EPICS IN MINIATURE

PN General T must confess that T
seldom fall for the work of a
popular writer ", says Henry

Miller in his preface to the

collection  under review, while

going on unequivocally to praise
the work of H. E. Bates, with
which he has only recently become
familiar. It seems an odd kind of
statement to make, even from Mr.

Miller’s rather new-found eminence

as a highbrow high-priest, and the

degree of inverted snobbery which it
argues need not be gone into here.

Moreover, Mr. Bates's * popular-
ity " dated only from publication of
the Flying Officer X stories in 1942,
and the series of highly-<coloured,
romantic wartime novels which fol-
lowed (including Fair Stood the Wind
for France, so_highly regarded by
Mr. Miller, with its Hemingwayan
love-story expressed in deliberately
fiat, dead-pan dialogue). Before this
(though his long novel Speila Ho
achieved a measure of commercial
success in 1938) Mr. Bates's stories
appeared in little reviews or literary
journals (Life and Letters or John
O'London's Weekly: the_ first num-
ber of Horizon also earried a Bates
story, “Thr Bridge"). He was
admired by jutellectuals as a member
of the advance-guard who made no
concessions to current fashion or
editorial taste: to be appreciated, in
fact, only by the select few,

It comes, therefore, as a surprise
to find him categorized by Mr. Milier
as “a rather conventional writer ™.
This comes curiously, too, from one
who acclaims A Glustonbury Rom-
ance—traditional in form, to say the
least—as " the greatest novel in the
English language ". Certainly Mr.
Batess stories could not be farther
removed from the fevered experi-
mentalism of the Paris expalriates or
the undisciplined outpourings of the
eatniks who constitute Mi.
Miller's present <upporters; only if
lucidity and economy are conven-
tional would the label be apt. Mr,
Miller furthermore accuses him of
indulging in what Ford Madox Ford
referred to as that “tiresome thing
called descriptive nature, of which
the English writer is as a rule so Jugu-
briously lavish ", while admitting that
this scenic word-painting is intrinsic
to Mr. Bates's material; yet in read-
ing the stories one would be hard put
to find the long descriplive passages
which he mentions. On the conirary
the method employed throughout
seems to be the visual, impressionistic
one frequently commended by Mr.
Bates in his own excellent study of
The Modern Short Siory  (1941),
whereby the desired effect * is beauti-
fully and swiftly transmitted ; no fuss,
no grandiose staying of the scene, no
elaborate signalling that the reader
is about to be the viciim of a descrip-
tion of nature *. (He is speaking here
not of himself, but of Maupassant
and Chekhov. * Both are masters in
what might be called the art of distil-
lation, of compressing into the fewest,
clearest possible syllables the spirit
and essence of a scene *, and earlier
he states: “ It is no longer necessary
to deseribe ; it is enough 10 suggest.
The full-length portrait, in full dress,
with scenic background, has become
superfluous; now ‘it is enough that
we should know a woman by the
shape of her hands.”)

Although in The Modern Short
Story Mr, Bates austerely and com-
mendably refuses to analyse or dis-
cuss his own work, the reader may
casily deduce, as he suggests, the
formative influences by which he was
shaped ; not only by Chekhov and
Maupassant, but also by transatlantic
writers: Ambrose Bierce, Stephen
Crane, Hemingway. Mr. Miller. who
regards him as a typically * British ™
author (he admits that he is often
* unfair " to these), should read the
chapter entitled " American Renais-
sance ™':

Meanwhile every American short-story
writer may congrutulate himsell on the
moment in which he now lives, Behind

him the conventions have been soundly
and intelligently broken: he has been
shown how, by turning inward. he may
discover the foundations of that Ameri-
can tradition which a former seneration
sought 1o discover by turning outward ;

e hus behind him a line of writers . . .
who have set his country’s short story on
a level with the best in Europe, and in
cases  higher

than the best in

According to an earlier passage,
American writers * did something clse
which was significa z

nt

They took the language, which was still
ish, as they found it, They took
rth; the saloon-floor,

. and dhe drug-siore counter, N
troubling to wipe off the colloquial dirt
the spittle, the common dust or the
colour, the wit or the i apt

of Mr. Bates's carly characters such

as Alice in “The Mill™ or Mrs.
Thurlow in “The Ox"; th

terate  but doggedly ambitious
Bruno Shadbolt in Spella Ho

has it also in full measure; thes¢
in their bie-like stoic-

metaphor, the slickness of the slang.
aok free speech and made it inta
writing: a more flexible, more vital,
more fluent writing, & braver and newer
writing _than ever over-intellectual-
ized writers of Mr. Huxley's Brave New
Warld have knawn how 10 be.

A generous tribute from one who
had been attempting, years before, to
do exactly the same for the English
scene and English speech : many con-
iemporary writers in this country
seem quite unconscious of the debt
they owe 1o Mr. Bates as a pioneer of
the colloquial style. The cinema was
also, as 1o all his generation, a potent
factor in his development: the
art of telling a story by a series of
subtly implied gestures, swifit shots,
moments of suggestion, an art in
which elaboration and above all
explanation are superfluous and
tedious ™. This influence is still visible
in the care with which Mr. Bates

" his scenes: the meon-sign
suddenly flushing the lorry-driver's
face with crimson in ** The Station ™',
the glow from a passing train’s fire-
box reflecied on the ceiling of a room
where a man lies in bed with the girl
who loved his father, in one of his
finest novellas The Ring of Truth;
sunlight and shadow alternating
effectively in stories too numerous to
catalogue.

The present selection consists of
tales of varying length published
between the years 1926 (when Mr.
Bates was twenty-one) and 1961 ; the
fruit of thirty-five years as a short-
story writer reptesented by thirty-five
stories: hence the title. Each reader

“Tam not myself "
the Dead " and * Shot Actress—Full
Story " are. for example, omitted), but
the resulting volume is nevertheless a
rich harvest: a fashionable display of
power and talenl, expressed through
the medium of whal may well be the
most diflicult literary form. None of
the novellas is included, nor any of
the Flying Officer X or Uncle Silas
series which, Mr. Bales quite rightly
believes, belong to " quite separate
eategories ", pariicularly the former.

Although, as already stated, the
Flying Officer X stories brought their
author to the notice of a wider public
than had hitherto been his, they are
not representative of his best work or
even of his general trend, The tremen-
dous pressures of the {ime are appar-
ent throughout: sentimentalily and
romanticism -not elsewhere fauls of
his have. perhaps understandably.
been allowed to infiltrate. Perhaps it
was the pseudonym, the anonymity
imposed at first, that caused him to
speak in voices not his own; the
accents of Hemingway and Faulkner
are audible in the opening seatence
of “There's Something in the Ajr™
and the closing paragraph of * The
Beginning of Things™; compare,
also. the material of the former story
with that of ~ All the Dead Pilots " in
Faulkner's volume These Thirfeen.
(Readers of The Modern Short Story
will recall that Faulkner was referred
to therein as “a disorientated
romantic “: a_ phrase previously
quoted from Elizabeth Bowen as
applying 1o the age itself.)

_Nor is il easy to understand, par-
ticularly today. the implied admira-
tion for such characters as the ex-
Texan sherill who carved notches on
his gun, in " A Personal War ™, or the
pilot insane with hatred who “actu-
ally screamed al the sight of a Hein-
kel He is the dead now—you are
thy 2. His was the sky—yours is
the earth because of him ", we are
told, as if hate and homicidal mania
were the swif of which heroes are
made.) It is typical of Mr. Bates, how-
ever, that the one really successful
story in this series, summing up the
entire period better than all the rest
put dogether, is * There's No Future
In It the unseniimental yet poig-
nant record of a girl’s love-affair with
an obviously doomed airman, con-
taining in a mere eight pages the
whole “ world of flak and ice, the
long darkness of endurance, the spell
of cold and strain thirty-one times
repeated ',

Mr. Miller has remarked on the
author's ™ obscssion with pain. Pain
stretched to the breaking point, pain

Preface
Michael

. E. Ba Seven by Five.
by Henry ler.  454pp.
Joseph, 255,

n beyond all seeming endur-
ance ", and this is certainly true of
the wartime stories, while endurance
is undoubledly stressed as a qualily

ism and single-mindedness, have affi-
nities with the later creations of
Faulkner, the peasants in The Ham-
let, for example.

Obsession is in fact Mr. Bates's
major theme: particularly when the
characters are obsessed with physical
passion masquerading as love. His
awareness of passion as a dark driv-
ing force marks the difference between
him and most of the “British"
writers disapproved of by Henry
Miller: in his best stories passions
do indeed spin the plot, He has
defined one of the favourite themes
of Ohekhov and Maupassant, in The
Modern Short Story, as * the crush-
ing or exploitation of a kindly, inno-
cent man by a woman of strong and
remorseless personality ; in Maupas-
sant the woman would be relentlessly
drawn, sharp and heartless as glass;
in Chekhov the woman would be seen
indirectly through the eyes of a
secondary, softer personality, per-
haps the man himself ™. Mr. Bates
himself uses both methods in ilius-
trating the self-same theme.

Mr. Miller comments on *“the
author’s feeling for women™: they
are “ always females first and fore-
most, That ig to say, they are fully
sexed : they have all the charm, the
loveliness, the attraction of ihe
flowers he knows so well.” They
are also boldly seductive: they
have big lips and big fleshy
arms (invariably bare: sometimes
warm fo fhe loudh from sunsi
at others cold and wet from the rain);
not only this, their very clothes are
partof ensual allure he's
kimono in the story of that title; the
white-and-yellow low-cut [rocks worn
by “ The Enchaniress ", thethin white
ike the silky husk of a seed-
pot", of Mrs. Harvey in “The
Station ": just as the gas-cape worn
by Clara Corbett in ** Now Sleeps the
Crimson Petal " is a symbol of her
emotional deprivation, even though
she feels gratitude towards this gar-
ment for having saved her life during
the Blitz. The chief male characters—
as in “ The Lighthouse ™ or * Across
the Bay "—become maon-struck,
hallucinated beneath the female spell,
which inevitably proves as evanescent
as the summer heat frequently con-
stituting the stories" elimate. Althoueh
an element of decay is postulated;
and often symbolized by some surh
image as a maggot found at the heart
of a ripe peach, or a final quince
falling from the tree, “ the last van-
ishing phial of the summer's honey "',
in “Death of a Huntsman ", filling
his mind like o golden ominous

0", Mr, Bates refrains on the
whole from making moral judgments.
Only occasionally are the women
actively evil ; these are dislinguished
by having masses of * pure black
hair™: Mrs, Broderick in Night
Run to the West or Miss Vane
in Summer in Salandar, both of
which novellas contain an actual
suggestion of vampirism and the
Undead; The Enchantress, however
(a girl whose chameleon personality
changes lo suit that of her current
lover rather in the manner of Olenka
in Chekhov's “The Darling"—a
story much admired by Mr. Bates,
incidentally), brings happiness to
her many conquesis; and if his
other failhless charmers sometimes
lay their lovers wasle (as the
novella The Grass God) it is implied
that these latters’ masculine refusal
to accept the moment of happiness
for itself alone is basically to blame.

Of course, as Mr. Miller remarks,
he can poriray the other kind of
woman as well : the frustrated. the in-
hibited, such as poor Clara Corbeit—
referred to earlier—who feels drawn
10 a pastry-cooking homosexual in a
plum velvet jacket; but even the ex-
amples of this latter type are often
allowed a measure of physical mag-
netism: the virginal, middle-fortyish
Mrs. Mansfield in “The Golden
Oriole ", who hides in the garden
coyly from her husband on his return
from work and is known to him as
* Prinny ", a diminutive of Princess ;
or Maisie Foster, “The Quiet
Girl™, a provincial
who 'combines both types and
causes a certain amount of havoc
among the local males by lying down
in the afternoons naked “except for
2 necklace of glowing purple fire
until disrupted, herself, by a traveller

in sewing machines with a dreadful
line of patter. Outstanding in this
cate| is the astringent Seventeen-
year-old Laura Burnett who narrates
“The Queen of Spain Fritillary ™ (a
feat of literary transvestism almost
unequalled except by the late Joyee
Cary), and fliots dangerously with a
sixtyish butterfly-collecting bachelor
whose proposal of marriage she re-
jects, thus condemning herseif to the
sterility and loneliness of the spinster
next door, whose suicide (by cyanide
out of a killing-bortle) she s
unwittingly caused.

Mr. Miller in his preface seems at
times to be puzzled why Mr. Bates's
work gives him such pleasure: the
reason is not far to seek. His other
“fayourites among conlemporary
writers "—Céline, Blaise Cendrars,
Knut Hamsun—all possess epic quali-
ties ; and on close examination many
Bates stories can be recognized as
epics or sagas in miniature: **
Enchantress ", for instance, spans
nearly half a century and several
social levels in about 15,000 words: it
is daunting to think how many pages
a really “popular™ novelist might
have covered to make, with less suc-
cess, the same point. Mr. Miller also
expresses surprise that so few of Mr.
Bates's books have been filmed: ever
more_surprising is the fact that his
novellas and stories have not yet been
adapted for television. The centents
of this_volume alone offer a ricl;?
dramatic cross-section of English life
during the past three-and-a-hal
decades, and one hopes that future
generations of viewers may enjoy
visually, the best of Bales as we
enjoyed the recent programme basec
on Maupassant. For the words he
has used to describe the latter’s work
apply equally to his own:

You can see that nothing delights him
so much as a world of flesh and trees
grlnlhﬁ and food, leaves and limbs. . .

physical description a protound flavour
‘When Maupassant talks of sweat you
sec sweat bul you feel it anc
< 2 voluptucus
woman the page itsel!
<eems to quiver sensuously
Certainly, their considerable histori-
«cal value apari, the storics of H.
Bates—in spite of thejr author's pre-
“ popularity "—deserve the

sel
consideration and praise of any liter:
ary crilic jn the years to come,
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