











ABSTRACT

Beryl Bainbridge is a successful contemporary novelist
who has produced ten novels over the past fifteen years, and
her writing career shows every sign of extending well into

the future.

This Thesis comprises an introduction to this prolific
writer by presenting some biographical data which shed some
light on the author, her interests, the way she regards her
own work, the background of each of her novels, and her views
on contemporary life. It examines the accomplishment of
Bainbridge up to the present by providing a eritical survey
of her novels in order of publication. An attempt has been
made to find themes and ideas consistent in her work and to

show how she has developed.
She is an empirical writer whose emotionally traumatic
childhood had a seminal influence on her fiction which is

evidenced in her tacit admiration for intensity of feeling.

Under her father's influence, Bainbridge developed a

reverence for the past -- a preoccupation which is particularly
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apparent in her early novels where she patterned her fictional
characters on memories of her own family and depicted the odd
little inecidents of family life in the Forties. Her strong
nostalgia for the past includes place as she sensitively

evokes her native Lancashire.

Mr. Bainbridge also instilled in his daughter a deep
awareness of the essential loneliness of man, an obsession
which accounts for the recurrent themes of isolation, loss

and departure so prominent in her work.

Bainbridge recognizes imperfections. 3She acknowledges
failure, ugliness, squalor and corruption as an inescapable
part of life, In later novels she becomes more absorbed in
the ills of contemporary society. Deeclining moral standards,
increase in crime and violence, and disregard for law and
order are the conditions under which hapless characters succumb
to falling standards in spite of themselves. 3Seldom actively

pursuing evil, they are contaminated by an evil world.

She finds humanity wvaried, unpredictable, full of short-
comings and all too vulnerable in a perplexing world. She
repeatedly stresses the oddness and incomprehensibility of
people and life. Her realistic concerns, original views,
polished style and delightful humour make Beryl Bainbridge a

fine novelist.
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mother, who considered it common to eat anythines sutside.
She did not put up curtains in the windeows, or have her

cd
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children baptized, or cven stand up when they plaved
Save the Kine' at the Rialto cinema. Her shocked mother
sald it was the beginning of the end. 3 Be that as it

mav, 1t is certain that Mrs. Bainbridre has a very unconven-—

tional Jdaueghter.

It was durine the years 1954 to 1959, when her actinr
career was disrupted by the birth of her children, that she
started writing, althourh not necessarily for publication
at that time. It was 1960 before she comoleted her first

novel, Harriet Saide.se.

She talks frankly about her early packeround exneriences,
which had a profound effect on her developing creativitve.
Her working-citass father, a self-made man and commercial
traveller, met her mother in the top deck of a tram on
lLord Street. They were married in 1926, the vear of the
slump, and moved to a laree hcuse on the Wirral Peninsula,
complete with living—in maid namea Matty. Her middle-class
mother, whom Bainbridee describes b 23 an ilmpressive wo .,

always beautifully dressed and called the Duchess because

she dressed up to ro shoppine and decorated rooms for visitors

2
s

'The lullaby sound of houses falling down,' v, 36,

iLYolanta May, 'Beryl Bainbridre Talks to Yolants May,'
The New Review, London: December 1976, p. 50.









































































che cut out 'the ex-husband, the twc children, a third of
the flashbacks, and a dozen or so characters' who add
nothing to the narrative, Drastically reduccd, she says the

bcok now reads the way she wants it to read. 0

The flowery style mars the book because it is distractine
and slightly disruptive to the narrative. Instead of an
adjective or two to describe a person, the author uses phrases

which are sometimes bracketed:

Billie (a name for a comedian, a funny thing
happened to me the other night) was on his
feet o o & (pe %2)

The meaning of many passages in the book is nearly obscured

by a sheer abundance of wcrds:

I went all huddled throuszh the dim living-room
and saw through my dishevelled hair the sleep-
ing body of Victorian Norman, safe in the bosom
of the deep, the sofa, face turned from me, and
a dog, the feminine one with the white face
sharing his temporary bed. (pe. 783

A plethora of adjectives weirhs down a simple sentence:

City white in a pink nightgown, paading with
flat vellow feet across the lino-covered floor

20 'Beryl Bainbridre S2ays « « o ' Do 22,
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No loneser conscious of the cold, he had the
oddest feeling that he was all head, that his
body had floated somewhere further off . . .
he stood in the attitude of a man strainins
to detect the enemy that stalked him. . . .
Then out of the silence in which he was sn
peculiarly suspended he heard the faint, high
ring of steel on steel and louder, closer,
the half-choked cry of a2 man run throuch.

(p. 101)

The trance-like state is induced at the site of Pushkin's

fatal auel but the sound of swords clashing is not in keeping
with the historical event as the combatants fought with pis-
tols. A similar physic event occurs when Ashburner visits a

dark monastery in the mountains:

» » « he was bersinning to experience that same
catatonic state of hplple sness which had
seized him on the bridge at Leningrad.

« « Making a tremendous effort he flicked the
fllnt, and as the spark caurht the petrol and
the small flame leapt he saw I!lina, her face and
shoulders not a yard from him, her eyes lookinrc
at him with such an expression of entreaty and
desperation that he let fzll the lirhter. At

the same moment the electricity came on; he
found he was facing ©nid who also looked at him,
her mouth open in shock. (pe 152)

Winter Garden is one of Bainbridee's most mysterious
L Y

novels and it is impossible to find a logical explanation for
some of the events in the book. This is unusual in Bainbridre
who does not, as a rule, deal with the inexplicable, mysteries

generally being revealed before the end of the narrative.
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chapter, the truth comes out:

'He didn't seem the type,' Enid said, at last.
Remembering his ineptness on the midnight ex-—
press when she had mistaken him for Mr.
Karlovitch, she wondered if the fault lay in
herself, (p. 152)

The incident 1s of typical Bainbridree desien. Ashburner’'s
image as a sophisticated philanderer is diminished even
further and he is firmly established as a man who is quite
nut of his league with his 'arty' companions. The author
has created an aura of mystery about her central character
so that the sexual encounter is only one more of the unex-
rected things that is happenins to him. The culprit, knid,
slips under the net while the reader's attention is elsewhere,
Tt is a favourite device of Bainbridee to focus strongly on
the dominant fiecure while the mischief is takin~ place on the

gide, so to sopeak.

Some of the mystery of the novel centres on the fact of
Nina's venereal disease. When Rernard reveals the truth about
Mrs. St. Clair, some of the earlier little perplexities are
cleared up. It accounts for the pills Ashburner has received
and for Nina's indisposition, as well as beine a possible
reason for her continuing absence (Clga refers to her beins

in a sanitarium for a few days). Like the midnirht express
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incident, the knowledre of Nina's promiscuity proceeds from
mystery to farce., FEverything the Russlans say at the formal
lunch is invested with a double meaning. Their remarks are
an example of the typical faux pas which often attends those

formal functions as they inadvertently condemn her with every

word s

'T would like,' the stockuroker said, *for
us to remember our albsent gucst. We have
each of us known hcr. And to know her . . .
is to love her, (p. 21)

As the stockbroker reads a dreadful poem in Russian, Olfa

translatecs:

Nina, Nina, you window is always wpeén,

0ft have I walted in the hours that are small,
waited for the light that will shine throush
the trees. Drawn throursh the darkness to that
rort of call in Heolland Park —-!

'My God,' exclaimed Ashburner, *She has a studio
there.*

'*T have not been let down, The heart's warmth
like a candle flame, is not easily extinrcuished.
For Nina, Nina, your window is always open.'

'See what I mean®?' said Bernard,. Candle flames
g0 out all the bLloody time." (p. 92)

Ashburner feels those stanzas arc totally suspect, more like

a rendition of Eskimo Nell than an ode to a visiting «dienitarv,.

Bernard sees it as 'bloodv nonsense' yet seems to be as unaware



as the Russians of the innuenuos. The absurdity of the
situation is neatly accentuated by Olga's dirnity, Bernard’'s

lack of dimagination and Ashburner's unecasy indiennliecn.

Not all the mysteries in Jinter fNarden, however, can be

taken so lightly. There are constant intimations of the omi-
nous watchfulness of Soviet asents who are brought into the
open by any unusual movement. When Bernard decides to lie

down on the floor for a moment in the airport he is immediately
picked up and marched off for investigation (*0). His plans

to sketch the surroundings of a swimmine pool are thwarted

by a squad of soldiers (61). Their unseen investigative
activities are exposed when Ashburner finds his lugragre has

been ransacked (97).

The novecl has some of the incredients of a spy thriller.
The cnly thing that is c¢stablished with certainty iz the fact
that Ashburner's fishine rod is wrapped in sheets of paper
with drawings of ships, docks, and palaces and that Ashburner
himself has becen taken into custody. How he will extricate
himself from the compromising situation 1s impossible to fuess.
One wonders who 13 the spy. It it Ashburner after all?
Perhaps his comic buffoonery and his clandestine love affair
were an elaborate ruse to cover up his real activities. One

also wonders if it is by accident or desipn that his name 1s






mystericus man with the briefcase is also an unknown suantity.
Bainbridee's chief c¢oncern iIn this novel 1s to show the un-
certain and unpredictable nature of life rather than to work
out an eclaborate spy plot. The spy adventure, like the
Russian background is simply the vehicle to reinforce her

theme,.

Bainbridge again demonstrates an extraordinary flair

for evocation of atmosphere and settine in Winter fGardene.

She captures the austere, forbidding and sinister properties
of a totalitarian state as efficiently as she renders the

tadpole ponds of the Lancashire terrain in Harriet 5aid...

or the seediness of a London flat in Injury Time., The dis-

quieting experiences of her characters in the Soviet Union

are prescented in her usual terse and ironic style as part

of the world of uncertainties, errors and faux ras. ithout
beins in the lecast didactic, Bainbridee sugrests the mechanical
absurdity of a system which deversonalizes the individual.
sverything must function according to a fixed scenario and
under the strictest surveillance. The vigilance of Fiodorovna
and Karlovitch is unremitting. Ashburner mentions that he has
no wateh so he gets four phone calls aurine the night inform-
ing him of the time (56)., Enid pives a child sweetc 1nd upsets
the formation of a kindergarten procession, so all the children

f311 down (53). An IZnglishman has becn invited to witness =z
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however, cannot explain everythinz and the author reaches

new heights in the discomfiture of her central fisure.

Vinter Garden was deservedly commended by reviewers.
106

Paul Ableman and others noted traces of Kafka in the

surrealistic qualities of the nightmarisn and hallucinatorv

experiences of the protaconist. Anne Duchene 107 finds a

good deal of Stevie Smith swoopine alonpg hetween the real

and the romantic, and compares Bainbridee with Pinter at

his best in the tlandness and delicacy with which the writine
108

excoriates the mind. Peter Conrad refers to Hitcheoack's

The Lady Vanishes and speculates that the beoil detonated oy

the cymbals in the Albert Hall (72) may be BRainbridre's comic

homage to The Man Who Knew Too Much. No one, however, ad-

vances an aryrument that Bainbridge is seriously influenced Ly
any of the aforementioned writers. Looking to the future,

FPaul Ahleman predlcts that she should soon achieve full mactery
of an essentially lyrical and humorsus talent and that we can

confidently expect wonders once the conquest is complete.

106411 Ableman, p. 24.

107Anne Duchene, 'The Russian (utines,' Timcs Literary
Supnlement, 21 October 17280, p. 1221.

logPeter Conrad, 'Losing Zt all,' The Listener, N November
1280, p. 700.




























was annoyed vecause she did not portray him as a rreat

lover:

In fact he was a marvellouz lover. But then
aFpain, I couldn't write atout sex that wayv.

The discomfort which attends a sexunsl relationship
extends into other areas of life, The lack of space, the
sordid surroundings, the damp c¢limate, the perversity of
mechanical things that break down, obiects that obstruct
and injure, clothes that are shabby or inappropriate surrest
human vulnerability and remind us of the many frustrations to
which we are exposed. They also reflect Bainbridee's harsh
world of unfulfilled expectations, fearful uncertainties, and
unfathomable contradictions in which death is asz casual Aas

1ife.

However, characters are not altorsether at the mercy of
a malign fate but are victims of their own temperaments as
well 235 circumstances. For the creater part, they create

and determine their own destinies, Marpie (A Weekend with

Claud) is ruled by her emotions, consecauently the Llntensity
of her sufferine precipitates an attempted suicide: DBrenda

(The Bottle Factory Cuting), who is timid and so afraid to

hurt anyone's feelings, spends all her time wardinc off

amorous ardvances. Freda is doomed by the futility of her






in many of her novels. She exploits Gothic overtones most

fully in her first book, Harriet 53id..., and to 3ome extent,

in all her most successful books she emphasizes Lnconsruity,
disorder and deformity. The technique is particularl,evident

in Winter Garden, where it reflects Ashburner's sense of

impotency in a fearfully srotesque world. Lookineg back,

Bainbridge remembers her earliest memories wvere of fear and

115

anxicty, and her continuing interest in horror may have

had its beginnings as she listened to her father recountine

fearful incidents:

Whenever we met Mr, Jaffe, my father would

lean across the table and ask him to bend

over his cup and saucer. Crushins my hand

into a fist my faother would cuide it to Mr.
Jaffe's rrev head and tell mc to probe for

the hollow above the left temnle. The Nazis,
said my father, had beaten Mr. Jaffe with a 14
truncheon in 1933,

The story of the competition for the most efficient railway
engine, held at the Lime 3treet Station, also involves a

horrible event:

e &« » Stephenson's 'Rocket' won, slowing to
a halt amidst a cloud of steam and flutterine
flapgs, and Jilliam Huskisson, ~iddy with

L5 'Facings Backwards,' n. lhe

115 'Bringinz Hitler to Liverpool,' p. 1276,
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strengthened at the sacrifice of verisimilitude and ampli-
tude. The latter presents a danger for Bainbridre. The
economy of her style eliminates all that 1s inessential

to her purpose which is to focus on the unusuzl and the
unexpected, She is firmly committed to the idea that people
are as inconsistent as they are variable, that humanity is
too diverse to catecrorize, Life, too, is irrational and

puzzlings, Ashburner sums it up:

B¥ven the man who is sensible and composed, he
thousght, must pale before life's contradictions.,
(Winter Garden, p. 157)

Bainbridec 1s a subtle writer though and writes with compas-
sion about human fgllinility. 3She has an unerring instinct
for tempering the elements of farce, absurdity and black
humour, which stress the irrational nature cof thines, with

a shrewd sympathy towards her characters which manifecsts
itself in her keen sensibility to human feelines and emotions,
sc that, in spite of their odd behaviour, they always emerece

as wholly human,

Her unique and oripinal views, the lucidity and
suggestiveness of her vrose, her fine cense of form, the way
she cantures the essential individuality of those about whom
she writes, and her wonderful sense of humour make her a most

worthy novelist.



















































