 July 1946, 
Lehmann collection, H.R.C. " / • 

/ 10 Ibid, 15 December 1948. ' 

11 Ibid, 9 October 1949. 

: 1 2 Ibid. , 

1 3 George Garret t—A.L.S. t o John Lehmann, 12 Ju ly 1938, 
Lehmann c o l l e c t i o n , H.R.C. [ 

York 

1 4 Christopher Isherwood, Christopher and His Kind (New 
: Avon Books, 1976), p. 97. ^ *, 



* 

I r 

New Writing 

Both the short-term and long-term achievements•of tyew 

t Writing are immense. During his period as editor of New Writing, 

John Lehmann was the f i r s t to publish some of Isherwood's Berlin 

S tor ies and other masterpieces, such as Orwell 's "Shooting an 

Elephant," Pieces l i k e these defy simple ca tegor iza t ion; they 

define his success and act as a measure by which we can judge the 

relat ive fai lures or the lapses in the overall design. 

New Writing was published in eight volumes between 1936 and 

1939f and was generally greeted with approval by the c r i t i c s . 

There were, however, exceptions to the favourable reviews i t 

received. <~Some reviewers were'quick to take offence a t the 

. p o l i t i c a l th rus t of the early volumes of New Writing. H.A. 

Mason's review in Scrutiny, in 1936, l eve l led the charge t ha t 

nearly a l l of the contributors were too pol i t ica l : 

But though there are more than t h i r t y w r i t e r s who 
have taken the workers' side, they are a l l deficient as 

t a r t i s t s ^ . . . Good prose l i t e r a t u r e , then, i s as 
scarce as ever. But the integrity which has gone into 
these campaign documents, representative as they are of 
almost every important country in the world, is oapable 

\>f doing a service , but i t i s a service which i s 
primarily social and pol i t ica l . 1 

V.S, P r i t c h e t t , however, reviewing the f i r s t yolume of 

New Wri t ing in The F o r t n i g h t l y - in 1936, complimented the 
( 

\ 
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c o n t r i b u t o r s fo r t h e same c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s H.A. Mason had 

condemned: • - t 

Now t h a t t h e ' w r i t e r s a r e seeing both, the p i t f a l l s as 
well as the obl igat ions of having a view about society, 
t h e p o l i t i c a l m o v e m e n t ' i s beg inn ing t o show i t s 
c h a r a c t e r . I t i s r e a l i s t i c , i t p r e s e n t s the l i f e of 
the ordinary man. I t i s beginning t o do, in i t s own 

'way, something not un l ike what Defoe did for Engl ish 
p r o s e and t h e nove l Vin h i s own p e r i o d of c l a s s 
t r a n s i t i o n . There i s in nea r ly a l l these p i eces a 
refreshing speed and vigour of nar ra t ive which are what 
ti\e English novel had l o s t . The l i f e of the s t r e e t i s 
coming back.2 

One of the most favourable early reviews of New Writing appeared 

in the Times Literary Supplement of 30 May, 1936. The anonymous 

reviewer focused on what he believed to be a unifying pr inc ip le 

evident in the work of nearly a l l the contr ibutors : 

. . . t h a t , the conception -of an effect ive brotherhood 
born between v i c t i m s of oppres s ion , i s the cons t an t 
e lement , or the n e a r e s t to a cons t an t e lement , which 
g i v e s t h i s m i s c e l l a n y i t s c l a i m s t o u n i t y . The 
oppress ion t akes va r ious forms—sometimes i t i s war, 
sometimes i t i s fascism, sometimes the .social system, 
sometimes human nature or even the hard ear th i t s e l f ; 
but always i t is- t h i s .sense of broader ^comjjgdeships 
b r e a k i n g t h r o u g h t h e hard s k u l l ' of c o n f i n i n g , 

, destroying individualisms, which i s the basic c rea t ive 
t h i n g , 'a new l i f e b u r s t i n g through the old. . . .» 
S t i l l , whatever t he l i m i t a t i o n in t h i s case or t h a t , 
t h e impulse i s t h e r e ^ i v i n g d i r e c t i o n , movement and 
force to these s t o r i e s , manifesting i t s e l f as ease and 
power of n a r r a t i v e . For in t he bes t of the i tems 
emotional ident i f ica t ion—the essence of brotherhood— 
i s no mere a s p i r a t i o n ; t h e w r i t e r h i m s e l f has 
e x p e r i e n c e d i t , e n t e r i n g i n t o t h e l i v e s of h i s 
charac ters . •> » 

The conc lus ions t o be drawn about New Wri t ing were f r equen t ly 

determined by these kinds, of p o l i t i c a l convictions as much as by 

l i t e r a r y ones. The date of New Writing's publicat ion was crucia l 

»> 

4 
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to the form and content of i t s essays, short s t o r i e s and poems. 

'These four years saw the temporary'triumph of-avowed Fascism or 

react ionary governments throughout Europe, together with the 

continuation of mass unemployment and 'economic hardship in 

England. New Writing was shaped by these events/ 

Lehmann attempted t o a r t i c u l a t e his sense of universal 

brotherhood and to combat the possible eclect ic ism inherent in 

such a co l lec t ion of prose, short s t o r i e s artd poems by grouping 

together contributions on similar themes and issues^ This.was a 

useful way of contrasting British and foreign perceptions, and I t 

also made the un iversa l i ty of many of the themes apparent. " In 

addi t ion, i t gave the reader a deepened appreciat ion of the 

social problems, when a particular issue was explored through a 

number of different l i te rary techniques. These sections- increased 

in* importance as New Writing progressed from one volume to 

another; such an e d i t o r i a l organization demonstrated Lehmann's 

growing sense of purpose an(f was, perhaps, i nd ica t ive of the 

wider choice of. material available to, Lehmann. A l i s t of some of 

these sections speaks for I t s e l f : Different Lives: A Symposium; 

Breaking' Point; Three F*ables; Workers and Fighters ; Four Boys 

Alone; Earth', Legends and Heroes; Making; Island View; In France; 

Spain, War and Death; A Mirror Up to Nature; Spring Fes t i va l s ; 

Workers All; Russian Pattern. 

One of the d i s t i n c t i v e features of New Writing and i t s 

successors was the high quality Of writing by many of the foreign 

contributors; sonre, l ike Sartre and Brecht, continue to receive 

the c r i t i ca l respect due to them;' others, l ike Andre Cham son and 
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Louis Guilloux, have* ̂ largely been forgot ten, unjust ly , by a 

contemporary. Br i t i sh audience. I t i s c lear from Lehmann's, 

autobiography tha t he was continual ly surprised by the large 

number of Br i t i sh and fo re ign 'con t r ibu tors who deserved to be 
v „ / 

published and who,might have remained unknown without New 

Writing. * What is also apparent i s that there was, a large number 

of potential contributors who were simply not goqd enough; their 

' urge to wr i t e came from a heightened perception of t h e i r 

• environment which they were unable to translate effectively into 

e i the r prose or poetry. Although the New Country wr i t e r s 

provided ah i n i t i a l core and caucus for . the magazine, there was 

soon an attempt to publish people from other social groups than 

the one represented by Auden,"Spender, Isherwood, Upward, and 

Warner. When Lehmann began publishing New Writing he f e l t 

himself to be challenging the l i t e ra ry establishment,-and instead 

» found himself embraced by i t . Perhaps the f inal irony of 

, Lehmann's intent i s that, although i t was plausible in 1"936 to be 

a n t i - f a s c i s t and vehemently ant i -war , once the significance of 

the Spanish. Civil War had been grasped i t became uncomfortable jto 

believe the two positions synonymous. 

Although the f i r s t five volumes of New Writing were devoted 

to imaginative l i t e ra tu re , Lehmann began extending his range in 

le new se r i e s in 1 938 by including cont r ibu t ions on l i t e r a r y 
\ 1 -

thNeorx_and contemporary c r i t i c i sm of the a r t s . This c r i t i c i sm 

became an Increasing concern as Lehmann sought to understand and 

cater to the audience New Writing was gaining and creating. One 

of the most significant essays i s the very judicious assessment • 
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t ha t Stephen Spender makes of the Auden and Isherwood poetic 

dramas, The Dog Beneath theiSkin and The Ascent of F6. Spender's 

essay e s t ab l i shes t h e i r impor tance , whi le s imul t aneous ly 

r e f l ec t ing ,on the flaws tha t reduce the impact of thfcse plays. 

I t provides an interesting analysis of the competing claims that 

a r t and the urge to reach a wider audience make upon two such 

seminal figures as Auden and Isherwood: 

The most important of, these problems—that of finding 
an audience—they have* solved better than anyone for a 

- g e n e r a t i o n . They lhave c o n e e n t r a t e d - - q u i t e 
justifiably-t-on providing entertainment; but since they 

- ' a r e a lso creat ing 'a form and presenting a view of the 
world, one has to r e a l i z e how many of the problems of 
presentation, they have evaded. The most obvious 
failure i s the failure to write satisfactory'endings to 
t h e i r plays.^ -— - , 

The problems i d e n t i f i e d by Spender in t h i s ess^y a re 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of poetic dramas which self^consciously try to 

have a wide popular appeal. 

The actual s ty le of much of New Writing was, in par t , 

created by a s imi lar des i re for the magazine to be read by a 

s l i g h t l y la rger audience than was usual for such a l i t e r a r y 

venture. This desire was only partially fulf i l led; i t found more 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n l a t e r , in the publicat ion of the much cheaper 
* 

Penguin New Writing. Nevertheless, the wish to,be more readily 

understood formed part of the just i f icat ion for moving away from 

what Cyril Connolly termed the, "mandarin style."^ Lehmann's 

.belief, as described in his autobiography, was that New Waiting 

should be concerned to publish experiments in "vernacular,"" and 

would be pa r t i cu l a r l y open to r e a l i s t wr i t ing . In many cases 
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th is urge toward realism produced a form of writing soon widely 

known as "reportage." Thflts was a form enthusiastically created 

and embraced by a number of f ledgl ing working-class wr i te r^ . 

Though much early reportage now see^ns an exercise in grievance 

ra ther than a r t , i t s contr ibut ion to New Writing cannot be 

overestimated, tyew Writing provided a place where a few aspiring 

w r i t e r s of w o r k i n g - c l a s s o r i g i n could be a p p r e c i a t e d . 

Unfortunately, some of these writers disappeared .just when their 

t a l e n t showed sighs of maturation. Others went on to wr i t e 

autobiographies, novels and collections of short s tories, without 

which British l i t e ra ture of the la te t h i r t i e s and fort ies would 

be very much poorer. .New Writing involved a deliberate attempt 

to create both an audience and a group of w r i t e r s dedicated to 

describing what i t was l ike to be a member of the working class . 

Lehmann's working-class contributors submitted pieces to-him 

in various ways. They were e i the r introduced, to him through, 

mutual acquaintances l ike John Hampson and Ralph Fox, or Lehmann 

contacted them himself af ter h^had seen some of t he i r work in 

New Stories or Left Reyiew. Some, l ike B.L. Coombes, sent their 

work to him unsolicited after they had seen or heard of the early 

volumes of New Writing. A number of Lehmann's pro le ta r ian 

cont r ibu tors were involved in the Labour Party or t he i r local 

v 
trade unions. One thing that was characterist ic of them al l was 

that they were short of money: 
Sometimes the wr i t e r was on the dole: t h i s provided 
more time all r ight, but made the purchase of even such 
minor instruments of the trade as notebooks and pens an 
almost impossible extravagance. I t r ied to devise al l 
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kinds of stratagems to get round the d i f f i c u l t i e s when 
I believed tha t the wr i t e r r ea l ly had 'got something'; 
but I had not the means a t my d i s p o s a l to do more than 
occasionally produce a t iny allowance, as advance on a 
remotely envisaged fee, for a l imi ted number of weeks.' 

• 

When he r e tu rned t o the Hogarth P ress in 1938 Lehmann was i n a 

stronger posi t ion to help his cont r ibutors with advice and aid on 

publishing. " * 

One of Lehmann's major w o r r i e s about h i s w o r k i n g - c l a s s 

c o n t r i b u t o r s was t h a t they appa ren t l y lacked the t ime to br ing 

t h e i r r epo r t age and s t o r i e s t o a s i g n i f i c a n t conc lus ion . In 

a d d i t i o n , they of ten r e l i e d on c l i c h e s . Lehmann descr ibed h i s 

r e s e r v a t i o n s q u i t e ' b l u n t l y in a l e t t e r t o Gordon J e f f e r y , a 

dockyard worker, in 1937: 

'The two s t o r i e s which i n t e r e s t me most are GOOD MONEY 
and CORONATION DAY, though I r ecogn ize t h a t t h e long 
s to ry JIMMIE AND THE CAPTAIN'S DAUGHTER i s a very 
courageous a t t e m p t . The o t h e r s seem t o me, i f I pay . 
say So, t o f a i l because they a r e n ' t q u i t e c r e a t e d ; 
t h e r e i s often a moral in them, and a sound moral , but 
i t h a s n ' t been r e a l l y brought a l i v e , or has been 
deadened by a ra ther conventional handling- or phrasing. 
I think you w i l l improve on a l l t h i s . " 

r 
None of t he se s t o r i e s was ever publ i shed by Lehmann. Gordqn 

Jeffery ' s l e t t e r s suggest t ha t he spent most of his time working 

for t he Communist Pa r ty . Lehmann's fo re ign c o n t r i b u t o r s were 

* of ten r e c r u i t e d through h i s con t ac t wi th va r ious a n t i - f a s c i s t 

o r g a n i z a t i o n s in Europe . His work a t t h e Hogar th Pre.ss , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y on New S i g n a t u r e s and New Country, in addition to 

h i s school and u n i v e r s i t y f r i e n d s h i p s , had a l ready put him in 

con t ac t wi th such w r i t e r s as Isherwood, Auden, Spender and 

Orwell, who in turn introduced him to many other wr i t e r s . 

% * 
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One of the f i r s t ways in which New Wrl f c i n g examined the 

condition of the working class was in i t s publication of stories 

which explored the experience of work i t s e l f . A few of these 

s t o r i e s concerned themselves i ron ica l ly or s a t i r i c a l l y with 

middle-class occupations, in which the self-conscious protagonist 

considers his or her work in r e l a t i on to i t s value for society. 

More usual ly , the s t o r i e s dea l t with the s tark and b i t t e r 
/ 

experiences of the proletarian and his job in the workplace. The 

most common themes that emerge are the physical hardships and 

monotony of the job (these often leading to accidents) and, most 

persistently, the oppression of the worker by foreman or boss. / 

Charles Harte 's "Blackleg" (JUL., I , 1936) i s a story tha t 

manifests many of the d i f f i cu l t i e s encountered by middle-class 

w r i t e r s d e s c r i b i n g p r o l e t a r i a n exper iences . The centra l 

character's lack of pol i t ical and social maturity i s very similar 

to that of the students from Qambridge and Oxford who gleefully ' 

volunteered their services in the General Strike of 1926. During 

the course of his "blackleg" career in Coleraine, he begins to " 

n o t i c e t h i n g s t h a t bother h i s consc ience and apparen t ly 

contradic t what he has-been told by the railway management. 

Unfortunately, the Story reads too much l i k e a p o l i t i c a l t r a c t 

where the ending and the moral of the story are never in doubt. 

I t f a l l s somewhere between a piece of reportage, thinly disguised 

' as a human-interest s tory, and a p o l i t i c a l confessional which 

a s s e r t s t h a t "while there i s a lower c l a s s , I dm in i t " (p. 54). 

Despite his theoretical resolve, the young -man remains* excluded 

from the working c lass he would l i k e to champion, while the 

/ 
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wr i t e r only succeeds in conveying .the awkwardness of h i s own 

privileged position. 

The relationship between the middle-class reformer and the 

society he hopes to change gradually i s suggested through- a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y cruel attack»on the main charac ter in Cecil Day 

Lewis's "Tinker" (N.W. 3, 1937). Day Lewis abandons h i s usual 

medium of poetry and, through the prose in t rospec t ion of h is 

pro tagonis t , James Hazell, d i s tu rbs the aura of sanc t i ty tha t 

l ingers around liberalism. Hazell i s a newspaper editor of the -

f i c t i t ious , provincial BerrinKham Eyenlnft World who appears, "at 

f i r s t , to be a model of fair-mindedness and humanity. Both in 

r e l a t i o n to his s taf f and to the society i t i s h is business to 

inform: 

He was invar iably pa t i en t and considerate with them; 
and if one proved i r r e t r i e v a b l y incompetent, he-was 
shot out with a minimum of fuss. Moreover, h i s 
preoccupied, s l ightly austere manner was occasional ly 
relieved by l i t t l e bursts of boyishness—unpremeditated 
confidences-, witt icisms, preposterous anecdotes, which 
by adding 'popular i ty , to respec t , ana" homeliness to 
au thor i ty , would soon render hint a myth in tlie-office 
(p.178). ' 

Hazell 's s e l f - i d e n t i f i c a t i o n as a j o l l y l i b e r a l p a t e r n a l i s t i s 

rudely shaken by the author ' s increas ing i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of him 

With the family cat Tinker,, who i s neutered a t the end of the 

story. Such an identification Reminds the reader of the peculiar 

b i t t e r n e s s with which those l i k e Day Lewis i n i t i a l l y attacked 

"their middle-c lass peers for refusing to accept the logic of 

Marxism, which asserted that liberalism was an emasculated creed. 

The predominant sense tha t the reader obta ins i s the hectoring 
\ 

1 
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. and propagandistic intention-oT Day Lewi's himself. Tinker i s all 

too obvipusly placed in the story to make a polemical point; his 

presence i s too obtrusive, fterhaps what i s most disturbing i s 

Day Lewis's refusal to recognize any virtues in liberalism, since 

he believed i t to he a sham by whi$h the proletariat i s deprived 

- of equal opportunity to fulf i l itself, J * 

IntheSe-esrrly stories_by Harte and Day Lewis, as in Beatrix 

Lehmann's "The'Tw*-Thot»sand-Ppund Raspberry" (N.W., 5, 1.938), 

what is.attempted i s a description of a common ground or a common 

grievance which the middle-class "writers/workers can share with 

the i r Working-class counterparts . From the ir difi*erent 

perspectives and s ty le s they a l l share a direct interest in the 

fate of the-individual, when that individual i s faced with 

evidence contrary to what the central characters have been LAI to 

believe^y their ."superiors." They explore the dilemma of the 

sensi t ive middle.class, guilty about the way things are, but 

either oblivious to, or afraid of, more equal ways of ordering 

- society. None of the protagonists in these stories suffers 

irreparably as a result of his experiences, and in a purely 

physical sense, they are protected from the worst e f fects ofjt 

working under intolerable conditions. Their emotional and mem^K-/ 

suffering, though, i s immerrse. Most of the early proletarian 

»" writers in N,eM yr i f c ihgt on the other hand, are far more concerned 

with the physical-realities of the work experience. 

Lehmann was particularly^proud to discover'the work'ing-class 

writer B. L. Cooabes. His three contributions to New Ifritina are * 

, directly concerned with the continuous squalor and danger of 

/ 



w-orking down, a mine. Neither fFhe flame" (1LJL., 3, 1937). nor 

"Machine Man," CJUL, 5, 1938) now sustain the reader's interest . 

Their central characters ,are flat and Ixist as l i t t l e more than 

people to whom things happen; there- i s only a theoretical rather ' 

than personal involvement between the' reader and these passive 

objects of pity. The main strengths of these stories are in the 

reportage of physical conditions. In th is sense, they are 

similar to Orwell's "Down the Mine," in The Road to Wigan PierT 

published in 1937, which subst i tutes romantic hero-worship for 

character 'observation. This level of dour competence i s easily 

surpassed by Coonrbes' third contribution Twenty Tons of Coal" 

ULSU, n.sv, 3,' 193*9). 

Throughout "Twenty Tons of Coal" the narrator shifts tenses 

in an effort to recapitulate the events and their s ignif icance. 

The narrator mopes .about his home, while in a state of shock, and 

tries to decide what to say at the inquest into a friend's death; 

when he rehearses the story of the disaster in the mine, he 

adopts the present tense, as i f he were s t i l l experiencing the 

disaster over again. .Only slowly does the nature of the dilemma 

emerge; at f i r s t there are simply hints of misunderstanding 

l ike ly to occur at the inquest: "They wi l l l i s t e n to me in the 

brightness" of daylight and in the safety of ordinary l i f e ; and 

they wi l l think that they understand" (p, 161). The actions in 

the story' take, place not only out of day l ight , but in a 

metaphysical darkness as well as an' actual one; down the mine the 

codes of behaviour and the expectations of the men are entirely 

different. His dilemma i s that i f he t e l l s the truth and indicts 
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the hierarchical structure and theNauthority figures responsible 

for his friend's death, he will lose the insurance money for his 

f r iend ' s widow. The insurance company wi l l pay out for an, 

"accidental" death, but w i l l not pay for one caused' by the 

company's negligence. 

Coombes successful ly r e l i e s far more on dialogue and 

character introspection in "Twenty Tons of Coal" than he does in 

"The Flame" or "Machine Man." The connections between the 

physical condit ions of labour and the economic fac tors t ha t 

determine them are consequently made e x p l i c i t . Once t h i s has 

been reoognized, the nature of the human tragedy emerges 

forceful ly from the rubble . - The-'"new deep" i s a nightmarish 

world,,where simple solut ions cannot be applied; consequently, 

the narra tor remains paralysed by indecision. The miners show 

s o l i d a r i t y with each dther when they turn t he i r backs on the 

author i ty f igure , t h e fireman, and refuse to c lear up the rock 

f a l l , preferr ing instead to carry the dead miner's body to , t he 

surface. I t i s only through a strengthening of t h i s bond t h a t ' 

the situation down the mine can ever be improved; only in times 

of extreme anger or danger do the miners r e s i s t , such authori ty 

f igures . Jhe Iruman element in the story s tays a t the forefront 

throughout; the act ions of the -charac te r s are not those of 

pol i t ical automata or f la t and passive sufferers, but df complex' 

and confused ind iv idua ls . This i s not always the case in 

contributions to New Writing,' . 

Coombes i s a good example of a working-class wr i t e r whose 

urge to wr i t e was'provoked by the condit ions he experienced 
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dai ly . He frequently turned JtQ. Lehmann for advice on how he 

should best pursue a l i te rary>career and appears to have deeply 

appreciated the assistance Lehmann gave him. He wrote-to Lehmann 

in 1936: ' * 

I specialize in Short s tories and plays of the working 
c lass because I bel ieve tha t the only t rue drama i s 
found in t h e i r suffer ings and s t ruggles . . . Please 

- acVept the s incere tha-nk-s of a wr i t e r who hopes tha t 
there may be a brighter future for workers and that he 
may have some l i t t l e share in helping toward that end,? 

Above a l l , ' Coombes seems to , have been moved by the. genuine 

comradeship of the miners and"exasperated by tfie wrongful use of 

a u t h o r i t y which made t h e l r J l i v e s mo-re p e r i l o u s than was 

necessary. / •*• 

The r i sks and conaeqUanqjehB. of workers' challenging an 

i l legi t imate authority are %he subject of Leslie Halward's "Boss" 

(JL&4 2, 1936) and John Somm,erfield's "A Personal Matter" (N.W.. 

n . s . 1, 1938). In both these s t o r i e s p e t t y t y r a n t s a re 

confronted, with differing resul ts . There i s a clear sense that 

the long-pterm resul ts of such protest are negligible, but that in 

the short term such res i s tance i s psychologically necessary to 

the v ic t ims of oppression, Halward'S "The Boss" explores the 

vu lne rab i l i t y of the victim and the incomprehension of the 
i 

employer. Joe , the mas ter p l a s t e r e r , i s concerned with 

e l iminat ing the waste of mate r ia l s , and despi te h is subsequent 

actions manages to remain likable to the reader. During the day, 

h i s i r r i t a t i o n with both his labourer and apprentice growj 

because of their inexperience and inefficiency, After a v i s i t to 



1 V 

' , 35 

the pub, he becomes insulting and bullying to the point where the 

apprent ice , who can s t a n d - i t no longer, c a l l s him a "bloody 

b l e e d i n ' big swine" (p. 37). Nei ther the v i c t i m s nor t h e 
i-

pe rpe t r a to r s of t h i s kind of oppression have the a b i l i t y to 

a r t i c u l a t e what i s happening. The use of c o l l o q u i a l and 

vernacular language i s perfec t ly adjusted to the charac te rs ' 

f ee l ings , when t h e i r a b i l i t y ^ cope i s s t ra ined to the l i m i t . 

The manner in which Joe and h i s employees repeat themselves in 

conversation reflects the way people naturally talk when excited 

and under pressure. Their part ial rebellion against his tyranny 

can only be seen by Joe as a joke* since any recogni t ion of h i s 

i n j u s t i c e to them would be l i ke ly to force him to question the 

• whole*superstructure of which he i s but one small par t . To the 

victims come only unemployment and almost certain misery. 

John Sommerfield's "A Personal Matter" i d e n t i f i e s , more 

ful ly than Hal ward's s tory , the complex chain of command which 

protects the real exploiters and possessors of wealth from direct 

confrontation with the many they have ignored. The inequality of 

wealth i s symbolized in the apparently f ru i t less pleasure of rich 

Americans, on board a l iner where the dishwashers work and make 

t h e i r pleasure poss ib le . Sommerfield c l ea r ly considers the 
i 

violent physical atta%k->by dishwashers on their immediate boss as 

a mistake, but i t i s a natura l mistake. I t represents a stage 

they must go through unti l they make the final logical connection 

and.begin to a g i t a t e against the system as a whole> His i ron ic 

t i t l e demonstrates his f ina l judgment on the act ion. "Boss" 

confines i t s e l f to verbal p ro te s t , while "A Personal Matter" 

% 
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considers the wrong use of violence to make an inef fec t ive 

^protest. The f i r s t i s an exercise in realism in which the main 

action'of the story i s resolved in dialogue, the second i s more 

descriptive of the actual conditions of work but ultimately less 

satisfying as a story. 

'The problem of d i s t i n g u i s h i n g necessary vork from 

' - - 'V ' 
monotonous, unappreciated and dangerous work i s a constant theme 

in the contributions to New Writing. G. F. Green's "The Recruit" 

(N.W.f 3, 1937) i s a powerful exploration of the way in which one 

character's separation from his community and his experience of 

poverty lead him to e n l i s t in the army. In tlje context of the 

story i t i s c lear tha t the wr i t e r considers t h i s a withdrawal 

from meaningful l i f e . The dialogue, i n Derbyshire d i a l ec t , 

*• skilfully incorporates the shifts of- time in the narrative, and 

the strange sense ,of alienation and hallucination in the victim, 

Fred, i s recreated v iv id ly : An a i r of apathy and boredom dogs 

Fred as he refuses to jo in his companions in throwing stones at 

t in cans, in drinking or playing b i l l ia rds . While his companions 

are also unemployed they find fraternity in these events and are 

able to laugh a t the r ec ru i t i ng poster ; Fred's monotonous, 

friendless l i f e leads him inexorably to the recruiting office: 
He looked ahead, he did not think, he walked s tead i ly 
for the top. I t was grey in the unadopted roads, the 
brick roads and the yards emptied even of kids. He 
heard the clanking a t the works, and then, near him, 

* the chink of chisels on brick. He stopped and saw them 
[the workers] on the scaffolds (p. 150). 

The workers in the yard represent one version of a creative l i f e , 

in cont ras t to Fred's own s t e r i l e sense of himself. The urban 



37 

landscape r e f l e c t s Fred's view of himself, "unadopted" and 
-J 

"emptied." In an attempt to c rea te s ignif icance for himself, 

Fred has exchanged- one sense of po in t lessness for another. The 

heat, which is maintained throughout the'story as an image of the 

s t i f l ing and claustrophobic nature of Fred's exis tence , reaches 

boi l ing point when a youth se izes Fred's cap and throws mud a t 

his uniform. Fred chases, traps and k i l l s the besmircher of his 

new uniform and role in a dream-^like sequence-which successfully 

avoids the danger of melodrama,. Green carefully juxtaposes\.Fred 

with his contemporaries by changing scenes between.the works, the 

unemployment office and the pub, and by breaking up any clearly 

defined time-scheme within the short s tory . This admirably 

captures the sense of emotional and mental d i s loca t ion he i s 

t ry ing to convey, and l u r e s the reader in to involvement with 

Fred's hallucinatory s ta te . Despite* the similari ty of the themes 

and environment of Green's story to those in works by other 

p ro le t a r i an w r i t e r s , he suceeeds'where many of-the p ro le ta r ian 

w r i t e r s fa i led in creat ing bel ievable characters and in using 

di&lect to' Startl ing effect. 

Many of the s t o r i e s vfrom New Writing already discussed 

cpncentrate on the response of a few individuals to the work 

experience. Usually these indiv iduals are a l ienated from, each 

other, either by their superior state of consciousness, or t>y the 

extremity of t h e i r suffer ings . -" In such s t o r i e s as Willy 

Goldman's "Down a t Mendels" (ty.W.f 5, 1938) and George Gar re t t ' s 

"Fishmeal" (2L»iL 2, 1936) there i s a conscious e f fo r t t o offer 

the virtues of communal action. In Goldman's "Down at Mendels" 
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this takes the form of a union s t r ike , approved of by the writer. 

Yet this particular story lacks the human compassion^^ef some ofx 

Goldman's other- work', concerned as i t i s wi th o rgan iz ing^ 

bitterness-and mass protest. James Hanley is far more successful 

in presenting men in a s t a t e of c r i s i s and describing the 

i n s t i nc tua l group loyal ty tha t emerges from this.- "Seven Men't 

(1LH*» 5, 1938) dramatically recreates a shipwreck caused by the 

foolish bickering officers who abrogate a l l responsibility, while 

the men make a heroic and unsuccessful attempt to preserve each 

other. They try to keep each other af loat as the Water r i s e s 

around them: 

'Ver Good,' [ s i c ] Olseh said.* 'Us hang on, yes. We 
wait . We watch for l i g h t . Listen hard for sometin'; 
t ink of homes, missuses, yes. ' He sarlled but they 
could not see i t . 'We keep togedder. Soon everytin ' 
a l l r igh t . Tink" of nodding 'cept dat . ' He caught 
Spence under^his arm and raised him a l i t t l e higher. 
He caught Kelly under the other arm. He hung on to 
them! (p.230). . * 

This kind of hanging on t o g e t h e r i s very d i f f e r e n t from 

exhortations' to industrial struggle or class war, and was to be 

r epea ted wi th v a r i a t i o n s throughout the Second World War 

l i t e ra ture . Hanley i s able to reveal genuine human emotion far 

more forcefully than e i the r Goldman or Garre t t i s able to do, 

s ince, unlike Garre t t , he does not rely on a ^forced symbolism • 

reminiscent of t h a t in Conrad's'The Nigger of the NarclsSus to 

achieve his effect. 

The cont r ibu t ions to New Writing which primarily, concern 

themselves with the workplace a re , with a few exceptions, 
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h u m o u r l e s s and o f t e n b i t t e r . They a l l a s s e r t t h a t t h e 

prole tar ian must choose between individual s toicism, individual 

r e v o l t e i t h e r verbal>or v i o l e n t , or worker s o l i d a r i t y artd_mass 

res is tance to unacceptable conditions. Many of these a t t i t udes 

carry over into the numerous s t o r i e s in New Writing which examine 

the re la t ionship between poverty, home and unemployment. In the 

domest ic s i t u a t i o n the i n d i v i d u a l i s not o n l ^ r e s p o n s i b l e to 

himself, but i s forced to examine his economic p l ight in re la t ion 

to his dependents. 

One r e c u r r i n g theme in such s t o r i e s i s hunger. Often"the 

wr i t e r s dwell on the harsh physical suffering endured by those 

who are unemployed and starving, and the expedients they adopt to 

cope with i t . George G a r r e t t ' s "The F i r s t Hunger March" (N.W., 

3 , 1937) -is a d e s c r i p t i o n of -an h i s t o r i c a l event and of the 

exper ience and knowledge gained by those who took p a r t in i t . 

T h i s march , which was o r g a n i z e d in t h e w i n t e r of 1922, 
* 

demonstra ted t h a t the members of t he working c l a s s were q u i t e 

capable of turning themselves in to an e f f i c i en t army of protes t . 

The problem for most, however, was t h a t no permanent e f f e c t i v e 

o r g a n i z a t i o n e x i s t e d in t he mid-193Q«, and t h a t hunger was 

something the . indiv idual confronted and experienced in i so la t ion 

or in the atmosphere of mutual domestic recrimination, 

John Hampson's "Good Food" (N.WT, 1, 1936) and Lionel 
«• 

Davidson's "The P r i n c i p l e of the Thing"- (HJjL., n . s . , 3 , 1939) a r e 

two s t o r i e s which a t t a c k m i d d l e - c l a s s i n c o m p r e h e n s i o n of 

s ta rva t ion ref lected in popular c l iches . In the f i r s t the bel ief 

tha t s tarving people eat l i k e wolves i s rendered ludicrous by a 
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g raph ic d e s c r i p t i o n of the v i c i o u s pa ins t he n a r r a t o r s u f f e r s 

from e a t i n g qu ick ly on an empty stomach. The second s t o ry 

d i r e c t l y p l a c e s the r eade r in the p o s i t i o n of the v i c t im by t h e 

use of the second person: "You are standing in front of a baker's 

shop, looking in a t the window. There i s a lovely smell of hread 

t h a t makes your eyes w a t e r " ( p . 198) . When t h e hungry 

p r o t a g o n i s t s t e a l s a loaf and i s a r r e s t e d because of " the 

p r i n c i p l e of t he t h i n g , " t h e exhaus t ion and f a t a l i s m of t h i s 

act ion are contrasted b i t t e r l y with the work e th ic in a nation of 

unemployed. 

The same thought , smug, d i s c i p l i n e d , u n i m a g i n a t i v e , 
t h a t keeps a dog t o h i s r e g u l a r meals—no t i t - b i t s ; 
tha t t e l l s a tramp t o find a job—"There's always a job 
i f you want t o work." The same monstrous hypocr i sy ; 
the same smug catechism and words of advice beneath the 
languorous blonde head as would come from any s h a r p -
tongued ha r r idan (p.199). 

This s tory , despi te engaging the reader in the cent ra l ro l e , has 

a l l of t h e d e f e c t s of a p l o t der ived from a s i n g l e i s s u e and a 

tendency to be d idac t ic . % 

F u r t h e r e x t e n s i o n s of t h i s c r u e l c i r c l e of poverty are 

explored in Desmond Cla rke ' s "Hunger" (N.W., n . s . , 2 , 1939) and 

Gore Graham's "Pigeon B i l l " (N.W.f 1, 1936). In "Hunger" t he 

e n t i r e family i s worn out in a perpetual s t ragg le to find enough 

t o s u b s i s t on. %The wife i s l e f t a t home t o cope wi th t he 

chi ldren, while the husband seeks consolation for l o s t employment 

by cadging occas iona l d r inks from h i s few employed f r i e n d s . 

Chi ldren a r e no longer a source of p l e a s u r e , but r a t h e r an 
* .* • 

a d d i t i o n a l mise ry . In her journey t o the quaysl'de t h e wife 



obse,rve3 the derelict factories and deliberately avoids a child's 

funeral, which the narrator describes obliquely as a procession. • 

As the images of decay, dul lness and l i f e l e s s n e s s p r o l i f e r a t e , 

the f inal Scene of the women waiting by the harbour for the 

t rawlers to return with fish provides an explanation for the 

breakdown and des t ruc t ion of a community, a t l e a s t from a 

f i nanc i e r ' s point of view. No fish, w i l l be brought back by the 

boats because-, as the clerk explains, "No good bringing em [sic] 

in . . ., No market for them . . . Have to pitch em back" (p. 

155). Hunger is simply an unfortunate by-product of the laws of 

supply and demand, when these "laws" do not take human need into 
* *• 

considera t icn . Clarke'3 "Hunger" a l l o v s the communal breakdown 

and f r a c t u r e d f a m i l i e s to emerge from tire s t o r y wi thou t 

i r r i t a t i n g in tervent ion by omniscient na r ra to r s p r e s e n t i n g 

records of unemployment s t a t i s t i c s . I t i s one of the f iner 

achievements of i t s kind in New Writing. 

#A s imi la r .kind of b i t t e r p ro tes t i s embodied in Gore 

Graham's "Pigeon B i l l . " B i l l ' s job in an iron foundry i s 

described in detai l , but his home l i f e and i t s consequences form 

the centre of the s tory. The notion tha t , i f working c l a s s 

people do not possess material security, they at least possess a 

genuine sense of community is a shibboleth quickly disposed of by 

the writer: < / 

Living in such condit ions the people had no c iv ic 
community and a t the same time no privacy. The homes __ 
of these Englishmen were not cast les; not castles when * 
conversation could be heard through the walls, when you 

* couldn' t go down to the yard to the c lose t without 
being seen by s co re s of eves^ Ne ighbour l iness? 
Communal feelings in such circumstances? Impossible. 
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There was nothing but prying, spying, gossiping "and 
irritating inability to do anything but tread on each 
other's toes . . , (p, 149). 

1 i 

Unfortunately, too much of the story is self-conscious rhetoric 

of th is kind. Bill is described by Joe, the local communist, as 

an i d e a l p r o l e t a r i a n b e c a u s e of h i s n a t u r a l " c l a s s -

consciousness"; he has no wish to * improve^ h is posi t ion, he 

disl ikes his employers, and regards foremen as workers who have 

deserted t h e i r mates. I t i s unclear from the story if B i l l ' s 

decision to go home, during a communist's speech in the market 

place of the town, i s - a n a t tack against the aloofness and 

spuriousness of the party of the masses. Th-e death of B i l l ' s 

permanently ailing child and his inabil i ty to persuade a doctor 

to make a v i s i t before i t i s too l a t e form the background for 

B i l l ' s v ic ious outburst of^Jiatred, which he d i r e c t s a t the 

superc i l ious doctor. When B i l l goes ontp^ the roof to feed h is 

pigeons—the only interest and consolation of his life—there i s 

a confusing and inappropria te descr ip t ion : "And t h i s s i lvery 

chimney, standing as i t did, amidst a host of bui ldings with 

s la ted roofs jumbled together in an assortment of squares arid 

angles—likewise suffused with the grey moonlight—seemed l i k e 
* 

some landmark in a cubis t pattern* (p. 158). The epiphany i s 

imposed from the outside and has nei ther relevance to the 

consciousness of B i l l , nor any organic connection with the 

r ea l i s t i c detail that has accumulated throughout the story. Such 

are the dangers infusing stock characters to make wide claims for 

%a part icular vision of the urban landscape. -

In more modest p i e c e s of r e p o r t a g e t h i s kind of 
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consciousness IS avoided.by allowing the worker to speak for 

himself, James Stern's "A Stranger Among Miners" (N.W.f 3, 1937) 

documents the extent of human-suffering, through deta i led 

descriptions of the conditions in the mine, through descriptions 

of the air of l i s t l e s s resignation hovering around the unemployed 

men in the town square, and through^the, interview with' Bi l l 

Davies, an unemployed miner. After describing the overcrowding 

and the d ie t of B i l l Davies' family, Sterri shows the redundant 

miner to be pleasant and stoic, rather than il l-natured: "'But we 

mustn't grumble, we mustn ' t , ' h is father goes on. 'We a in ' t 

l iv in- in a slum like" some O'those poor folk round 'ere ye know— 

and t h a t ' s somethin to be thankful for. And thank Gawd we only 

got four kids, not eight or nine, eh, May?'" (p.8). Despite 

having been unemployed for ten years , , and l iv ing on a d ie t of 

t ea , bread, margarine and condensed milk, B i l l Davies seems 

grateful for what he,has; he r e t a i n s h i s ' p r ide and a cer ta in 

dignity. He refers to those working in the squalid and dangerous 

condit ions of the mine as the "lucky ones" and h is owrf r e l a t i v e 

contentment in cqntrast to those people mentioned in the "slums" 

suggests -considerable poverty and suffering. This kind of 

reportage describes conditions; i t i s direct and unpretentious. 

For many of the short s to ry*wri te rs in New Writing, to 

present the world as i t i s , without either sentimentalization or 

excessive sordidness, requi res a grea t deal of a r t i s t i c self-

r e s t r a i n t . Willy Goldman, an East-End Londoner and a Jewish 

writer, was deeply aware of his surrounding poverty; he was also 

aware of r ac i a l as well as c l a s s and economic subject ion, and 

> i. 

^ 7 
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t h i s awareness feeds in to a .s tory l i k e "A S t a r t in Li te" (N.VLt 

2, 1936), He does not fa l l into the trap of rejecting a l l Jewish 

t radi t ions as if* they were irrelevant; neither does'he deny that 

there are dis t inct ive and "often recurring cultural t ra i ts* What, 

he does, in t h i s s tory , i s to show how one form of c u l t u r a l 

t r a d i t i o n ean.b§ as oppressive e s the surrounding poverty, .He, 

creates a patriarchal Jewish figure* who i s to ta l ly inflexible and 

whose conduct towards his children i s not governed by love, but 

r a t h e r by a f a l s e sense of r a c i a l p r i d e . These Ac t ions 

exacerbate an impossible economic pos i t ion . Many of Goldman's 

short s t o r i e s are precursors of the s t o r i e s by Saul Bellow and 

Mordecai Richler, All three wri ters , ironioally, run the risk of 

being accused of anti-Semitism, when they are simply using Jewish 

charac te rs to make wider claims about humanity. Lehmann was, 

cons i s ten t ly encouraging to Goldman and ac t ive ly sought h i s 

contributions: 

There i s practically nobody in England who can write of 
English, of .LOMQQ, proletarian l i f e , and I.want you to 
do i t . I want s tor ies which show a broader canvas than 
e i ther .of the short th ings you have recent ly sent me. 
Social conflicts, workshops, factories, s t r ikes , docks, 
a l l these th ings you know so well and o ther w r i t e r s 
don't—make t h e mass l i f e of the East End. f i l l even 
your shorter s tor ies , 1 0 

This plea sounds very much l i k e a shopping l i s t of p ro l e t a r i an 

causes; in his l a te r correspondence Lehmann was far more wary of 

asking h is con t r ibu tors to produce shor t s t o r i e s on spec i f i c 

issues. 

Goldman's Jewish cha rac t e r s often make mat ters worse for 
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themselves; in t h i s way they are not alone. Many of the, 

cont r ibu t ions t o New Writing r e f l e c t the boredom and sporadic 
„ •* 

violence of youths whose idea of -a good night out i s limited to a 

. f i lm, a pick up," a ni'gh.t of drinking and an unprovoked f ight 

e i the r on a s t r e e t corner or vhen they re turn home. In such 

s t o r i e s as Tom Burns' "Street Corner" (M|.W.r n,s . , 1, 1938), H.A. 

Carter 's "Saturday Night" (JUU n'.s., 2, 1939) and Walter 

A l l e n ' s "You Hit Me" (JLiL., n , s . , 3 , 1939) t h e ado l e scen t 

protagonists are Usually unsympathetic ^puts who take^put their 

Social and economic-frustrations on inappropriate victims. Such 

contributions as these are usually written to document a cultural 

mil ieu r a t h e r than to t e l l a story for, i t s owfl sake. There are 

except ions; though, as when, the nar ra to r of "Street Corner" 

- begins to question the wisdom of his actions: 

There was a cinematic s t i l l n e s s in t h e i r minds, and 
there, too, was a feeling of staleness. They were a l l 
coming to feel t ha t t h i s meeting a t the corner week 
a f t e r week was. too' much the same , . . Everything you 
did in those d-ays, though, was d i f fe ren t froahwhat i t 
was the day before, and everything was j u s t what you 
had l ived for in a l l the years a t school. But now, 
when you got to be eighteen, a l l those things were 
s t i l l a l l you could do with the erowd, but there were 
other fee l ings growing and making a l l what you did 
r e a l l y the same,. , . . i t was.something grown up and 
looking for feelings beyond-itself (p.69). 

* * * 

This painful groping after illumination by an omniscient narrator 

makes th is ' a far more sa t i s fy ing study of the development from 

adolescence in to manhood than the more mundane and mechanical 

observat ions Of "Saturday Night" and "You Hit Me." I t a l so 

suggests tha t a t l e a s t some of the Victims of poverty and 

unemployment have a measure of choice about how they cope with 
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their environment. Leslie Halward's "No Use Blaming Him" (JLIU, 

- . n .s . , 2 , 1939) poses a s i m i l a r quest ion about individual 

responsibility in i t s presentation of a central character, Alan, 
* 

•an unemployed layabout who enjoys manipulating the pity of 

others. The effectiveness of th i s examination i s enhanced by 
» . . . 

Halward's i ron ic treatment, which withholds direct moral 

y~~^ judgment, but- allows the reader to come to his own conclusions, 

r- as the gradual evasions and ins incer i t i e s of Alan are pieced 

together. Many of the best working-class contributors to New 

Wrjting avoided'the sentimentalization implicit in much of their 

material by acknowledging and creating characters like Alan. 

\ The publication of Walter Greenwood's Love*-On The Dole i n 

' 1£83 provided a starting j^oint for some of the contributions to 

Mew Writing. Many of these concern themselves with the complex 

inter-relationships which-exist between love, fu l l employment, 

and social and po l i t i ca l att i tudes. J. Brian Harvey's "Meeting 

in a Valley" (JUL., 4, 1937) and L e s l i e Halward's "Arch 

— Anderson" QL1L, 4, 1937) are amongst the best rea l i s t s tor ies 

Lehmann was to publish in New Writing.^. The prose of "Meeting 

in a Valley" occasionally demonstrates the l i l t i n g cadence, 

repetition and control of rhythm which i s frequently associated 

with a poet l i k e Dylan Thomas, and which seeVs e n t i r e l y 

appropriate to a description of the Welsh sett ing where the 

action takes place: 

^ , The street was a long one, running along the side of 
the h i l l , - the 'mountain* they ca l l ed i t in the 
neighbouring town. Rough streets and houses climbed up 
thtf h i l l one sidj£, down it, on the other towards the 
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valley where the mines were: puffs of smoke and the 
grinding of wheels down there in the val ley where the 
mines were: ami the thoughts of the v i l l a g e and the 
neighbouring town, the thoughts of the wives and 
children and the husbands who were out of work, these 
thoughts there, down in the valley where the mines were 
(p.142). 

The description emphasizes the dif f icul t ies which the non-Welsh 

outs ider faces in t ry ing to penetrate the Sens ib i l i ty of the 

Welsh, and in relating his experience to the wider international 

working-class s t rugg le . I t i s precisely t h i s problem tha t 

confronts Shirley, the student and self-conscious petit-bourgeois 

communist, whose readings in theories of surplus value scarcely 

' prepare him for the r e a l i t i e s of l i f e which he sees Evan, the 

unemployed miner, undergoing. To Shir ley, South Wales i s "the 

Unexpected bride, cold, conception diff icult ," (p.143), and i t is 

not long before th is image becomes attached to the main woman in 

the s tory, Evan's g i r l f r i end , May. Shirley sees^May's sexual 

abstinence as a convention of bourgeois love; May sees i t as an 

economic necessity given Evan's unemployment and poor prospects. 

Throughout the story Shir ley 's p roc l iv i ty for turning human 

problems"into pol i t ical slogans i s treated with oool detachment 

by the narrator, who understands the connection* between love and 

security in a way that an ideologue like Shirley cannot. 

The ^love a f f a i r " between Evan and May s tays taunt ingly 
1 I V » . 

** t • 4 

"Unconsummated in ^Meeting in a Valley"; t h i s i s not the case,in 
"* * * 4 

"Ardh 'Anderson*". Here the bir th, development and destruction of 

" love and hope for a young^wprking olass couple, Arch and Li l , are 

presented as an inev i t ab le occurrence. The s tory 'neyer loses 

sight of the human experience, for a moment, and i t never passes a 
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pol i t ica l remark or overt judgment, and yet the story captures a 

mood of social oppression rarely equalled in pfcteer contributions 

t o New Writing. .The- language of Arch's courtship of Lil i s never 

high-blown and romantic, but i t i s per fec t ly adapted *to^ the 

, s e t t i n g of the urban Midlands and t h e ' charac ter ' s* Their 

conversat ions are frequently banai and uncommunicative, in one 

sense, and yet they e s t ab l i sh a mutual need1and dependence; 

conversation handled in t h i s way can frequently,be redolent of 

meaning, « s Harold Pinter has more recently demonstrated. Ip one 

rep resen ta t ive exchange t h e i r re la t ionship moves from a casual 

basis to the possibi l i ty of commitment to each other: 

'What's the matter with you?' she asked. 
He shrugged his shoulders. 
•You sound fed up, ' she said. 
He said nothing. 
'You could have gone and had a dr ink , ' she said. '.I 

sbouldn*t have minded' 
'1 a i n ' t worrying about t h a t , ' he said. 
'What are you worrying about then?' 
'Nothing, ' he sa id . 
'Well, I sha l l have t o go in , ' said L i l . 
•Doing anything tomorrow night?' 
•Sunday? No, nothing special. ' 
'See you to-morrow night, then.' 
*AI1 r i g h t , ' said Li l (p.133). 

The t r a n s i t i o n of Arch from a.free agent to par t of a couple i-s 

handled with delicacy and unforced na tu ra lness . Despite t h e i r , 

lack of mate r ia l possessions and the meagre s t a r t to t h e i r 

married l i f e , they are described as happy. 

" Arch's fa l l from b l i s s resu l t s from an uncharacteristic bout 

Of drinking, during which his "friends"' Insinuate that his wife 

Is being unfaithful with the milkman. After he has assaulted the 
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milkman he i s sent to prison; on his release the weight of public 

supposition, rumour and gossip combines to make i t impossible for 

him ever to regain a permanent job. The f ina l twis t to the 

s t o r y , which g ives an added sense of poignancy and a 

psychological ins igh t in to the mind of an innocent v ic t im, i s 

Halward's account of Lil : "She never reproached him for anything, 

for i t seemed to her t ha t , somehow or other , she was to blame" 

(p. 141). Arch's sharp and undeserved decl ine in fortune 

i l l u s t r a t e s the precarious r e s p e c t a b i l i t y and happiness of the 

working class. The environment i s presented carefully without 

melodrama or f a l s i f i c a t i o n , as the world symbolized by Arch's 

allotment rapidly changes into a world of unemployment and loss 

of self-respect. Both Arch and Lilt are not f lat characters, but 

a re feel ing ind iv idua l s able to arouse the reader's compassion; 

th i s is primarily because Halward uses dialogue so effectively in 

creating character, and the. dialogue's realism in no way inhibi ts 

the w r i t e r ' s imagination or the universal app l ica t ion of the 

values explored. ' The des t ruc t ion of Arch's f r ag i l e world i s a 

f ierce revelation of the mating between individual misfortune and 

soc ia l injustice. 

Willy Goldman's "A Youthful Idy-11" (JUL, n .s . , 3 , 1939) i s 

a story tha t achieves a s imi la r i n t e n s i t y of v i s ion to tha t of 

"Arch Anderson." Both s t o r i e s use a love a f f a i r to promote, a 

wider understanding of the des t ruc t ive tendencies i m p l i c i t in. 

poverty and unemployment. S ign i f i can t ly , i t does not concern 

i t s e l f with the "issues" Lehmann requested in his ea r l i e r l e t t e r 

to Goldman* The nar ra to r , a shy and se r ious Jewish boy, opens 
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the story with a description of and a t t ach upon the middle-class 

o f f i c i a l s of the working g i r l s ' club in the East End of London, 

who l ec tu re to adolescents on "the be t t e r l i f e " while ignoring 

their lack of decent food and good homes. These offioials never 

see the t iny room which the na r ra to r ' s g i r l friend Mlnka, the 

consumptive, must share with her mother, a room which worsens her 

i l l n e s s and depresses her s p i r i t s - - t h i s in addit ion to the 

drunken woman downstairs who abuses the Jews. The na r r a to r ' s 

unemployment and lack of money make him a he lp less witness of 

Minka's deteriorating health; he has nothing t o offer to prevent 

hep from .returning to ' t he sanatorium. Although the sufferers in 

t h i s story a re Jews, and the Gent i les are presented as a l ien 

beings, the-adolescent perception of l o s s , hopelessness and 

poverty becomes an epiphany^which i s extended to^'all Suffering 
'• J • 

humanity. '\ , . / 

The search for satisfactri-y love i s a constant theme in many 

short s tories in New H/riting. I t s sfruatration becomes symbolic 

of the deeper c u l t u r a l , soc ia l and economic -malaise which 

i n h i b i t s i t s a t ta inment . In Clifford Dyment's' "The depar ture" 

(>|.W. 3, 1937) love v creates a temporary s t a t e of heroism in a 

jaded auctioneer, who persuades his employer's wife toVun away 

with him. But love i s a feeling alien to the l i f e the auctioneer 

has experienced in the marketplace. He has spent h i s l i f e 

s e l l i ng shoddy merchandise and ca l l ing i t a "bargain". As he 

leaves the c i ty on the t r a i n with the woman, he begins to worry 

about what kind of bargain his l i f e has brought him, since he i s 

a l l too familiar with how rhetoric can make people abandon common 
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sense. He i s deeply perturbed tha t t h i s "love" play be another 

kind of rhetoric. The auctioneer i s l e f t dangling at the end of 

the story, his ebullience and passion have drained away, leaving' 

only fear . As the f i e l d s rush past the t r a i n window, the 

l ike l ihood of the auctioneer escaping from his shallow and 

enamel eon-like personality recedes, , , 

In many respec ts the, a t ta inment of love depends upon 

successful ly escaping fr$m the oppressive ma te r i a l ' cond i t lons 

which surround mariy of the protagonis ts , in, the s t o r i e s in New 

W r i t i n g . The need for* p r ivacy ' and a p lace to go i s t he 

continuous problem of, the working-class couple in F.L. Green's 

"The Gallery S h u t s ' a t Ten". (N.W., n.s-., 3, 1939). They are 
* \ , ' • i • 

unable to do more- than exchange a brief kiss in the passageway- of 
, < • ' ' 

the g i r l ' s home, s ince h e r - p a r e n t s become h o s t i l e to the 

. r e l a t i onsh ip once the young man loses h is job. To escape from 

resentment and claustrophobia , they walk the s t r e e t s unable ' to ' 
* speak t o each other,* because t a l k about the f u t u r e only 

emphasizes i t s bleakness. Excluded from the cinema, which i s 

f u l l , and the churchyard, which i s locked, they move with one 

accord to the Art Gallery. While the two a t tendants in another 

room complain about the lack of i n t e r e s t in ,Art, these two 

hounded' individuals achieve a moment of repose by gazing a t a 

s t i l l - l i f e . Thei r long- t e rm h o p e l e s s n e s s i s i r o n i c a l l y 

juxtaposed to the transitory moment of pleasure they capture for 

themselves. May is unable to deduce what " s t i l l - l i f e " could be, 
* 9 

since i t i s t o t a l l y removed from her own experience; but they 

both gain an unconscious insight into s t i l l - l i f e "after they hold 

fr 
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each other t i gh t ly and gain a moment of repose in the empty 

" gallery. When the gallery shuts they arfe again confronted with 

the fact that there i s nowhere to go. 

Short s tories l ike "The Gallery. Shuts at Ten" are parochial 

and rooted in the English urban experience* Lehmann's desire for 

contrast and an international component to New Writing led him to 

publish a number of foreign s t o r i e s with s imi la r themes, which 

vere qualitatively different and which provided instances of the 

range of human experience love could contain. One of Lehmann's 

most significant foreign contributors was the New Zealander Frank 

- .Sargeson, whose narrators are almost always shift less wanderers 

in landscapes that are vast rather than claustrophobic. Against 

these landscapes his charac te rs ' emotions take on a" kind of 

tragic and perhaps fut i le grandeur. Sargeson's "An Affair of the 

Heart" (JLiL, n .s . , 3 , 1939) i s a d is turbing encounter with the 

fanaticism which can be an aspect of love in lonely people in 

lonely places. His off-hand colloquial reminiscences underscore 
< 

• r a ther , than cont rad ic t the passion revealed in the s tory. The 

unidentified narrator returns to a beach, where he spent much of 

his childhood, to encounter the withered Mrs. Crawley,- who s t i l l 

inhabi t s a tumble-down bach (a small hut) af ter twenty years . 

Her f ie rce devotion to her undistinguished, spo i l t son was a 

childhood embarrassment and wonder to the narrator. She i s s t i l l 

waiting patiently for the same son to return and, in her madness, 

expects him to a r r ive on the l a t e bus. The nar ra to r discovers 

the son has not been seen for years, and Mrs. Crawley's f idel i ty 

to a bel ief , despi te years of appal l ing poverty and self-
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sacrifice,'' contrasts starkly with the narrator's own nomadic and 

feckless existence: 

All the affairs of the heart that I.\had ha* in my l i fe , 
and a l l that I had seen in othex people, Seemed shabby 

"and mean compared to t h i s one of Mrs. Crawley's. I 
looked at the smart young, people about in their shorts 

vwith a sor t of contempt. 1 thought of Mrs. Crawley 
waiting down there in the bach with her wonderful 
Christmas spread, the bach swept out and t i d i ed , and 
Joe's bed with clean sheets a l l made up ready and 
waiting. And I thought of her-al l those years digging 
in the garden*, digging for pipiS, pul l ing up .mussels 
and p icking up cones, bending 'her body u n t i l i t 
couldn't be s t raightened out again, un t i l she looked 
l i k e a new s o r t of human being ; . . But I never 
understood until l a s t Christmas Day, when I was walking 
northwards to a job on a f r u i t farm,'how anything in 
the World tha t was such a t e r r i b l e thing could a t the 
same time be so beautiful (p.9D. 

There is a sublimity in this description which i s lacking in most 

of the work of the English proletarian writers. The narrator and 

Mrs. Crawley represent the two extremes pf the responsibility of 

love or the inabili ty to cope with i t . 

The search for love in the s t o r i e s in New Writing i s one 

aspec t of t h e d e s i r e for a wider unders tanding of the 

individual's role within a community. Many>other stories explore 

the effect of^the individual on the community, and vice versa, 

and seek to ident i fy , the kinds of demands'which each can 

legitimately make of the other. In many instances, this involves 

an* examination of the shared responsibi l i t ies of communal l i f e ; 

i t alsoJ involves a presentation of what in teres ts or rhythms of 

l i f e are he ld - in common. One df the g rea tes t concerns in 

New Writing i s to explore the concept of the hero and define an 

appropriate relationship to his community. 
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The problem wijth such Engl ish sho r t s t o r i e s as Fred 

Urquhart 's "The Heret ic" (N.tf.f 3, 1937) and G. D. Skelton's "A 

New Life? (N.W., n .s . , 3) i s *hat they are too solemn and too 

pes s imi s t i c about the p o s s i b i l i t y of changing the community's, 

react ionary, sent iments . In the case of "The Heret ic" the 

Ca tho l i c church m o b i l i z e s a community in Edinburgh i n t o 

ostracizing the unrepentant protagonist of the story, who quite 

r i g h t l y accuses the local church of corrupt ion. There i s a 

feeling of inevi tabi l i ty about the whole story, a;nd a consequent 

lack of i n t e r e s t ^ n the cen t ra l charac ter . This s l i g h t l y 

mechanistic approach to a complex problem also pervades the, fate 

of the cen t ra l character in "A New Life," who f a i l s to convince 

h i s employer t h a t he has reformed af te r a s t i n t in prison. 

Neither ,of these stories has the passion, the humour or the racy 

qua l i ty tha t other w r i t e r s brought to bear on the problem of 

d i s s iden t ind iv idua ls within a community. Louis Guilloux's "A 

Present For The Deputy" (N.W., 3, 1937), t r ans l a t ed by John 

Rodker, has a passionate conviction combined with an a r t i s t e s 

s"kill for the creation of character and mood. I t i s a sustained 

a t tack on the hypocrisy of a whole community in Breton. The 

s tory gains i t s tension from the two an tagon is t i c pos i t ions 

espoused by a mother and, daughter in response to the execution of 

the fa ther? who was wrongly believed t o be a deser ter by the 

military authorit ies, i All of the mother's efforts are devoted to 

exonerating her dead/ husbahd; the daughter directs her energies 
t-r y/ 

into taking revenge on the rich and powerful who allowed and 

encouraged the execution. The climax of the story is the 
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daughter 's disrupt ion of a banquet organized to r e s to re her 

father to his full military honours: 

She l e f t them to the ignominy of t h e i r be t raya l . She 
l e f t her mother ' to the fa l se love which forgets , 
excuses, and pardons. Loving for 'her was a d i f ferent 
matter. There was no falsehood in her love. .That was 
f a i t h fu l , unfdrget t ing, ever watchful, and unlike 
thei rs , could take i t s revenge (p.39). 

Guilloux'a emotional and imaginative energy i s invested in her 

revolt; moreover, in pol i t ical terms, the story embodies a l e f t -

wing c r i t i q u e of the f a c e - s a v i n g measures adopted by an , 

established e l i t e - to maintain i t s dominance over a commuhity, 

' Individual heroes represent a theoretical problem for some 

of the soc ia l i s t contributors to New Writing. Often these heroes 

are described as i n t e r p r e t e r s ^ * the communal w i l l . What to do 

with classioal heroic figuresj^ffom the socia l i s t perspective, is 

an i n t r i g u i n g cha l l enge taken up by Paul Nizan in "About 

Theseus", which i s translated by John Rodker (N.W.f 5, 1938). In 

a style which is indebted to Lytton Strachey, Nizan reconstructs 

the likely human truth from the myth of Theseus. At .every point 

in the s tory , Theseus, the hero, i s debunked by. continuous 

references to h is mundane human needs, and Ariadne loses her 

romantic charm when she neglects to take care of the thread and 

becomes a nuisance to Theseus' endeavour to slay the minotaur: 

"About the tenth hour, Theseus had caught his companion and 

thrown her down with thevrapidity and grace of a hero, but he no 

longer thought about the matter . He was absorbed in t rying to 

work out the time by the number of occasions he f e l t hungry or 

t h i r s t y , or had needed to ur ina te" (p.71). After .Theseus has 

A 

J i 
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k i l l ed the sleeping minotaur, and i s about to escape from the 

labyrinth witf? Ariadne—the only witness to his hollow triumph— 

he punches her in the face and abandons her, so that she will not 

embarrass him by t e l l i n g anyone how £asy i t was to k i l l the 

minotaur. Theseus, a f te r a l l i s only human, and by t rying to 

deny his common humanity he accentuates i t and loses his claim to 

heroism. 

S to r ies l i ke "About Theseus" have an i ron ic mode in which 

the hero is ultimately mocked. They are essentially inspired by 

anger and gloom about individuals and communities. This is not 

at a l l the case with the best Indian contribution to New Wrltjqg, 

Mulk Raj Anand's "The Barber's Trade Union* (1L1L., 2 ,* 1936). 

This story i s amusing rather than serious. Although the Indian 

v i l l age community i s seen as caste-bound and oppressive, the 

infectious sense of fun that inspires the child rebel i s Impish 

rather, than revolutionary*; his organization of a trade union of 

the barbers within seven miles of his vil lage i s instinctual , ' not 

" p o l i t i c a l . " Anand c rea tes an atmosphere of wonder around the 

barber-boy Chandu by observing, from the perspect ive of a 

childhood companion, h is growth to fame, Chandu's low-caste 

s t a t u s makes him a rebel with l i t t l e to lose ; he i s carr ied 
» 

forward by the s impl ic i ty of h is idea and h i s triumph i s 

childishly easy. He forces the village elders to come to him if 

they want t h e i r h a i r cut and t h e i r beards shaved, and 

consequently demolishes caste p r iv i lege and i t s a t tendant 

economic and s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e s within an otherwise r ig id 

community. 

t 
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The shared sense of community Lehmann was trying to reveal 

and'inculcate in New Writing was often expressed in stories which 

explored intense "suffering and the unity a r i s ing from i t , 

Lehmann considered Tchang T'ien-Yih's "Hatred" (JUL.., 1, T936), 

which he t r ans la ted from the French version, one of the most 

pe r f ec t p r e s e n t a t i o n s of the humanity and compassion he 

desired.^ Three Chinese so ld iers encounter a group of Chinese 

peasants as both groups stagger across a deser t in search of 

fqjKl, water and rest . Each group regards the other with fear and 

hatred at f i r s t , and the peasants want to k i l l the so ld ie rs for 

a l l the sufferings that armies have caused them: loot ing, rape 

and the l o s s of t h e i r farms. I t r e q u i r e s a pa lpab le 

demonstration of common suffering, poverty and helplessness to 

uni te them into a new community, a community which f ina l ly 

under s t ands^ha t the rea l enemies are the generals and the 

landlords. This i s achieved when one .of the soldiers exposes his 

leg wound infested with maggots. One of the peasants takes, pity '. 

on him and gives him water: 

'Drink you son of a b i t ch l ' 
Could" i t be true? What did i t ( mean? The three 

soldiers, amazed, opened their eyes wide. Suddenly one 
of them seized the t a l l man in his arms, and embraced 
him passionately; they a l l had tears in their eyes. 

Each of them drank copiously from the j a r . Tiny 
also sprinkled water on his wound. 

The tension was broken at l a s t . Each was thinking 
now: ' I must help these poor wretches, ' but no one did 
anything. They a l l knew tha t these three were human 
beings l i k e themselves , and must be t rea ted as such. 
They no longer thought of wreaking t h e i r vengeance on 
them. 'They're in j u s t the same p l ight as we are* (p, 
216). 



-The simplicity of the narration allows the universal truth to 
r * 

emerge without sen t imenta l i ty . As they walk away together in 

search of a town and food, there i s no fa l se a sse r t ion tha t a l l 

w i l l be magically well ; t he re i s only the understanding t h a t , 

their fates are inseparable. • "* -

The intransigence of individualism is a permanent rebuke to 

simplistic notions of community. . I t i s precisely this dilemma 

which AnoVe Chamson," edi tor of .Vendredi and a supporter of the 

Front "Populaire, pursues in such cont r ibut ions as "My Enemy," 

(N.W.-r 1, 1936) and "The White Beastie" (N^W.f 2, 1936), but 

most pa r t i cu l a r ly in t h e four s t o r i e s that concern themselves 

with the f luc tua t ing r e l a t ionsh ip of" his cent ra l character , , " 

Tabusse, with his community in the "massif cen t ra l . " All of 

these stories reflect an acute awareness of nature and a vision 

of .man'.s natural and organic relationship with i t ; Chamson's own 

observations about community are a d i rec t resu l t , of t h i s 

awareness 'and depend heavily on an agrarian set t ing. - Despite his 

connections with the Front Populaire,. Chamson seems-to be much 
_ - - - » ,-

happier in writing about a rural context than in dealing-with the 
-* - "** 

i ssues raised by large c i t i e s and the urban p ro l e t a r i a t ^ H%& '\ 

-social ism i s embedded in a nos t a lg i c , one might even,hazard 

anarchist, sense of the small community. * " 
> ' -

In each of the Tabusse stories, which are translated by John • 

Rodker, the individual anarchist strain which Tabusse brings to 

his community is juxtaposed- to the desire and need for solidarity 

and communal action] Tabusse must learn the responsibilities he 

has to the village, while the village must learn to tolerate his 
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e c c e n t r i c i t i e s . In the story "Tabusse* (N.W.f 5, '1938), 'Tabusse 

e rup t s ' i n drunken anger andoegins a brawl-because he has been 

excluded, by accident, from a feast that celebrates the Republic 

Some professors and s tudents on holiday in the v i l l age want to 

c a l l the po l ice , but the unident i f ied na r ra to r has complete 

contempt for t h e i r coward ice ; Tabusse has d i s r u p t e d t h e 

community, and i t i s the community, r a the r than the law, which 

muac beat Tabusse i n to quietude. In "Tabusse and His Dogs" 

(N.y.f 5, 1938), Tabusse learns that misanthropy and avoidance of 

his feilow man' can have disastrous resul ts : he narrowly escapes 

being eaten by h i s dogs when he i s o l a t e s himself in the fo res t . 

His acceptance of his communal responsibil t ies grows throughout 

the s t o r i e s ; i t reaches fu l f i lment when -he sec re t ly rescues 

pe t ro l drums from a burning shed. C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , he i s 

i r r i t a b l e when the community comes to thank him and eschews the 

heroic s t a t u s i t wishes to accord him. A t e n t a t i v e balance 

between Tabusse and his community i s finally achieved in "Tabusse 

and the'Powers" (N.WPf n .s . , 2 , 1939), in which Tabusse begins by 

lobbying for the position of roadman and ends.by deciding that he 

does notr want to be dependent on anybody1s goodwil l . 

Many of the contributors to New Whiting who explore a sense 

of coram unity conceive of the urban experience as something 

-w-retched, wholly unnatura l . They s t r e s s the deeper sense of 

values "which can usual ly be located in v i l l a g e s untouched by 

i ndus t r i a l i sm , as in the Tabusse*stories. Other s t o r i e s , l i k e 

Ralph Bates 's "TlfeLaunch" (JUL, 1, 19flp7 and Jean Giono's "The 

Bread Baking" {H.V., n.s., 2, 1-939), attempt to provide paradigms 
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of a communal l i fe- in perfect harmony with i t s environment. "The 

Bread Baking," which i s t rans la ted by John Rodker, i s .a 

celebration of l i f e and springtime which i s dredged from the 

memory of the narrator, who implies that this French peasant 

community has now disappeared^ A spontaneous dance erupts in the 

story, in which dist inct ions between ugly and beautiful become 

blurried as the adults capture a moment of chi ldl ike innocence 

through a kaleidoscopic whirl of swishing sk ir ts and pounding 

feet. "The Launch," however, i s a somewhat sentimental and vague 

description of the departure of a sa i l ing f l e e t from a fishing 

village, the stages of which are symbolically linked to the birth 

of a child. 

In contrast to these stories, Charles Madge and Tom Harrison 
-i 

conducted experiments in what beoame known as "Mass Observation," 

~and Harrison recorded some of their findings in his ar t i c l e s 

"Whistle.While You Work" (JLiL, n.s., 1, 1938) and "Industrial 

Spring" (JLJL., n.s., 2 , . 1939). These were attempts to gather 

data on working-class social l i f e and to analyze the rhythms of 

industrial urban life, . The significance of "Mass Observation" 

•Was been amply discussed- in Sam-uel hynes's The Auden Generatlpn. 

It i s suff ic ient to record that these two products of this 

ec lec t i c venture fa l l far short of the ambitious impulse which 

inspired them J 2 Like the s tor ies by Bates and Giono., these 

pieces are backward-looking and suggest that the "urban experience 

has done much to destroy a.true appreciation of community. 

The small number of proletarian s tor ies which could be 

described as comic points tp one of the central divisions between 
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middle-claps and working-class contributors %\> Mew. Writing, It 
r 

i s a rare thing f or -fl proletarian to wri te sat ire rather than 

reportage, or-to feel comfortable in using fable, allegory, black 

humour Or surrealistic fantasy in pursuit of the, gbals of social 

change. Such .contributions as "The FoY" N̂*1L* 4_, 1937), "The 

Ape Who Lost his Tail" OILJLL, n.s., 1, 1938), "Alfred" (N.W.f 2, 

1936) and "Pretty Pidgy" (N.W., n;s., 3 , 1939) use animals'and 

birds to make stfcial comment of a,particularly trenchant kind; 
' " * * * 

While the aptness of ,the analogy drawn varies with the ski l l -of 

the .wr i ter , t h e u s e f u l n e s s of such . l i t e rary dev ices i s 

unquestionable—as the continuing popularity of Orwell's Apintal 

Farm at te s t s . All of these pieces end in, or suggest, violence 

and death1, and each asserts that th is violence i s ah in tr ins i c 

part of the social structure of repression and exploitation.^"1 

Ignazio Silone's fable "The Fox"', which Is'translated by 

Gwenda David and Eric Mosbacher, is an examination of the brutal 

struggle between f a s c i s t s and a n t i - f a s c i s t s in I t a l y and 

Switzerland.- The two plots in the story, which counterpoint, each 

other, are one man's attempt to catch a fox, and a' "trap", that i s . 

being set to catch a fascist spy. The protagonist of the story, 

Daniele, i s a man with moral scruples and*humanitarian impulses; 

he refuses tp surrender the injured fascist to his friends, once 

th i s f a s c i s t has inadvertently found refuge at his fcouse after 

being caught and beaten by the a n t i - f a s c i s t s . He bel ieves that 

to do so would make him no better than the fascists they are all 

r e s l s J ^ K For this "weakness," he suffers the betrayalof the sis^ani fa sc i srand helpless ly watches his friends being imprisoned. 
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Whe<n the other ' fox t h a t has bothered him i s ' c a u g h t in. a 

, mechanical t rap , at the end of the s tory, he rel ieves^-his 

bitterness in a burst of violence: "'.At l a s t ! ' Dani'ele exclaimed. 

He seized an axe which was lying near the hen-house and'started 

s t r i k i n g the beast as though he were fe l l ing, an oair-tree. He 

struck i t s head, i t s back, i t s be l ly , and i t s legs , and went*on 
, - • ' * . 

s t r i k ing long af ter he had hacked the parCass to pieces and 
• ' • 

reduced i t to a bloody pulp" (p,35). - Si^orte's Implicat ion i s 

tha t no more mercy should have beep extended to the f a s c i s t , as 

t the two foxes merge a t the end of the s tory. Such a denial of 

"moral scruples" and humanitarian impulses seems to contradic t 

Lehmann's in tent ion for" New Wrjting. I t makes the striiggle.< 

betw'een f a sc i s t s , and a n t i - f a s c i s t s in to a duel t o the death'!n 

wfyich e i the r side ban. and must use repuls ive and ru th l e s s 

violence ' t o win., S i l o n e ' s ' c o n t i n e n t a l communism i s , very 
r W ' , * • * - * • * r 

differ'ent'fi*om the brand put forward by many of; Lehmann's EngMsh 
•> , t . ' " ' . » = , 

-. * ' - « • - -

•contributors in their" stories,; i t shows- that a"-personal 
v • ' ' ' ' 

experience of extreme violence was a Vare occurrence'for most of 

the English l e f t - w i n g , i n t e l l e c t u a l s of the 1'93Qs. This was to 

remain the case un t i l , the lessons of the Spanish Civil War were 

, absorbed by these English writers. 

V, S, Pri tchett 's "The Ape Who Lost His Tail" i s a much more 

humane and dispassionate approach to the problem of class, war and 

in te rna t iona l war. This superbly^ measured s a t i r e on war, 

capitalism and, the r ise of revolutionary theories uses a colony 

of hundreds of apes in a huge f r u i t t r e e to raakeits scarcely 

veiled attack. All the colony's old apes in the story are greedy 

t\ 

i 



• ' " • , 6 3 

hypocrites clinging to power by subterfuge and violence; the new 

ape, fu l l of ega l i t a r i an promise and Marxist ideology, i s man. 

Ape and man must.change as part of the evolutionary process 

towards .socialism. Pritchett , however, allows the revolutionary 

'attempt of the hew apes.(to create peace and to share the fruit)> 

to be crushed ru th less ly . 'The great f r u i t robbery referred to 

throughout the story i s t h e F i r s t World,War. All the old apes 

• believe they are tjhe final word-in evolution) .they are Darwinians 

- who fai l to see that t h e appearance of man nul l i f ies their claim. 

Although Pritchett does not supfrort a revolutionary social ism-'-in 

> that he allows the new ape to be humiliated and taken prisoner— 

' ' he bel ieves in the cer ta in ty of evolutionary change, which i s 

represented by the "spirit11 that the old-ape narrator s t i l l fears 

as a'dormant and perbaps i r r e s i s t ib l e future force. Pri tchett 's 

wide sympathies and his disarming wit are evidenced in this ^nd 

other contributions %o New Writing! 

W. H. Auden's one prose contr ibut ion to New. Wrjting i s a 

cabarefe sketch. With, h i s usual urbanity, Auden's note to the 

piece indicates that the old woman who delivers the monol'ogue is 

reminiscent of certain prominent European figures. "Alfred" has 

• a kind of cheap appeal; i t demonstrates Auden's penchant for 

over-simplification mixed with a dash of. malice. The old woman's 

cha t te r to her gander manifests a range of emotional appeals;, 

anger, sympathy, cajolery and conf iden t ia l i ty are a l l uSed to 

make the gander helpless before the knife descends: 

Mind the fox, Alfred, look out for yourself.' Take 
care. Take care, Don't you go s traying off a t night. 
You keep c lo se to your Auntie (Irt a t e r r i f y i n g 
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whisper.) He's always about at night, tripping softly, 
so f t ly , waiting j u s t around the corner, waiting h i s 
chance, and then—Pounce. And he's got you Alfred . . 
. Will you be sorry when your old Auntie's dead and 
buried? Haven't I always been good t o you. I 've 
always t r i ed to do what's bes t , r e a l l y I have . . . 
You're j u s t l i k e a l l the r e s t . You a l l laugh a t me. I 
know,, I've heard you sneering behind my back* But I ' l l 
show you. (Picks up knife) . . . Come back I'm sorry. 
You mustn ' t mind what Auntie says. She's j u s t a s i l l y 
bad-tempered old woman. I'm sorry. Say you forgive me 
Alfred, Come along. (Seizes Alfred and s i t s down with 

I him). That's b e t t e r (pp. 202-3). 

v^ 

Alfred the gander is a universal victim; the old woman exhibits 

ruthless power: she represents a decaying system ready to use any 

device to gain her ends. One comes away from the fable vaguely 

d i s s a t i s f i e d ; despi te an ins id ious black humour, the sketch i s 

empty of t rue indignat ion. This i s not the ease with Geoffrey 

Parson's "Pret ty Pidgy," which explores a s imi lar thenje with a 

similar l i te rary device. 

In "Pretty Pidgy" the impending war is rapidly established 

by the references to A.R.P. t renches , in London, and the t r e e s 

which have been removed to make way for ant i -a i rcraf t guns. At 

f i r s t , the old woman spreading bread crumbs seems to represent a 

haven of t r a n q u i l l i t y se t agains t the feverish bus t l e . But she 

i s in fact ki l l ing pigeons for her supper. The birds die because 

t h e i r i n s t i n c t u a l fear i s overcome by t h e i r greed; they are 

c lear ly the innocents who w i l l be consumed in the coming war. 

Normal l i f e continues around the old wqman as she p i l e s up the-

corpses; her v iolence, a t f i r s t shocking, s t a r t s to become a > 

natura l extension of her surroundings. As a manifestation, of 

war, death and Europe, the old woman moves'comfortably through a 

world on the b r ink /of d i s a s t e r , "Pret ty J*idgy" c a r r i e s a 



/ / \ 

'65 

conviction of doom because of i t s cilose a t t en t ion to urban 

detai ls and i t s images of death iocated l̂ i a recognizable world. 

Published in 1939, i t evokes a genuine fear prevalent in England. 

The renewed use of allegory and faDre was conspicuous during 

the 1930's as the left*-wing writers searched for a l i terary mOde 

of universal appeal which, could- carry the burden of their socia l 

cri t icism. Rex Warner's "The Football Match" (IkHw 2, 1936) was 

grouped with Auden's "Alfred" under a sect ion, "Three Fables." 

In "The Football Match" what appears 'a t f i r s t to be the r ea l 

world rapidly dissolves into a.world of nightmare, but there is 

s t i l l the dis turbing sense that we are not so far removed from 

the to ta l i ta r ian s ta te the story presents. "The Football Match" 

i s an extract from Warner's novel The Wild Gpose Chase, which in 

i t s en t i re ty i s too overloaded with b izar re events and a' 

straining after allegorical significance to succeed as' a coherent 

work of a r t . This ex t rac t , however, i s a del ightful mixture of 

s u r r e a l i s t i c fantasy and English public school rugger values, 

which are hopelessly ineffectual in the situation presented. The 

hero struggles to keep order and to ensure fair play in ah insane 

rugby patch, where the score has already been decided by the 

government. His individual attempt to al ter the pre-determined 

outcome i s a normal react ion, but i t i s t o t a l l y inappropriate 

against the machinery of the s t a t e , which among other th ings 

r o l l s up the rubber pitch and massacres one team to obtain the 

desired score. In the f ina l dream-like sequence, he ' i s burled 

under a pile of pink cushions thrown by the enraged crowd; as he 

i s choked into unconsciousness, he ponders the f u t i l i t y of 
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individual opposition. "This strange mixture of comedy, insanity 

and butchery a p t l y records the bewilderment Which many 

^ in te l lec tua ls in the t h i r t i e s experienced when they tr^eq to 

attach\,their bourgeois values to the -Communist movement. 

Most of the contr ibut ions to New" Writing which deal with 

extreme poverty,, hunger and unemployment do so from a r e a l i s t 

perspective, and run the risk of being monotonous. One attempt to 

break with th i s s ty le oocurs in Ignazio Silone's "Journey to'-

Paris" (JjLJL, 2, 1936), which uses the s t ruc ture of a fairy 

tale—the young man ieaving^home-to seek his fortune—to cast an 

i ronic glance on an individual ' s attempt to escape- poverty.t 

"Journey to Paris" and "The .Fox" were both brought tolLehm'ann's 

a t ten t ion by Gwenda David and Eric Mosbacher,* the English 

t rans la tors" of FQn tartar a, .published in 1-934. Fontamara i s 

described as a place where "the peasants exist} primarily on a diet 
• t " , * • * 

s 

. of. m'aize; the. hero, - Benjamin, resolves, never to return—"I'd 

rather, go to hell* than come back here" (p. 112)—and receives the 

t r e a t m e n t he. so casua l ly ' i n v i t e s . Benjamin suffers from -

persecution by t h e police when he arrives in Rome and learns that' 

in the c i ty oppression andimemp^oyment are a l l he can e,xpect. 

His further pathetic attempt to get to Paris, by stowing away in' 

a small space on a train, produces a surreal is t ic nightmare. In 

the dreap he i s ordered to .burn crops-and^ f i r e a t .workers -

protes t ing unemployment and hunger; when he refuses, he is-

stranded in a desolate countryside populated by toads and. 

serpents and i s u l t imately forced to eat more maize pudding. 

When -he awakes he. returns to Fontamara with the conviction that 
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there i s only maize pudding^to eat anywhere.. Sildne's dream 

symbolism of capi ta l i s t s and their connection with nunger may be, 

a l i t t l e contrived, but he i s , a t l e a s t , experimenting with 

tradit ional story forms and investing them "withxnew< meaning. The 

deflation of the cocky Benjamin has* a ki/id of muted humour which 

i s entirely absent from "The Fox." , ' . a 

Of theXgroup of middle-class w r i t e r s Lehmann published, 

Pritchett was the one who came closest to Lehmann's aim to create 

a c r o s s - f e r t i l i s a t i o n between middle-class and working-class 

cu l tu res . In neariy a^l of P r i t c h e t t ' s s t o r i e s a profound 

understanding of bUmapNiature i s demonstrated in his g i f t for 

c rea t ing .cha rac te r s who hum with l i f e . Often they are the 

vict ims of Quirks anil 'obsessions, and Uisjt are located in 
* * 

delineated Social s t rata Where the f ine.dist inction between one 
' * * r * * * * 

. soc ia l c l a s s or one job and another i s of-supreme importance. 

. Pritchett is not a pol i t ical writer, in the way that exponents of 

worHing'-class reportage were, but his stories are revelations and 

their implications can be^considered-revolutionary^ ,0f"A Sense 

of Humour* he wrote to Lehmann, " I t . i s a very laconic and 

r e a l i s t i c story but not 'poli 'Mpal . I mean i t has no p o l i t i c a l 
> 

moral," On the other hand, I think i t really contemporary,",J 

The nar ra tor and prptagonist of "A-Sense of Humour"-(JUL,, 

2, 19J6), Mr, Humphrey, is a travelling salesman who is armoured 

by h i s own sense of importance and gifted with a g l ib l i n e qt 

talk-through which he seeks to control events. ' He has-nrtich in 

cdmmon with the centra l character Of Clifford Dyment's, "The 

Departure." He meet,s and f a l l s in love with Muriel, a hotel 
•4 

* 
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receptionist, and begins to court her; he is supremely confident 

> of his own attractiveness and oblivious -to the fact that Muriel 
., 

i -

sees r igh t through- him,, but manipul-ates him i n t o giving her a 

S t y l i s h e x i t from a l i f e sh-e h a t e s / Mr. Humphrey i s an 

unreliable narrator unable to deduce that Muriel encourages her 

ex-boyfriend,to follow them about, as she wilfully plays off bne 

* agains t the other . The l ink between Muriel 's macabre sense of 

humour and death i s established the moment Mr. Humphrey announces 

' t h a t h is fa ther i s an ".undertaker, and Muriel burs t s ouWin 
» * * ' 

inexplicable laughter. In the final scene, Muriel seizes on her 

boyfriend's accidenta l death to turn Mr. Humphrey in to her 

chauffeur and her boyfriend's undertaker as they dr ive h is body 
. < * * 

j > home in a hearse1: ^ 
'Yes,' she Said. 'He was a nice boy. But he'd no 

* . sense #f humour.' 
- % , * 'Aria I wanted to get out of tha t town,' she said. 

, •. " 'I'm not going to stay there a t tha t h o t e l , ' she 
said. > t 

' I want to get away,' she said. ' I 've had enough.' 
But when, we got into the Market" Square where they were 
standing around, they saw the coff in . .They began to 
r a i s e t h e i r ha ts . Suddenly she laughed, ' I t ' s l i k e 
being the King and Queen,' she said (p. 29)f 

Muriel has achieved the new status ' she desired and ce lebra tes 

t h i s and her boyfriend's death in f i e r c e love-making wi th ' t he 

-astonished Mr, Humphrey. . He i s so self-absorbed- t h a t he 

considers t h i s a testament to h i s own powers of persuasion and 
m 

his geniali ty. Muriel's quirkishness. i s in her oBvious .emotional 

connection of love and death and her desire to improve her social 

p o s i t i o n ' a t a l l cos t s ; Mr. Hum'phrey i s obl ivious to her rea i 

* f * 
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.motives and nature. , ' \ 

The diff icul t ies that other writers faced in creating comic 

modes which were a t the same time "significant" social documents" 

i s subtly expressed in William Plomer's "A Let te r From, The" 

Seas ide" TjLiL ,̂ 3 , 1937). With unassuming w i t , PlomerV 

dexterously follows one anecdote with another; hiS" impressions 
k 

A 

are only marginally located a t the seas ide ; h is r ea l .purpose'is 

to give an evocative sense of modern d i s i l l u s i o n . In addit ion, 

h is l e t t e r lays down a challenge and provides mater ia l to "a 

wr i t e r with a socia l conscience" (p. 112). His charac ters a l l 

teem with a suggested but hidden l i f e which he does not wish to 

explore fully; instead he offers them as case studies, which have 

been created by a chaotic world. One of the cent ra l paradoxes 

that finds frequent expression in many other contributions to New 

Writing i s Plomer's notion of English t r a i t s : "The English are 

said tq take their pleasures sadly, but i t i s even more important 

that they take their misfortunes cheerfully" (p. 104), This is a 

very precise descr ip t ion of the impact of such s t o r i e s as "At 

Aunt Sarah*s" (JUU 5, 1938), "Ladies and Gentlemen" (jJJi.., 5, 

1938) and "The S a i l o r " (JLJU, n . s . , 3 , , 1939); . a l l of these 

storiesxusevthe English class structure, and the at t i tudes of the 

charac te rs toward happiness and contentment, to c rea te very 
* 

English comedy. . 

i * W.alter Allen's "At Aunt Sarah's" offers a f a i r l y typical 

example of working-class fami l ies taking t h e i r misfortunes 

cheerfully. The comedy is derived from the pathetic Inability of 
t h e s e people to p r e d i c t the f u t u r e a c c u r a t e l y and t h e i r 

V 
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conviction tha t they indeed have done s o , ' I t i s marred, a t 

points, by the sardonic narrator who Imposes his adult knowledge 

on his original child's vision of the family. The other English 

t r a i t of t ak ing p l e a s u r e s sadly i s t h e source of the , 

m i sunde r s t and ing and p e n e t r a t i n g s o c i a l comedy in V. S. 
t 

P r i t c h e t t ' 3 "The Sai lor ." This story i s unquestionably one of 

the f ines t cont r ibu t ions to New Writing in t h a t . i t c rea tes 

a working-class character driven by the opposing desires of order 

and t e m p t a t i o n . The middle-aged s a i l o r of t he t i t l e i s 

' hopelessly lost both physically and morally when the homosexual 

nar ra to r encounters him on the Euston, Road in London. Like 
i * t 

Davies in Pinter 's The Caretaker he i s looking for a secure place 
t 

in which to shelter from a world that appears incomprehensible, 

but unlike Davies he does not have a s t reak of malice in h i s 

nature and maintains an ,a i r of injured" innocence throughout the 

s to ry . P r i t c h e t t careful ly c rea t e s an atmosphere of wistful 

fasc ina t ion as the nar ra tor a t tempts to rescue Thompson, the 

s a i l o r , fr€m "exhausting-a genius for misd i rec t ion* (p. 1). By 

taking him down to the country, the na r ra to r intends to bring 

order to h i s own chaot ic domest ici ty and save Thompson from 

h imse l f . Their m a s t e r - s e r v a n t ' r e l a t i o n s h i p t i c k l e s t h e 

narrator 's snobbish paternalist pride, but more importantly he i s 

intrigued by the notion of temptation that the sai lor expresses, 

and finds i t s exploration a congenial prospect for the months he 

wil l spend in the country: 

'Here, I sa id . 'You're soaked. Come and have a 
drink. ' . ' 

There was a public-house nearby. He looked away at 

http://that.it
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once. ' t 
•I never,touch- i t , ' he said. ' I t ' s temptat ion. ' 
I think i t was tha t word w.hich convinced nfe the 

s a i l o r was my kind of-man. I dm on the whole glad to 
say tha t I am a pur i tan and the word temptation went 
home, painfully, pleasurably, excitingly and intimately 
familiar. A most stimulating and austerely gregarious 
word, i t" indicates either the i r r e s i s t ib l e hypocrite or 
the fellow1 s t ruggle r with sin. I couldn't l e t him go 
a f t e r tha t (p. 2). 

4 

This very English puritanism i s a t the root of the^inabi l i ty to 

enjoy pleasures, and Thompson, l ike the narrator, must suffer to^ 

enjoy l i fe . Consequently, Thompson seeks,out temptation in the 

country, by vis i t ing pubs and following women around the country 

lanes , while denying r e spons ib i l i t y for his own ac t ions , and 

blaming others for enticing him from the path of moral rectitude. 

His i n i t i a l attempts to stave off his inevitable slide by locking 

himself.in the house are subverted Jby the narrator, who virtually 

forces him to face the outside world, the temptation. 

Much of the comedy in the s to ry i.s der ived from, the , 

narrator's pose of objectivity a/id the class relationship which 

i s established between him and Thompson. Thompson-appeals to him 

to. giv*e,him orders to save him from the temptation'.outside; the 

narrator refuses to do th i s , insisting on the Sailor's freedom of 

action. This refusaj. ironically inconveniences the narrator when 

Thompson succumbs to the charms of a woman in a nearby cottage, 

for whom the homosexual narrator feels obscure pangs of jealousy. 

- P r i t c h e t t ' s most impressive achievement i s the way in which he 

handles the dialogue to* suggest both the t h r ea t and the ecstasy 

represented by temptation: 

'Here's your money,! I sa id . 'Take t h e afternoon 
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off. ' * - " , " * * * * . • ' 
Thompson stepped back" from the money. . . 
'You keep i t , ' he said,% in a panip, 'You keep" i t 

f o r rafi.' * * 
'You may need i t , ' I sa id. ' 'For a g l a s s o f . b e e r o r 

cigarettes or something.' 
' I f I have i t I ' l l lose i t , * he, sa id . 'They' l l 

pinch i t . ' " ! 
''Who?' I sa id . , - - - . -
'People, ' Thompson, sa id . I could not persuade Kim. 

'Money's tempta t ion , ' he said. . . . , " 
. ' I don't l i k e them l a n e s , ' said Thompson looking 

suspiciously out of the window. ' I ' l l stay by you' (p. 
8) . 

When they par t company Thompson has learned 'nothing from the 
- * 

encounter;- he remains incapable of any calculation with regards 

to h i s fu ture and continues to take no r e spons ib i l i t y for h is 

actions. His moral universe i s a scattered collection of people 

who have or who hive not behaved r i g h t by him, and he a s s e r t s a 

defiant and ironic. innocence agains t the wor ld / The na r ra to r 

watches him leave, oblivious to the t raff ic which narrowly misses 

him, and declares a pessimism about l e t t ing Thompson loose once 
J" * 

more in the big c i ty , after his re t rea t in the country. 
, * - ' 

.In James S te rn ' s "Ladies and Gentlemen" the p o s s i b i l i t y , of 

happiness is, constantly sacrificed to the middle-class desire for' 

r e spec tab i l i ty , , S tern ' s stuffy dul l middle-c lass adu l t s are 

stotfk charac te r s who are 'compared unfavourably with t h e i r 

imaginative and exuberant o f f s p r i n g . They , r e p r e s e n t t he 

repressive aide of a class geared towaflf s t ab i l i ty . The adults 

in the s tory are observed by the ch i la na r ra to r , and t h e i r 

behaviour often creates a comic sense of the world we have los t ; 

the dispari ty between the adult 's theories .of happiness and their 

actions determines our response to them.' They take the children 

4 
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tp the" s e a s i d e s a that they can al l be truly "free," but then 

"they- crush any spontaneous outbursts of merriment among the 

children',, since spontaneity reflects "bad manners." In addition, 

i t i s clear that the adults in the story are disturbed by the sea 

sioce i t mi l i ta tes against the ir des ire to control the i r 

environment; i t i s not "civilized" like their geranium gardens, 

but has a l i f e of i t s own. 

This middle-class obsession with respectabil i ty , and t h e ^ 

* desire for a stable, controlled community, ^ r e the source of the 

Satire in Beatrix Lehmann's "Crime In Our Village" (JLJt,,., n.s., * 

'2, 1939). According to Mrs Boote^Smith, the self-appointed moral 

•watchdogof a small v i l lage community, rith children have had 

"advantages" and'therefore should act, accordingly, on a higher 

moral plane than poor Children. When she organizes a collection 

for missionary work in Africa, one of the poor children, Nobby,, 

justifieSjth1ls donation of bottle-caps by the assertion that "the 

niggers won't know the difference" (p. 97>. Unfortunately, the 

six-yean old narrator i s made to feel guilty about her own last-

minute collection of four farthings. Mrs. Boote-Smith, an expert 

on hell-f ire and moral turpitude, ruthlessly pursues the l i t t l e 

girl for "letting down" her class , but stops short -of informing 

the narrator's parents: "Perhaps her si lence was.*due to the 

unwritten code of the vil lage ladies. They never interfered with 

the conduct of each other's, families—only the famil ies of the 

poor were interfered with" (p. 99). While Nobby remains a child,'' 

Mrs. Boote Smith can forgive him his sins, since he does not know 

any better; >^en he becomes an adolescent, she happily has him 

^ i*£ 



\ 

74 

convicted for "scrumping" apples a#n.d riiins his chances of ever 

becoming a bus driver. The story, tSbugh told by an adult, 

carefully preserves the .child's perception of a tyrannical 

adult's misuse of 'authority and religion. Mrs. Boote-Smith's 

communal feelings are a sham; they are simply a method.by which 

' she can indulge her-taste for moral ^oppression. When a 

diphtheria epidemic occurs, many-years later,., she leaves the-

village and,resolutely refuses.to se l l a piece of land which is 

^desperately needed for a sewage farm. Her 1 unsuccessful "attempt 
^ S F , • \ 

to inculcate her particular brand of claSs-snobbery, by her 

insistence on aoral suueriority, i s an obnoxious by-produet of 

middle-.class respectability. y -. 

„ The sacredness* of property and the attitudes this produces -
. \ » ' 

•"r , are further satirized In Jim Phelan's "Amongst Those Present" 
(JUL., n-.s., Z, T939) and'Rudolf Lleontiard ŝ "A Fairytale For •* 

, '*• ' ^ ' " 
Christmas" (JUL,- n.s., 1, -1938). In the fcprmer, six Irish • 

* " / % ' 

-Republicans SiV-calmly on a.wall discussing the division of a 

piece of land, as the helpless landown*rf ulm^natres angrily, at 

-them. The latter story, unlike George Garrett's "Hunger Mjroh," 

has nevervtaken place. It i s a fairy ta l e , and yet the 

simplicity of-the expedient adopted by the unemployed and hungry 

»̂ ohtirtfbters 4.n "A Fairy fale For Christmas" i s delightful and 
entertaining. The authorities of a a^all f i c t i t ious town, 

' . * * • 

4. Ca^rlshafen, arVbaffled by the waves of the poor, who come i-rftg 
> *- . ' " " * ' • i . 

' the town and s i i sh windows, just so'that they can be. arrested. 
This whyole inHtden^U i» created by tb.e «ey-indulgence of a 

Journalist, who Jocularly writes an article t>n the humane 
i - * * 

t -

V • , • 
• • r 
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treatment extended to law breakers in the town. Moreover, the 

story i t se l f is delivered as i f i t were a piece of reportage; the 

narrator views the events with olympian mirth and takes no part 

in the action. Unless the citizens and police of Carlshafen are 

prepared to resort to massacre, once the unemployed have 

organized themselves, the unemployed are an irresist ible force 

which can only temporarily be bought off with food. Such a total 

contempt for property and the due,process of law is so unexpected 

that i t i s incomprehensible to the system's'upholders. All of 

the story i s a humorous exercise in wish-fulfi lment; i t i s 

rounded off by the men's defiant cry of "not yet," which refers 

to the imminent 'possibility of revolution. 

Lehmann's own judgment 'on the effectiveness of comic forms 
r 

as a mode of social analysis or protest runs parallel to his 

sense that New Writing was not only shaping s t a t e s of 

consciousness,, but that i t was also Shaping new types of art. 

The reportage of many of the proletarian writers represents one 

aspect- of the new literature he sought, while the contributions 

of middle-class writers l ike Edward Upward contained a different, 

and Lehmann-hoped, complementary l i terary tendency, Upward's 

contributions to literature are d i s a p p o i n t i n g l r ^ i g h t , \despite 

<the fact that he was for a long time .celebrated asXthjsfguiding 

* spirit behind' IsherVgd, Auden *nd Spender. Lehmann- was later, 
*• " ~\ 

t in 1956,' to mourn Upward's literary career as havirig been crushed 
* k . " ' * v , .• » 

in'the "Iron Maidenrof Harxlst Dogma."1* \Upward's f i r s t story, 
i * , i 

"The Bail way J Accident," seems to. hay t been stranded do the shores 
* • *. ", » '* t 

of. literary history, s~ grotesque, which, cr i t ics attempt to define 

» 
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at their peril . It creates a world, somewhat removed from our 

own, which naggingly asserts i t s significance and claims a 

kinship to our world; the Impact of this was,* and i s , similar to 

that of Kafka's work and of Mervyn Peake's Gdrmenahasfr tri logy, 

which matches i t in the intensity of i t s imagination and the 

brooding sense of importance. Upward's only contributions to flfiw. 

WrltlflR are two pieces from his novel jQumSY W the .Border, 

entit led "The Border Line" (JUk, 1, 1936) and "The Tipster" 

(N.W., 3, 1937), These contributions are extensions of the 

personal fantasy evident in "The Railway Accident," but they link 

the shifting states of consciousness and Upward's personal 

nightmares s l ight ly more directly to the actual world in which 

the main protagonist, the neurotic tutor, dwells. 

Like Isherwood's narrator in Lfons and Shadows, the tutor i s 
,* 

very much a child of his times; he i s tortured'by self-doubt. 
%» 

What he wants i s a meaningful exlstence--that i s , one which i s 
- linked to the "class struggle"—rather than the parasitic and 

subservient role which he has taken as a tutor tp the son of an 

ignorant and phi l i s t ine country gentleman. His "journey" and 

"the border" represent the stock-in-trade symbols of the l e f t -

wing inte l l ec tuals in the Auden group. They .evoke a'sense of 

travel to the country (socialism) where everything w i l l be 

magically clear. Nevertheless, the attempt to cast-off the 

vestiges of comfort is.extremely difficult; different levels of 

internal dissension and personal evasion must .be ruthlessly 

exposed. . Throughout the story the narrator contemplates how be. 

wil l reveal to his employer that he.has.no intention of going to 

http://he.has.no
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a local racetrack; he regards this as a t e s t by which*he can 

judge his new independence. The problem is that he thinks about 

rather than speaks or acts upon .his dislike of his employer, and 

his employer's attempt to dominate his l i f e : 

He wondered Whether he ought to have lied about meeting 
someone. Perhaps he ought to have suggested that he 
was going whoring. Any l i e would have served, the more 
startling the-better. He must never forget that he was 
dealing with a moneyed imbecile. Nothing could be more 
degrading than to t e l l Mr. Parkinson the truth. . . . 
He had been right to give the impression that he had 
surrendered. Because he. would take gqpd care to 
contradict the impression at the last moment. He would 
be frankly irresponsible. . He would run away, go to 
bed, hide in the kitchen garden, jump out of the* car, 
vanish, escape anyhow (p. 176), 

There i s a huge comic gap between the tutor's internal energy and 

his external fai lure to express himself. Unlike the working-

class individuals who mock Mr. Parkinson and his entourage as 

they drive by car to the races, he lacks the courage to reject 

the domination, the social values and'privileges of the "moneyed 

imbecile." His philosophising about his own inaction i s the. 

ultimate form of escapism; but i t i s also characteristic of the, 

self-doubts 'that reappear in the work of the t h i r t i e s middle-

c lass in te l l ec tua l s , who were unsure of how to $oin a middle-
. ' f-. 

class sensibility with the working-class struggle toward social 

justice. , / " S . ' * . 
x In the second contribution, "The/Tipster," the tutor i s -

employed as a stooge by a t i p s t e r , who delivers £ tirade which, 

for the f i r s t time, i s an external attack upon the tutor's own ' 

doubts: * 
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"You'll never gamble. You wouldn't stoop to anything 
so petty, eh? You care for higher things. . . . I know 
you and your p r i n c i p l e s , my lad. . . . You don't 
believe in 'em any more than I do. You Only pretend •' 
to. Because you are in a bad funk. You're as keen to 

• lay your hands on the goods of this world as the worst 
of us. . . . So you kid yoUrself that your principles 
are finer than gold. In other words you're a sop, 
you're a weakling, you're a Sissy* (p. 127). 

f 

This i s precisely the kind of critique of the middle-class 

inte l lectual that a Marxist would approve of; the intel lectual 

pretends not to be involved in exploitative relationships with 

the masses in order to salve his conscience. The tutor's 

inability to oppose the "moneyed imbecile" comes not from lack of 

conviction, but from personal weakness. Upward's technique, in 

these two contr ibut ions , i s to narrow down a Kafkaesque 

alienation and persecution into an internal pol i t ica l and 

philosophical debate, which, asLehmenn's friend Yura "Soyfer 
4 

suggested, encompassed "the whole development of nineteenth-

century philosophy."^ Whether th i s , along with Rex Warner's 

' ' Tfre Wild Goose Cftasef offered a new and continually fruitful , 

development of the modern nov/el, as Lehmann hoped, now seems -

extremely'.dubious. Nevertheless, i t i s a pow'erful expression of 

Upward's imagination^ which ultimately exhibits, not a paradigm 

ofVhuman political development, but the potential inner lunacy of 

the truly weak "man-r-th,e neurotic image that the Auden group 

*t created* for themselves and of themselves. 

The stories vhich fa l l under the general heading of comic 

, ere , as a group, more'consistently satisfyihg as works of art v 

n ' 
than the reportage. This is because they usually avoid the trap- ' 



of either propaganda or monotonous, depresaing'descrlption. One 

of the oajor idioms of 'the comic short story and the comic novel 

i s irony, and irony and political dogma,make strange bedfellows. 

Irony i s a very useful tool for exposing the gap between theory 

and practice; however, to try and employ i t for constructing 

soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l reform i s very d i f f i c u l t . Lehmann's 

publication of proletarian stories and proletarian writers was. a 
* • 

qualified success. This chapter has identified many forgotten 
i 

• contributions which can still be appreciated today, and ha.s 
4 

pointed to the social significance of those which may appear 

merely, f lat and monotonous. 

Most of the contributions discussed in this chapter^are. 

English, and in many casjss parochial, though the stories often 

eschew the pejorative overtones of this description. They often 

succeed admirably j(n allowing the universal to emerge from the 

particular, which is, Or should be, .one of the major functions pf ' 

. imaginative art. Lehmann certainly hoped that this l i terature 
* . * -

. would build an effective political brotherhood between .the 
4 

victims of the twentieth century's technological and social 

changes. To suggest, as Auden later did in 1941, that poetry 

make* nothing happen i s a complete reversal of everything that -

Lehmann stood for in the 1930*s. "Art i s not l i f e and cannot be/ 

• 'A midwife to society,/For ar*r f s a f a i t afecompli."}6 Art does 
.* • ' « -

. change or refine attitudes t o / and perceptions of, the-world, 

perceptions which mast,, J;n the final analysis, have some Indirect 

effect *oq aooiral structures; The connection, however, i s nowhere. 
near as direct as Lehmann* desired. , -„ 
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The following chapter deals with those contributions to .fyeji 

. Writing whose focus was international rather than English. Such 

contributions allowed Lehmann to say that, although he was. mostly 

i n t e r e s t e d in doing something for Brit ish l i terature , he 

•-' nevertheless saw the international component -of the magazine as 
* * - . " 

being highly important. It i s now obvious that the areas in 

which Lehmann's aesthetic judgment failed him the most were those 

stories and poems which dealt with the Spanish Civil War and the 

Russian "social is t" experiment. These, s tor i e s were usually 

obtrusively contemporary, in contrast to-the contributions which 

took a broader human viewpoint when they dea l t with the 
* * 

relationship, between people, politics^ and society. 

t 

• • ) 

1 ? 
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% 
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New Writing: The International Element 

The international contributions to New Writing are' a product 

of two very different s e n s i b i l i t i e s . .These s e n s i b i l i t i e s are 

sometim.es complementary, hut are more usually divergent. 

Lehmann's own. prose contributions to New Writing, "Via Europe" 

(ILJL*., 1, 1936) and "The Separator" (JUL., 3 , 1937), are 

deliberate attempts to bridge the gap between an English 

perception of events in Europe and a continental"writer's 

perception of these same events. Occasionally, English writers 

were participants in the occurrences they record or create; 

frequently, however, the literary stance adopted i s that* of the 

impartial spectator. One major exception to this i s the group of 

English writers act ively involved on the Republican side in 

Spain. This, chapter i s divided into three sections: Imperialism, 

Fascism and revolutionary movements; the experience of Spain; and 

the Russian socialist experiment. The writers in each category 

try to avoid, with varying degrees |of success, the temptation to 

succumb to the lowest common denominator of propaganda. 

A major problem in dealing with some of these contributions 

i s that we no longer share their delight in dogma. For some of 

Lehmann's contributors' the political dogma was an end in i t se l f 

and intrinsically interesting. Despite Lehmann's desire to avoid 

http://sometim.es
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this, some of his contributors were too close to the events they 

recorded. They were scarred by the experience of yiolenee*and 

reacted and wrote in too partisan a fashion. There were a very 

small number of contributions in the early volumes of New Writing 

which were explicitly pacifist in their sentiments^ These were 

joined by a few" contributions which considered the issue of 

Imperialism either directly or obliquely. The majority of the 

internat ional contributors were far m*ere concerned with 

* expressing their views on Fascism and providing a critique of 

th is po l i t i ca l development. Many of the foreign contributions 

were obtained by Lehmann when he v i s i t e d Moscow., Paris , 

Amsterdam, T i f l i s and Budapest between 1934 and 1938. His 

foreign contributors were usually actively involved in the 

Popular Front against Fascism. 

One initial and .common response,to the prospect of war was 
1 • IS 

to focus on the virtues of pacifism. This position rapidly lost 

i t s attraction for many, as the significance of the Spanish war 

was grasped. The anonymous ftalian writer of "Storm Over 

Canicatti", which i s translated by John Rodker (N.W.r 1, 1936)*, 

attempts to inculcate a belief in pacifism in his readers; he 

f a i l s to do this convincingly, because he concentrates too 

ins i s tent ly on expounding his theories of mass action and mass 

non-cooperation, instead of describing i t s individual.human 

significance. The J l lc i l ian men of Canicatti are reluctant to 

engage in/-Cwar they regard aS unnecessary:. ' J 

The whole mass of men surged forward,' mute and silent, 
* " and sw,ept«down on the train like a wave that surrounds, 

, overwhelms and seeps in everywhere. The men in the 

/ • ' • . . ' 
4 - . . 
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carriages f e l t suddenly afraid. I t seemed to them as 
though the train were being suddenly overturned, and 
that they, with i t , were being flung into a bottomless 
gulf. Some indeed cried out aloud in their fear'. Yet 
nothing at a l l happened. The ohly force used by'the 
Canicatti men was that of their massed^and marching 
strength.1 . 

i 

There i s only a token attempt to distinguish the participants as 
A 

individuals injthe story; they are puppets produced to protest 

Mussolini's involvement in Abyssinia, 'and their significance i s 

only that, of a mass on the march. "The s i m i l e s used are 

commonplace and exhausted; in'addition, the omniscient narrator 

haA no sympathy for his characters as individuals. 

Alfred Kantorowicz's "To The Western Front" (JUL., 1, 1936) 

i s a far more satisfactory, literary presentation of a political 

.and individual concern which eschews simplistic mass solutions. 

Kanto'rowicz was a German journalist living in exile from Hitler's 

Germany in Paris. His intention i s to attack, war for i t s 

dehumanizing qualities. His pacifism ,1s born of a distaste for 

what war does to the soul of man, rather than simple opposition 

to war's physical destruction and mutilation of human beings. 

Consequently, his anguish emerges from the paralysed frustration 

of a single individual, a German soldier of the First World War, 

who longs to converse with the members of his family*, who are 

, only a few- hundred yards from the tropp train: 

I wanted to cry out but i t was use less , they never 
could have heard, me through a l l the noise in the 

1 , s treet . And in any case, was i t proper for a soldier , 
who had already been in action, suddenly to shout from 
a troop train, l ike a small chi ld, for a l l to hear 

.'Njnal Mama!'? Natural human reactions were strictly, 
forbidden in the d isc ip l ine of1 the Imperial army. We 
were condemned to be non-human. We had had i t rubbed 

* 

V 
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into us, kicked into us-ln a thousand d r i l l s . . .-. My 
mother went into a bakerls shop at the corner of the 
Wexstrasse. .1 fixed my eyes like la maniac on this one 
place, on the door through .which she had to emerge 
again. . . . 'Just across there - that's where my home 
i s ! ' How much longer would this train wait? (pp. 62-

:--3). -

- Kantoronicz forcefully presents the contradictions between 

the narrator's acute awareness of homely, human details, and the 

rigid requirements of the Imperial army. To present this 

individual's-dilemma i s a fruitful way of revealing the conflicts 

inherent in mass conscription. The tpne of "To The Western" 

Front" carefully avoids sentimentality; the Western Front, which 

at f i r s t represents a cure for the boredom of barrack l i f e 

becomes, instead, the hated area which draws the train inexorably 

away from Berlin. It i s noticeable that the pacifism espoused by 

these two stories occurs only in the f irst volume*of New Writing; 

in later volumes i t would exis t very uncomfortably with the 

exhortations to action prompted by the example of Spain. 

Consequently, there were very few contributions which considered 

the' experience of the First World War. 

There are four contr ibut ions to Mew Writing which 

specifically consider the issue of Imperialism, Imperialism i s 
i t i 

consistently attacked by the contributors to New Writing, not 

only because of its social injustice, but because of the effect 

that it has on the;individual oppressors and oppressed. Two of 

the most effective analyses of Imperialism are contained in 

George Orwell's "Shooting an Elephant" (JUL,." 2, 1936) and 

"Marrakech" (JUL* n.s., 3, 1939). Orwell, at his best, has the 

ability tb lay bare the essential truths of any social system. 
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The process by which he i s forced to shoot an elephant symbolizes 

all of the contradictions Implicit in Imperialism. -The incident 

described becomes the tes t case by which he judges bis own 

abi l i ty to act as a minor police of f ic ia l in Burma, and the 

elephant embodies a host of expectations forced on him by a 

subject people. He l ikes the elephant and he i s aware of both 

the power and the responsibility of being a representative-of the 

•British Raj. While he theoretically believes that what^he i s 

doing i s immoral, he i s nevertheless extremely chagrined that he 

i s disliked by the "Burmese: / 

Theoretically—and secre t ly / of course—I was a l l for 
# vthe Burmese and a l l against their oppressors-/, the 

Brit ish. . . . . All I knew was that I was stuck between 
my hatred of the empire-I served and my rage against 

, the ev i l - sp ir i ted l i t t l e ' beasts-who tried to make my-
job impossible. With one part of my mind 1 thought of 
the British Raj as an unbreakable tyranny, as something 
clamped down, in saecula saecv^orum, upon 'the will of 
prostrate peoples; with another part I thought .that the 
greatest joy in the world would be to drive a bayonet 
into a Buddhist priest's guts (pp. 1-2). 

l 
•4 

The inner confl ict between abstract morality and subjective 

resentment, because he i s the min on the spot, leads Orwell to 

fantasies of^revenge against both the Buddhist priests and the 
t 

British empire, He ki l l s the elephant against his pwn^prill when 

he would rather take revenge against the system which has forced 

him into this position. The conflict also produces the awareness 

that, as a representative sahib, his actions are dictated by • „» 

sea of yellow faces which urge him to play the role of-decisive 

conqueror, despite his unwillingness for th i s part. Orwell's 
« * 

perception of the i m p e r i a l i s t s ' l o s s , of freedom proceeds 
ft 

*»!/* 

' > 
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logicaily-from th i s personal revela t ion: "I perceived in t h i s 

moment that wijert the white man turns tyrant i t i s his own freedom 

that he destroys" (p, 4). There i s also a suspicion that the 

death throes of the elephant, described in vivid and powerful 

language, may be these, of the Br i t i sh empire unaware of the 

reaspn for i t s slow demise: "It seemed dreadful to see €he great 

beast lying there, powerless to move and yet powerless to die , 

and not even to be able-to f inish him" (p. 6). Only at the end 

of*' the essay, when Orwell ou t l ines the community's divided 
* 

response to the shooting of the elephant, does Orwell state that 

the death of the coolie was merely *a "pretext" for his action. 

His own frustration and h is unwillingness to appear a fool have 

forced him into* an a c t i o n he would normally avoid. The 

imper ia l i s t master has become a slave to the conventions and 

expectations aroused by his dominant position. Orwell's essay is 
» 

a perfectly constructed argument about the effects of a system 

upon an individual;' h is tone is that of a man who is both angered 

and .bewildered fct having been placed in an invidious posi t ion. 

Only with<hindsight can^ie honestly make the connections between 

the insights which he has formerly suppressed in the interests of 

his own equilibrium. 

"Marrakecrh" i s an equally devastating and s l i g h t l y ' l e s s 

Veil-known exposure of undercurrents of unrest in Africa. I t 

reveals many of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s which we associate with'a 

pieee of Orwell's reportage, one of the most obtrusive of which 

is Orwell's physical fastidiousness. This i s frequently evident 

in his descriptions of f l ies rising from a corpse,* of the ghetto 
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squalor, and of the rags worn by the s tarving nat ives . Equally 

characteristic i s the tone of.moral earnestness contained in such 

observations as "One could probably l ive here for years without 

noticing tha t for n ine- tenths of the people the r e a l i t y of l i f e 

is an endless, back-breaking struggle to wring^a l i t t l e food out 

of an eroded soil"" (p. 274). 

Orwell often generalizes blandly, in "Marrakech" about what 

other Europeans see when they are in a foreign country. His 

assertions can only be evaluated fairly when they spring directly 

from his own experience. He i s a t b i s most penetra t ing when he 

permits his individual English quirks tp reveal att i tudes toward 

the scene he i s describing. Thus he notices that the donkeys are 

treated brutally before he becomes aware of the fact that the Old 

women are treated worse, in that they have ceased to be regarded 

. as human beings. This sense Of disproportion is" reinforced when 

he stops to feed bread to a gazel le while a s tarving Arab naVvy 

stands and watches dumbfounded by h i s wastefulness. Orwell's 

• persona is frequently that of a squeamish and.occasionally stupid 

, man who learns slowly.from his experiences, Yeu, a t the same 

time, he always gives himself l a t i t u d e to cas t iga te o thers ' for 

their indifference or folly* His earnestness may well be a type 

of compensation for his oWn former ignorance; 'he may not always 

. be honest on beha.lf Of others , but he i s always the f i r s t to 

explore his own paradoxical a t t i tudes: 

But there is one thought which every white man (and 
in t h i s connection i t doesn't matter twopence it he 
cal ls himself a Socialist) thinks when he sees a black 
army marching past . 'How much longer can we go on 

1 * . ", > 
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* kidffing these people? How long before they "turn their 
guns in frhe other direction?' -, « 

I t was curious r e a l l y . Every white man there had, 
this thought stowed somewhere or other in his mind, I 

, had i t , so had the other onlookers, so* had the officers 
on t h e i r sweating' chargers and the-whi te v N.C.OJls 
marching in the ranks. I t was a kind of secre t which 
we a l l knew,and were, too clever to t e l l ; .only the 
negroes didn ' t know i t (p. 277). 

*. - .-

p This savagely prophet ic ,vis ion of impending black nationalism 

occurs a t the end of "Marrakech," and i t suggests an inevi table^ 
y • • * 

upr is ing against white assumptions of super io r i ty . -In' the 

context Of the poverty and squalor descjpLBed e a r l i e r in the 

essay, Orwell 's recognit ion of d is rupt ion i s i r f eo^ t rowr t ib le . 

He penetra tes to the centre of the colonial issue and r e a l i z e s 
- tha t i t i s a bluff, a s e c r e t . t h a t w i l l soon become common 

« ' ft - * 
knowledge to the victims of Imperialism, But he i s , perhaps, too 

exigent in believing that the officers and the N.C.O,*s share his 

i n s igh t ; they may t r e a t the-blacks as ojhildren, but, a t l e a s t 

consciously, they have dismissed the idea thai these "children" 

Will grow up and demand their independence, 

Orwell 's tone*thrdughout the essay i s tha t of su rp r i s e : 

. su rp r i s e tha t the ihajority^of the inhabi tan ts ajTe " inv i s ib l e , " 

. tha t 'they are gu i l ib le > and tha<t everyone e lse takes the 

primitive conditions for.granted. This tone is only occasionally 

flawed by his tendency to preach.rather than to show. I t i s a 

fea ture of Orwell 's s ingular nature , tha t whi le 'o thers in 1939 

were arguing for the necessi ty of English in tervent ion agains t 

German aggression, he was s t i l l busy explor ing. the col6nial 

insinceri t ies of the western democracies. -

- Frank Sargeson's "White Man's Burden" (ILfcL, n .s . , 1, 1938) 
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prov ides a c o l o n i a l c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the d i s c u s s i o n o f 

Imperialism. As a New Zealander, Sargeson brings to. New Wri t ing^ ' 

a sensibi l i ty which* seems to place humanity* in a very vulnerable * 

position in relation to the landscape. His characters* must cling* 

together to avoid being overwhelmed by a sense of the emptiness 

and vastness of the horizon. SargeSon's tone i s that of free and 

easy f a m i l i a r i t y , with the reader , which i s forced by the 

conditions that his story ref lects : 011 was a long road up North, 

*u t I'd been to ld "I'd find a pub there* I did. You know the . 

s o r t of pub. I t sometimes has a apt ice up, Free B êer- Here 

Tomorrow. I found I knew the barman aftd I f e l t bucked when̂  I saw,, 

him. When you're on the road and you see someone you know you 

feel t h a t way" (p. 1). An atmosphere of f u t i l i t y hang-s around 

the pub as the men t ry and buttresrs themselves against the 

isolat ipn outside: - ' .- ' 

Then' I couldn' t see out of the window, but I d idn ' t 
mind that . The mudflats had looked too fat and jruicy,1 

and the h i l l ' s had .̂oofced s tarved. Why, cdmfng along 
the road I'd Watched a cocky ploughing, and h-e was 
turning up yellow clay. If you ask me t h e r e ' s a he l l 
of a l o t too much of this- land of hope-and plenty l i k e 
t ha t - (p . 1), . r -

/ 
The pub acts as- a centre of culture and companionship, and i t is 

the one v i s i b l e sign qf white c i v i l i z a t i o n , and yet i t i s the 

Maoris and, not the whites who behave themselves and avoid 

excessive drunkennessi- Moreover, the Maoris* incongruous 

admiration for Joan Crawfprd baffles the travell ing narrator, who' 

makes an ironic comment on the tensions produced by the attempt 

to "civil ize" a land by establishing a few pubs and allowing the 
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"Maoris acfeess to, Joan Crawford films* "Gosh,, there's a great *day 
»' 

leVe" comihg forNujy^ssinie^ when c iv i l iza t ion gets- properly going tbe*"»» 

(*p. "3). White o iu ture has been anything hut a ' resounding < 
- "' 

success, as the na r r a to r ' s l one l ines s and, need for -company 

i n d i c a t e ; , the Maoris hatfe se ized on the ex te rna l s of^white 

c i v i l i z a t i o n , without having any organic, connection with i t s , 

roo t s . The whit6 man's, burden I s b i s Own sense of a l i ena t ion 

from a land that r e s i s t s his fu t i le attempt at intimacy., 
. t -' 

• » One of the most harmful attributea«of Imperialism i s shown -

to be the innate assumption of superiority, in terms not only of 

c u l t u r e , but a lso of moral i ty . Ip Mbrtdn Fre'edgood's "Good • 
* ;*; - ^ * - - / -

Nigger" (JLiL, 2, 1936)+ a hlaok s lave in the Southern s t a t e s 

accused of- molesting a white woman* has no 'defence when his Word 

,ia not considered equal to that of his white .accusers. The story • 

hinges on the pathetic and unsuccessful plea for] protection, made 
% ' ' ' • - '-

by the slave t o h is master. ' I t s f a i l u r e exposes the moral 

bankruptcy, of paternal relationships between raoes. ' What many of 

t h e c o n t r i b u t o r s , t d New' Wr i t ing make p l e a r ' i s t h a t the 

imperialist oppressors are ' themselves deniell freedom in sub t l e 

-,ways; they l o s e an e s s e n t i a l p a r t of t h e i r humani ty , by *• 

acquiescing to*>a system1 which robs Others "of their dignity. 

Many of the ^contributors tb .N,ew Writing „are concerned with 

appropr ia te p o l i t i c a l ac t ion , and they a s s e r t - t h a t the l o s s of > 

dignity and the desire to' avoid becoming "involved" are central 
' 

features of a society which i s losing i t s freedom, .*Opposition to 
the group, party or gov*eTh«,ent which i s in control and Which is-1 

causing the oppression often must become more covert as the 

*4'-

-*»*• 
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group's power increases, ihese truisms are eqjjally applicable to 

a l l vict ims, ' whether they are victims of Imperialism or. of 

to ta l i t a r i an 'governments, ami these facts of existence are 

"Reproduced with varying degrees o f sueceas in sowe of the -

tontributions to New w^itlhg. Sew Writing eontains a nualber of 

stories which are .concerned with the situation in Central Europe, 

as the Nazis grew in- power and influence, in both Gmfcmany and 

Austria.^Vhat i t V e j t like, to-be an ordinary unaligned a^tizen 

>or a membeV of a defeated political party i s the focus of many of -

the;s tor ies . John Lehm-anrt was part icularly interested in the . , 
" - - * ' ' ' " * 

fate of Austria, because he saw- Austria, l ike Spfcih* as one of , 
«, ' - * * * 

l#re testing grounds" of tw-enfeieth~centufy- ideologies. All of the 
,contributors were either*witn4sses tp the violence they portray. 

- or>6xiies from i t , which adds, an extra, poignancy to their efforts 
<• t • . * • 

.to .communicate their sensa t ions , t h e i r p resen ta t ion and 

comprehension of defeat carry 'with them the question Vf whether 
', > * *' * 

further "open resistance is 'quixotism or a necessary assertion of 
hurran health and sanity. Consequently, many of the foreign 

-* . . . * * 
. . * » contributions to JJej^lEitiag had an immediacy and relevance at 

the time which they now fail to evoke. ' -
J - ' •" • r ^ \ ' z ' 

~ . The danger' implicit in much *>f the writing T*-illustrated • 
-" ' . ' • ' ' ' ' *• * ** ' ' 

in* sketches l ike Anna Segher's "The Lord'svPrayer" (lUk, *, 

st936>, which IS translated from the, German.by an unidentified 

contributor, a sketch w'hich rarely r i ses ' above sensational 

depiction* of Nazi .a t roc i t ies . ' Elsewhere in ' fle,*. Writing,, the 

opening section from. her. nov;el The ffesone more than justifies .the 

large claims Lehmann makes for tier in 'h is p r i t i ca l work,-New" 
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^ " ^ " "- Writing Hi Su-rppe Jrn 1940: T&e handles a l l of then, ' the 

conscious Nazis and Communists, and the non-political many,* wi 

the greatest res t ra in t and sympathy, and i s neyer carried away by 

p o l i t i c a l pa r t i sansh ip ; she-has far too broad and s e n s i t i v e en 
•. v<-

. intelligence not to see the real idealism that sways some of the 
N - » / < 

younger. Nazis, though She he r se l f has long made up her mind-to 

which side she belongs."2 Sadly, this control i s lacking in "The . 

* Lord's Prayer,* Sn which a group- of soc ia l i s t s are rounded up by s 

the S.1C and- brutally beaten While they afe forced to rec i te the . 
1 prayer. The Nazis a re portrayed as un in te res t ing s a d i s t s with 

clown-like a t t r ibu tes , and the soc ia l i s t s as victims and heroes 
\' 

who sing "Wacht auf, Verdammrte" as the i r companions are beaten. 
» 

A comparison between the contributions of George Anders, an 

Austrian w.riter, and Jan Petersen, the<fieraan author of Qur 

££E£g£,v demonstrates the distinction between those contributors 

to New Writing whp could, and th^se who could not, transform the ' 

raw mate r ia l «of revolut ionary c e l l s and s t rugg les i n to an 
a r t i s t i c v is ion of universal s tagnat ion and f r u s t r a t i o n . Jan 

/ *' * 

Petersen's- "Travellers" (JUL* • 5* 1938) and -"The Skier's Return" 

<JUJi*» «,*•,' 3V 193$), both of which are t r a n s l a t e d from the 

Germafi. % Jtfstes -Cleugh, read too nrach l i k e boyish adventure 

siorli^1;*jhg show a kind ofc misplaced wish-fulfilment;*'given the . 

' g r i s l y r e a l i t y they a re juxtaposed aga ihs t . Anders* however, 

oomliuni-catfrs.the l i s t l e s s h e S s andiWounting hysteria.of a smail 
' ' ' , i . "r > . • T - " 

hand* of revo lu t ionar ies* imprisoned |Y .the l o g i e of t h e i r 

s i t u a t i o n in h i s ' s t o r y "The Corner" (JUL, ^ , '193tt* which i s 

also translated fy James Cleugh: * •* 'w~ , 
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This was the eleventh time the squad had been called 
out for duty that January. Every movement and gesture, 
every desir.e hajt had i t s turn amtwas finally played, 
-out. Every ~ word and phrase had -been used up. ' They had 
settled down into a l i t t l e bureau on the top floor of a 
big building, and. everything* beydnd i t was foreign 

..territory to them. The distr ict in which they had been 
born and had grown up, the splendid, noisy,- teeming . 
workmen'.s quarter, was now silent, as if numbed in" the 
January mud, for lorries full of soldiers were rumbling 
.through the s t ree t s , , The ci ty, once known as 'Red . 
Vienna', had grown timid, almost host i le to them.. I t 
was a fore ign c i t y . They f e l t themselves to be 

* forgotten, abandoned and very lon«ljMp. 53)* 

The duty of these Viennese revolutionaries consists of waiting 

,' for orders from the i r leaders in the Soeial is t Defence Corps. 
^ ' ft . • * ' " - ' . 

Each of the*-revolut ionaries i n t e r n a l i z e s th ip sense of 

hopelessness and responds to»it differently. Forced laughter,-

conversation and silences punctuate the. stooke-f i l led rpbm, as -
> 

they await the" arrival of the fascist police. The dialogue, like 

the situation,, is. strained and heavy with political'references, 
» * 

but these references are J the only way the characters can 
mitigate their actual isolation; some of the characters fall bacl^ 

* *" 
. on revolutionary- dredbs as the only centra of stability when the 

- - • « 
police search the room for weapons, Police and" socialists watch *.' 

p each other with mutual fear and hatred in a tense and potentially 

murderous situation,. * Anders presents the claustrophobia of "The 

Corner* ,wfth a dispassionate honesty. The socia.lists.are not" 
described as heroes, but as human beings who crack and break when 
• \ \ ' v t , - • . 

they recogfllzevthat, by eschewing armed resistance and accepting 

the formulae of *revdlutionary patience,* they have .commuted 

themselves to obscurity and probable extinction. At the clitax 

r^ .: 

http://socia.lists.are
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. of both "The* Corner" and "A Question of Nerves" (JLiiL,- n»s», 3, 
* — . • » •> 

, 1939), the characters are pulled back from the edjje qf despair by ". • l 

a mixture of human e f for t and revolut ionary d i s c i p l i n e . Their 

vu lne rab i l i t y adds a s t range mixture of digni ty and bathos to . * 

their inevitable defeat. . . ' * * ;, ' 

The brooding fear and he lp lessness t ha t these e x t r a c t s < 

convey are amplified in the <short> but de^fstating dramatic sketch 

tx Be r to l t Brecht "Thelnformer" (JLM*» n.-s., 2, 1939), which i s ' 
" • ' ' 1 

translated from the German .by. Charles Ashleigh, In th is case the 
- „ - * 

potential victims of "Fascism^ are completely apolitical-, and yet 
* • \ 

they l ive in constant fear of being misunderstood or misquoted-by 

' their friends, servant or small child: \ •*• 

* * . . . ; 
. ' , *WIFE, But there's nothing against you, - i s there*? 

HUSBAND.\ There ' s something, ^against everybody. " 
Everybody's \ i i s p e c t e d . I t ' s enough i f someone 

- * expresses any suspicion of you, to make you a suspected * . 
person. ' ' 

WIFE. Yes, but a "child i s an unreliable* witness^ A 
' * 'child doesn't understand what, people are talking about, 

„ HUSBAND".' That's what you-say. Since when have they -' 
needed witnesses?' % \v ^ 

WIFE.- Can't we think .of some explanation of what-
you meant by those remarks? Then- we coula show .how he 
misunderstood you, , • ' jR ^ * . 

HUSBAND. %es, but what did^fr say? *I can't refcember * •, 
now (p. .118). -i « _ . ' • . - ' 

' • * * 

The meaning and s ignif icance of language are d i s i n t e g r a t i n g in 

the -Situation Brecht presents; innocent, words become confessions -1 

of gu i l t or heresy. All the stage direct ions and dialogue show a 

mounting loss of control by the couple, as they try to anticipate .' 

•the responses to their worW and actions by-a violent and er ra t ic „ 

Nazi*party. 'Te r ro r bec.omes t ransmi t t ed in to l i t e r a t u r e as 

, donfusion when a. p i c tu re of K i t l e r i s moved abound the room to 

file:///iispected
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1 p lacate a .gui l ty conscience. In other contexts t h i s wandering 
'{ ' ' ' ' 

\ picture would be a device for harmless farce; in Brecht's sketch 

an apparently Uudlcrous detail cottLd mean the difference between 

l i f e and death. 

Brechfs sketch i s a finely-wrought*-winiature p o r t r a i t of 

' the d i s s o l u t i o n of d o m e s t i c i t y . Other c o n t r i b u t i o n s to 

New Writing a»*e far mor.e ambitious, and try to comprehend the 

changes taking place in Germany on a much wider scale. One such 

at tempt i s P. Monteeh's "In Freiburg" .(JUL., • 2, 1938), which if 

t r ans la ted by John Rodker, and begins l i k e a s ensa t iona l i s t 

journal is t ' s report on the c r i s i s of the times:, 

Ruins/piled upon each otherl Wilhelm's ambitions, the 
hopes( of democracy, then inflation and the Senegalese 
in the flhineland, Bolshevism, and the unending ranks of 
the unemployed! After tha t came songs, and true 

\ , Germans parading the s t r e e t s in brown s h i r t s and 
"* columns of four to the ref ra in of 'Germany a r i s e ! ' 

They almost believed i t themselves . . . (p. '227). 

J: '* 

The stock^otiaraoters are produced to i l l u s t r a t e t h i s i n i t i a l 

claim and to describe the various l eve l s of evasion which 

. different representatives of the social s trata employ to escape 

**its fu l l impact. Monteeh's story swift ly changes in to a ' t ex t ­

book analysis of why Communism is the only solution to the chaos 

described, but i t serves as a useful comparison to the greater 
% *K ft 

a r t i s t i c control • and comprehension of Christopher Isherwood, 

They are both observing the same phenomena; however, Isherwood',? 

Berlin S t o r i e s t th ree of which were f i r s t published in flew 

writing, remain among the finest short s tories published in the 

1930's. 

. ; 
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The narrator of the Berlin Stories continues to puzzle those 
% 

who seek for explicit formulae of activism; the narrator refuses 

to provide them. Instead,- what i s offered and achieved i s a 

meshing of the new realism with a deeper symbolism of decay and 
v dest ruct ion. This decay i s not simply re f lec ted in the los s of 

* ' 't* 
p o l i t i c a l values, but a lso in the realm of human re la t ionsh ips 

and in an i n a b i l i t y to define a s t ab le moral i ty . Hence, Herr 

Christoph aspires to an objectivity which his experiences refuse 

to grant him.' His disdain for personal involvement i s ultimately 

a mask which conceals h i s inner and individual helplessness in 

the face of the onrush of history, a-^hlstory which was in i t i a l ly 

a source of comfort to Isherwood, Lehmann, Auden and Day Lewis, 

and which in contemporary eyes has become t h e i r scourge . 

Isherwood was too sens i t i ve a wr i t e r to commit himself to the 

platitudes for which many c r i t i c s have pilloried the writers of 

the t h i r t i e s , and h i s cont r ibut ions to New Writing Hiow his 

poise, 

John Lehmann was conscious pf the p i t f a l l s of lumping 

together the contributors t o New Writing in the conviction that 

they a l l wrote from a S o c i a l i s t perspect ive. ' He described 

Isherwood1 s character and struggle for a r t i s t i c consummation in 

an undated manuscript in the Lehmann collection: 
» 

He hated the 'establishment' as only one who suffers 
from a national oedipus complex can; and the Nazis' 
disgusted him. But in the-Autumn of 1932 he told me 
that an editor had written to him 'who wants something 
Showing "the new spirit" in literature politics etc. 
But what is the new spirit? Search me. Poor old Marx 
can hardly be described as new.' . At the same time--
because his friends were Involved—he was tremendously 

. \ 

- * -?*,.!. t^4 %t 
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excited by the Berlin e lec t ions , which seemed to 
promise's Communist win.3 

This "new spir i t" was achieved in the Berlin, Stories; the three 

which' appear iafrNew Writing are considered by Lehmann and other 
• 

contemporaries to be some of the high points of the New Writing 

philosophy and tone. I-sherwood was one of a group of people w n° 

encouraged Lehmann to produce New Writing. He sometimes read the 

offered contr ibut ions to the magazine and advised Lehmann on 

t he i r worth. Although there i s no evidence in the Lehmann 

c o l l e c t i o n of Isherwood 's a t t i t u d e to the work ing -c l a s s 

contributors published in New Writing, Isherwood does s ta te his 

approval of William Plomer's "Notes on a v i s i t to Ireland" (JUL, 

1, 1936) and Andre Chamson's "My Enemy" (JH.JL., 1» 1936): 

1 l iked a lso very much Plfmer's contr ibut ion and tha t 
V br i l l iant story-by Chamson, which make$ one feel that a 
m^ real a r t i s t can wr i te about absolutely anything and 

/ » s t i l l produce a l l the c o r r e c t r e f l e c t i o n s about 
* • fascism, nationalism etc. in the reader's, mind: a very 

t r i t e observation, but i t always comes as a fresh 
• surprise!^ 

, Lehmann wanted-the contributions to New Writing to produce these 

"correct reflections" about Fascism, Imperialism, unemployment 

and poverty without abandoning their a r t i s t i c worth. Isherwood's 

novel The MeMKal, published in 1932, had already achieved this 

in i t s portrayal of the period immediately following the F i r s t 

World War, and in i t s presentation of the characters' reactions' 

- to the emotional turmoil the war had le f t as a legacy. 

When one,compares the opening of "The Nowaks* (ILfcU, 1, 

1-936) to Monteeh's "In F re iburg" the d i f f e r e n c e in the 
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assimilation of the social set t ing-into a broader a r t i s t i c design 
. . . 

i s immediately apparent: \ * 
* t, 

. % 
a 

I found th«e W.assertorstrasse without much difficulty. 
The entrance to i t ' w a s a big stone archway, a* h i t of 
old Ber l in , daubedwitti hammers and s i c k l e s and Nazi -, 
crosses and p l a s t e r e d wi th t a t t e r e d b i l l s which 
adver t ised auct ions or crimes* I t was a deep shabby 
cobbled s t r e e t , l i t t e r e d w i t h sprawling chi ldren in 
t e a r s . Youths in woolen sweaters c i r c l ed waveringly 
across,, i t on ra6ing bikes and whooped at g i r l s passing * 

' with milk jugs. The pavement was chalk-marked for the ^ 
hopping game ca l l ed Heaven and Earth. At the end of * 
i t , like* a t a l l , dangerously -sharp, red instrument , ^ 
Stood a church (p. 8). . ^ 

The p o l i t i c a l slogans on the wa l l s , the" shabby s t r e e t and the' Msi* 

chi ldren in t e a r s suggest*the ' p o l i t i c a l feud which i s an" i 

undercurrent to the scene-of poverty. On the other hand, the 

youths on bikes whooping a t the g i r l s represent mâ ny of the *» 

people of Berl in who refuse to acknowledge the growing c r i s i s . M 

In d e s c r i b i n g the fchurch as the "dangerously sharp , red - ' 

instrument" the na r ra to r i s h in t ing a t the violence to follow. 

Unobtrusively, the d e t a i l s of the environment of Old Berlin 

provide the s e t t i n g - f o r the universal sense of c r i s i s ; " tRe 
' • • r 

•narrator, passes no" d i r e c t commentary on i t s symbolic* 
V . . ' * J 
significance. When the narrator departs from the sanatorium, the 

assembled p a t i e n t s a i r e - c l ean ly seen as g h o s t - r i d d e n and' 

threatening, the emptiness of their- l ives adding to the sense of 

impotence TeSt by t h t English observer: 

They a l l thronged around us.for a moment in the l i t t l e -
c i r c l e of l i g h t from the part ing bus, t h e i r l i t f a c e s 

g h a s t l y l i k e ghos ts agains t the black stems of the 
pipes. This was the climax of my dream; the instant of 
nightmare ip. which i t would end. I had an absurd pang 
of fear t h a t they were /going to a t taok us , . „ They 
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drew back--harmlees r*after a l l , as mere ghosts—into 
t h e darkness ( p . 3 7 ) . * -" 

Isherwood* was characterist ical ly unsure of the response his 

s t o r i e s would e l i c i t from an English audience and pa r t i cu l a r ly 

concerned with the impression" that Sally Bowles would make. I t 

i s c lea r from a l e t t e r Isherwood sent t o John-Lehmann, in 1937, 

tha t each'of the- 'characters was careful ly integrated in to the 
• * * • - •> < - « . 

themes of( the whole work an;d ^ha t Ifew Writing was particularly 
» . 

appropriate for this description of â changing Berlin: ,-. - - -
- » "*• .. ' 

* .. " ^ -" * 
£t seeras ' to me- tha t Sal ly , without the abort ion 
sequence, would , |ust be a s i l l y l i t t l e capricious 

<*. bitch.' Besides, what would the" whole, thing lead up to? 
And down from? The whole idea of the stUdy is to show 
tha t even the g rea t e s t d i s a s t e r s leaye a person l i k e 
S a l l y e s s e n t i a l l y unchanged, flowever, you have 
considered t h i s no doubt, t- want*1 to hear what you 
think. - . v 

Surely, the less pretentious Berlin Diary is really 
a much better b i t of work? And there you have the New 
Humanism la id on r iah and thick. I'm not a t a l l sure 
that Sally wouldn't merely annoy the Left Wing, anyhow. 
Because i t s very d i le t tante in tone.^ . - , 

Ish.erwood, in the Berlin Stories^ was* deliberately dissociating 

himself "from the l e f t in the i n t e r e s t laf a r t . Sal ly , l ike'Mr. 

Norris , i£ a survivor who comments i r on i ca l l y on a l l p o l i t i c a l 

structures. This new humanism, which was more^ obviously' present 

in "A Berlin Diary," had to come to terms with Sally "Bowles;*" She 

represented a sp i r i t of fun and a human indestruct ibi l i ty which 

qual i f ied the impression of depressing p o l i t i c a l violence end-

poverty tha t marked the Berl in Stories.-* Isherwood was worried 
10* 

tha t the l e f t wing would not l i k e Sally Bowles,because she 

diluted the seriousness of the pol i t ical s i tuation presented. 
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" \_ 'One of Isherwood's g rea tes t t a l en t s was h i s a b i l i t y to 

create convincing characters, through dialogue, from al l levels 

* of society. Thus the Lancjauers and the Nowaks are counter pointed 

against each other throughout the Berlin Stories. Perhaps this 

range of characterization was only possible to a writer seeing a 

society from the outside, a writer* whose objectivity is born of 

- cu l tu ra l .alienation.depends on being a v i s i t o r rather than a 

-- permanent resident, Isherwood had at least part ial ly solved the 

problem of how a member of the upper-middle c lass could wri te 

-with r e a l i s m of o the r c l a s s e s and avoid the wors t s e l f -
4 indulgence1* of e i ther sent imenta l i ty or seeing members of the 

Working class as a collection of brutal morons. In the process, 

\ke succeeded in turning the Berlin of the la te twenties and early 

t h i r t i e s in to a l i t e r a r y legend. Up un t i l his departure to the 

U.S.A., Isherwood was one of the wr i t e r s who helped shape the 

t ex ture of N,ew W r i t lHg
r both in terms of his own contr ibut ions 

ft 

and in h is ro le of advisor, c r i t i c and r ec ru i t e r of t a l en t for 

••*•' John Lehmann's e n t e r p r i s e . Lehmann regarded Isherwood's 

. departure from England in 1938, and his conversion to Yoga, as 

s ign i f i can t fac tors in Isherwood's f a i l u r e to become a major 

novelist of the t$40«s and 1950's.6 

*- »• ' , -

John Lehmann's own definition of the new humanism described 

» by* Isherwood ean be gleaned from his contr ibut ions t o New 

***?%."' ' Er l i i f lg , "Via Europe", and "The Separator," Both of these are 

hv*% " * «. r * at tempts to dramatize European cu l tu re in. social and p o l i t i c a l 

- • r,, terms, through a kind of snapshot, effect , a se r i es of v ignet tes 
v *' '' ' which dulminate in a descr ipt ion of the c i ty of Moscow and i t s 

/*? , 

-• 

** a — ^ *• 
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people. In "Via Europe" (N.W., 1, 1936) the t r ave l sequence 

"begins in Par i s , which i s described as a centre of fashion and 

finanae. The lyr ic 'mood of t h i s prose rapidly moves from 

descriptions of the rich and poor, of the self-sat isf ied few, to 

descr ip t ion^ of the deprived many, and from Par is to Berlin to 

Vienna and finally into the very' different atmosphere of Soviet 

Russia. ' I t i s a lush prose, yet i t i s often carefully epntrolled 

and accumulates passion steadily through i t s mixture of precision 

and generalization, as i t ranges across a geographic and^tocial 

sca le . A br ief and dramatic character sketch of a German 

restaurateur 's wife obliquely reveals one of the causes for the 

Nazis' se izure of power, while giving a complex p i c tu r e of a 

mixture of motives half-expressed by the woman. As voices 

threateir^economic sanctions on a myriad of telephone wires, the 
(, 

>. • * 

possible consequences of t h e i r ac t ions a re in te rp re ted /lay a 
* 

chorus of the masses on the Danube: 

The b i t t e r n e s s ,of long unemployed years harden^, 
sharpens to the point of danger in £he minds of the 
sallow-faced group of men and women . , , Not again, 

- never again, i s the thought that passes between them as 
they turn back to t h e i r empty homes. Never again i s 
the angry murmur that r ises from innumerable factories 
and squares and publ ic meeting h a l l s in t h e count r ies 

\ tt of the West, challenging the voices t h a i demand and^ 
threaten in privacy, swelling l ike the clamour of a new' 
order taking shape wi thin the womb of a cont inent , a 
new l i f e bursting through the old (p, 197). 

4 

Many of the scenes ' in "Via Europe" contain prose which i s 

overwrought. I t i s significant that Lehmann shared with-many of 

the writers of the t h i r t i e s a tendency for using the border as a 

symbol of change, and sought h i s imagery for a revolut ionary 

I 
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change of heart in organicism. "The border ,or the frontier was a 

frequent image of many of the th i r t i e s writers since i t implied— 

with" i t s crossing—a poss ib i l i t y of change or choice." As an 

."image i t also suggested t h a t i t -was possible to cross into a 

country whrere genuine equali ty exis ted. Consequently such 

writers as Auden and-Isherwood in On the Frontier, Edward Qpward 

In Journey to the, Border and Rex Warner in .The Wild GQQge Chase 
v u se^he image to express a possible change of a t t i t ude to the 

world.? In much of the poetry of Spender, Day Lewis, Auden and 

^MacNeice during the th i r t i e s there 4s--* tendency to use similes 

and metaphors drawn from nature to explain the revolutionary 

struggle. Thftajrin C. Day Lewis' The Magnetic Mountain -we see the 

following l ines : . * 

' '•* ' ' ' I ' ' 
Ceaseless the leaves ' counterpoints in a west wind 

l ively, - , 
Blossom and'river rippling, loveliest allegro, 
And the storms of wood strings brass at year's finale: 
Listen. Can you not^hear the entrance of a new theme?8 

In- the case of "Via Europe* such imagferV now seems-

unsatisfactory, since i t i s used too often by Lehmann and m'any of 

" the other t h i r t i e s writers. Moscow i s identified .by Lehmann as 

' the centre .of this reawakening into the new l i f e : 

We are winning a t l a s t i s the mood of the dancing 
processions t ha t pass, with the i r many-coloured 

- '• ~ streamers and .effigies under the-huge written -slogans 
of a s t i l l unfinished revolut ion. Their new l i f e , in 
i t s long-awaited splendour f̂fnd prosper i ty , * l i k e a 
chestnut t r ee af ter the,winter , begins to break in to 
leaf and flower around them (p. 19-6)-

In level tones a Soviet Georgian .poet Lehmann met in his travels 
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in Transcaucasia in 1934 explains the fundamental issue in the 

closing, section of the sequence: "This i s my world, a,world where 

no one who i§ willing* can fail* to find work, or the house, or the 

,food, or the pleasant things of l i f e to which i t e n t i t l e s him" 
- ^ t -

(p, 202).' Despite his two t r ips to th*e Soviet Union, in 1934 and 

1936̂ - Lehmann had not seen enough evidence to convince himself of 

the fol ly of supporting Communism,. He saw " i t asgthe only 

plausible a l t e rna t ive to Fascism and he had persuaded himself 

t h a t ' t h e Soviet Union was working towards achieving a decent 

standard of living for its**people. 

."The Separator" (N.W., 3 , 1937) i s far l e s s sa t is fac tory 

' than ".Via Europe" because i t i s tinged with hys te r i a . -There i s 
- > -

far- l e s s prose poetry -in eachv of I t s sect ions and far more 

pr-osaic argument:- i t i s written as if i t were a notebook, and the 

individual .passages reveal rather than solve the- ednfuslon^ of the 

w r i t e r s The t rap Lehmanp i s re f lec t ing on i sh . i s i nac t iv i ty in • 
«%. - -

the face of growing fascist power. Like many of his generation* , 

he was terrif ied by the, as yet, unexperienced threat of bombing 

raidsY ' . 
- t * I 

How to get out of this trap?* flow t o .find sanity and 
' . a clear thought again? How to defend oneself, to be 

ac t ive , not to crouch paralysed as the Hawk descends? 
*But there must be hundreds,' thousands l i k e myself* in 
every town in Europe, wrestling with this nightmare in 
sleepless nights, pursued by i t through the-superficial 
smiling of the day. Content to abandon what Onee'-
seemed so necessary and so warm, the pleasant voices 
tha t fade as t h i s pulsating roar f i l l s the skies (p. 

' ' 198). - . 

Lehmann^s conversion to revolutionary action i s belaboured, 
"O JL • ' 

an intellectual, rather than an, emotionally satisfyingTadecision; 


