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TO JONATHAN KISTLER






AUTHOR’S NOTE ¢

Until recently, Henry Green’s elusive novels, the last of which ap-
peared in 1952, have received scanty criticism. Last year, though,
Edward Stokes’s book on Green appeared, and meantime two others
were being written—the present study, and one by Kingsley Weather-
head (in press). The three (Weatherhead’s having appeared earliest,
as a thesis) differ widely from each other, suggesting that Green’s
fiction is rich and challenging enough to encourage and survive many
critiques. Among the citations I have made from critical commentaries
on Green will be found only a few from Stokes and Weatherhead,
because I did not read their work until after I had completed my own.

To five men in particular I owe thanks for having helped in the
shaping of this book—to Horace Hamilton of Rutgers University,
who saw it through every stage, to James Hall of the University
of Washington (who introduced me to Green), and to Francis Fer-
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gusson, Paul Fussell, and Arthur Young, all of Rutgers, who gave
me both encouragement and solid criticism. For encouragement with-
out criticism I have my family to thank—and for a special kind of
enthusiasm (when he heard of the project, he got hold of and read
all of Henry Green’s books), a friend, Leonard Kaplan.

John Russell

July 1960
Columbia, South Carolina
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HENRY GREEN : Nine novels and an unpacked bag






ONE : A wedgeinto Green’s world

TREASURE AND MENACES

Henry Green, the pseudonymous English writer whose nine novels
and autobiography were published between 1926 and 1952, was born
in 1905, the third son of a wealthy Midlands industrialist. “Children
in my circumstances,” Green once wrote, “are sent away to boarding
school. I went at 634 and did not stop till I was twenty-two, by
which time I was at Oxford. . . .”! In progressing from private
school to public school to the university, Green was following the
regimen of other young men of his class; but instead of taking a de-
gree at Oxford, he left at the end of his second year and went to
Birmingham to work as a laborer in the family factory. He emerged
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eventually as managing director of the enterprise (his company
makes distillery equipment), and at present directs company opera-
tions from the central office in London.

With the exception of his partly autobiographical first novel,
Blindness (1926), begun at Eton and published while he was still
at Oxford, Green wrote his books during a period in which he was
committed to the exigencies of business—or to those of war. His
novels reflect his experience, and so are involved with subject matter
common to many writers of the thirties and forties. To characterize
them in order after Blindness, the novels Living (1929) and Party
Going (1939) are both in a sense proletarian novels; Caught (1943)
and Loving (1945), continuing to juxtapose social classes, are novels
of the British Isles in World War II; Back (1946), the story of a
returning veteran, is a war novel in which for the first time Green
confines himself to a single social class; and Concluding (1948),
Nothing (1950), and Doting (1952) deal with repercussions of a
postwar Welfare State on individuals and society.

Though in subject matter the novels of this businessman-author
seem conventional enough, his real affinities are with the major art-
ists of the generation preceding his own, who dedicated themselves
to literature and art, and who have been responsible for the technical
innovations that have been hallmarks of fiction and poetry in the
early twentieth century. Like another businessman, Wallace Stevens,
he has been concerned first with the problem of expression. His pub-
lished theories of art and communication, while meager in quantity,
are aesthetic in purport and elevate the work of art as communicator
of the ineffable.2 He is a symbolist. And as a “terrorist of language”
(the phrase is Philip Toynbee’s ), Green follows the great experi-
menters of the first quarter of the century—Mann, Joyce, Gertrude
Stein, Lawrence, Virginia Woolf.

Before making any attempt to place Green among other writers,
we should perhaps open the special door into his world that is pro-
vided by his one work of nonfiction, the self-portrait Pack My Bag
(1940). Green wrote this book because he felt the approaching war
to be a personal nemesis. He thought he had no time to rework ma-
terial “directly personal” into novel form, and that he could only



A wedge into Green’s world : &5

“turn to what first comes to mind and that must be how one changed
from boy to man . ..” (p. 5). But he did not go on to search
through his past introspectively, and instead submitted to many
strictures in composing this factual book. These strictures provide a
key to his purposes and attitude as a novelist, with respect to both
the way he combines his materials and the way he customarily views
his characters.

If the reader of this book were to expect a kind of carefully
stowed bag of remembrances and self-evaluations, he would discover
that Green left the bag unpacked. Notably unaccounted for are the
ten years prior to 1938, the year he began the book. He mistrusted
his ability to gain perspective over events even ten years distant in
time. What he charts within the arbitrary time span—a boy’s prog-
ress through three educational environments to the ““real” life of the
“outside” world—shows how seriously he took the matter of per-
spective. For his review of his life is generalized. Hardly any proper
names are mentioned. Refreshingly, Pack My Bag hardly touches
on the boy’s relationship with his parents. Perhaps the reason that
the anonymous boy blends into one large anonymous group is lodged
in Green’s belief that “little boys hardly ever think about themselves
as everyone else does all the time” (p. 25). Certainly a faithfulness
to this perception keeps him emotionally uninvolved with that figure
of the past during its growing pains.

Green’s ability to detach himself from the boy in the self-portrait
promotes its main relationship with most of his novels; for the self-
portrait deals with the most commonplace experiences. They are
often frenetic but never crucial; that is to say, none of the situations
is relevant in terms of marking character indelibly. Yet though he
has no traumatic experiences, no drastic accounts of parent-child
friction, no serious privations or serious rebellions to report, in Pack
My Bag as in the novels he has the sensitivity to make low-key emo-
tional experience sharply felt.

Green is remarkably sensitive to human beings’ needs, though
aware that it is potentially dangerous to have longings and needs
fulfilled. This ambivalence is the touchstone of his attitude as a
novelist. In Pack My Bag it is the urgencies of the young he realizes
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—of the little boy wonderstruck by the “treasure and menaces” hid-
den behind a coal-cellar door (p. 5); of the bigger boy, lured yet
appalled by the treasure and menace in sex, in drink, in war. As an
adolescent, Henry’s muted awareness of sex mystifies him, and be-
cause of this, terrifies him. Yet the account of a headmaster’s bun-
gling attempt at sex education (in Green’s last year at private
school, age about twelve) ends characteristically on a ‘“no matter”
note: “I was left, in no wise the worse for not knowing, in a void of
unmentionables, or as they say all at sea” (p. 87).

Green is not so much shrugging here as emphasizing his belief
that questions are often best left unanswered. He is also implying
that if needs are to be fulfilled, they must be replaced by other stir-
rings and strivings that make for individual dissatisfaction and dis-
tress. Many times in Pack My Bag he observes that a too-easy ful-
fillment, of the need for praise, say (which can be satisfied for the
athlete), is likely to arrest the individual’s growth, whereas dissatis-
faction forces another boy to struggle up to another level. This un-
ruflled view of struggle and insecurity carries over into his fiction (in
the treatment of factory life in Living, for instance), but a second,
more clinical insight into the workings of people’s minds does make
him shrug in the case of characters who thwart themselves from
attaining objectives by creating their own terrors (as almost all of
Green’s rich people do). The best example of this insight in Pack
My Bag comes from Green’s account of the legend of the Mons
angels, who were supposed to have appeared on the Allies’ behalf in
France in World War I.

Green was at boarding school at the time, and when the tribal
chieftain of a headmaster accepted these angels as fact, the boys
began to keep vigils for them. “It was typical of our society,” says
Green, “that when our elders believed these angels had been seen at
Mons we believed we had seen them for ourselves. Even more typical
we did not suppose they came to protect us, we were afraid of them,
horribly afraid” (p. 45).

Two actions are involved here. The mind had first to foster the
mystery (“we believed we had seen them”), and then, to terrorize it-
self, had to deny the legend (for the angels were good). It is as if
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the mind will make mysteries at all costs, then demand that what is
unknown be threatening. Green describes this waywardness as “typ-
ical,” and such self-intimidation is a staple of his fiction.

In the two incidents just described, which help form one of the
book’s motifs, sex and war are felt as presences by schoolboys, but
remain uncomprehended. Though the boys are frightened, they are
also infatuated with the mysteries. Many a time in Pack My Bag
one sees them in silhouette as they listen attentively to the sound of
cannon reaching their dormitory from across the Channel; or one is
made privy to their furtive, compulsive keyhole-spying, as when
Green tells of a boy who had kept nightly watch on a maid’s room
across the way. “Their windows were some way apart,” he says,
“there was almost nothing he could make out except the glint of
flesh. . . . And yet, if he had been closer, if she had undressed in
his room, he would almost certainly have been appalled” (pp. 121—
122).

Being so susceptible to fear, this boy and others like him had to
allow their curiosity to go ungratified, or only partially gratified.
“I would not have it any other way,” says Green of this necessity
(p. 124). Not that he denies the poignancy of the situation. As he
says in another place, the child differs from the adult by “not be-
ing able to avoid [the] wonder, as we can now dismiss things we
have not seen . . .” (p. 116). But what is important to him is that
as wonder subsides—when sex, for example, descends to the com-
monplace—people begin to profiteer, or to stagnate. Typical is the
comment upon some men in “the harvest festival of their thirties,”
whom young Henry meets: “They appeared to be on too good terms
with themselves . . .” (p. 174).

This is the fearful thing that may happen, when the quandaries
pass. Harvests are fast gathered, the daily round of bread is baked
~—and goes stale. Satiety is more damaging than anything else in
Green’s novels; people who reach that state are forced to invent
phobias. This explains what critic James Hall sees as the recurrent
paradox in Green’s books, “that people who, by some going stand-
ard, ought not to be enjoying life are enjoying it and that other
people who ought to be enjoying it are not.” %
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Green’s recognition that the anticipated fulfillment of a desire
fails to correspond with the real fulfillment is the mark of a highly
unromantic intelligence. It enables him to rest easy, in a sense, when
his characters are dogged with menaces or grope after mislabeled
treasure; because being hounded, or being wonderstruck, is better
than being disenchanted. Also prevalent in his fiction is the theme in
Pack My Bag that sheer discontent can force a person to gain in
strength and vision and expansiveness. As Green put it once, “ques-
tions unresolved stay in mind” (p. 85). The statement throws much
light on those fictional practices of his which harass the reader be-
cause things remain unexplained.

Not only does Pack My Bag help to show Green in some of his
characteristic stances but also it is valuable in explaining the genesis
and content of his work. Two of his early experiences are particu-
larly worth mentioning because they have bearing on the content of
all his fiction. They concern his first awareness of class barriers
reared on specious grounds, and his first knowledge of sharing ex-
perience with others, or of being sundered from them and made what
he calls “an albino.”

During World War I, the manor house of Henry’s family was
converted into a hospital for wounded officers, and the eleven-year-
old observed at first hand the disparity in manners between his
family and the generally low-bred officers. The behavior of these
men was so uncouth that the senior officer had to take measures to
prevent abuses of hospitality. “In this way,” says Green, “manners
were ruled by discipline and so they became something else, bad
manners became an offence against authority and in this way at once
came near to what I knew at my private school” (p. 69).

The significance of his relating military and school discipline
rests in the youth’s grasp of the foundation of manners. If regimen
is their source, it occurs to the boy that his own class may be im-
peccable only because its members have been subjected to the same
pressures earlier, and for more extended periods. His apprehending
this possibility led young Henry to evaluate his elders during war-
time. Those frantic officers who, convalescent, swam rivers to get
to girls, were only obeying crude instincts of self-preservation; and
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members of the “trained up” class who gave them hospitals were
really doing nothing more, although their instincts may have been
blurred by refinements. “In the war,” said Green, “people in our
walk of life entertained all sorts and conditions of men with a view
to self-preservation, to keep the privileges we set such store by,
and which are illusory, after those to whom we were kind had won
the war for us” (p. 68).

The privileges he mentions are, of course, those of class bound-
aries and all they entail, boundaries staked out on the theory that
manners determine real differences between groups. The “forced
atmosphere” of war, placing the bumpkin officers in sight of the
wellborn among other things, gave opportunities “to every child,”
says Green, “to see the cracks in the fagade people put up before
children in my circumstances” (p. 75). The four novels that follow
Blindness—Living, Party Going, Caught, and Loving—all chisel
into the cracks in the facade; and only in Caught, at the cost of deep
suffering, is a member of the privileged class able to make a mean-
ingful commitment to members of a lower class.

The other important experience of Green’s youth has to do with
the problem of communion and alienation. It is best illustrated in
Pack My Bag by two episodes, one at the country house hospital
and the other some years later at Eton. The fornier exemplifies one
of the emotional bulwarks of the book—Green’s belief that bonds
forged between persons impel growth as no other force can. It con-
cerns an Australian soldier, ruined by the war, whom Henry’s
mother tended, and who later committed suicide aboard the ship
that was taking him home. When it seemed this man was getting
better, he asked Henry to go bicycling with him:

We got to where the road goes round the church and then we
came back. He was soon wobbling but he would not get off to
rest until when we got into the drive he could just get off his
bike and zig zag into the house not wishing I suppose that I
should see him fall. He was up again in four days . . . but it
damaged me . . . because it was not until then I realized by
sharing it with him, how hopelessly far gone he was. (p. 67)
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The bike trip, which happened to him, was able to touch Henry’s
feelings. But at Eton, when he was notified one day of an accident
to his parents in Mexico, he could but pantomime feelings. Ensuing
guilt made him self-estranged. Soon afterwards he blurted out to a
friend that his parents were not expected to live, whereupon “a wall
was built between us by my news, his eyes grew blank and he went
off at once leaving me an albino again . . . what I told him sepa-
rated us because it was outside his experience and so was awkward
. « . something to be dodged” (pp. 146-147).

The possibilities of sharing with or being sundered from others,
illustrated in these episodes as deriving from certain accidental
kinds of experience, help shape the content of Green’s novels. This
is especially true of the six novels before Concluding (in which book,
as we shall see, his art seems to undergo a change). In Living, Party
Going, and Loving, novels that deal with ordinary, everyday mis-
haps, unplanned participation in concerted efforts enables people to
share common experience, as did the boy on the bicycle trip. A tan-
gible sense of union may be felt by members of a foundry team
casting iron molds (in Living), or commuters on a fog-bound rail-
way platform (in Party Going), or servants cohering into a sort of
great family when their masters are away (in Loving). These people
are not exactly aware that they are sharing situations. Although
Green could single out occasions of emotional growth like the bicy-
cle trip, he did say in another place, “we seldom learn directly;
except in disaster, life is oblique in its impact upon people.” ® And
this statement marks the difference, for him, between circumstances
that permit common experience and those that cause estrangement.

Blindness, Caught, and Back, differing from the -ing novels, start
from situations in which life’s impact has been direct. They present
characters separated from others because their losses (of eyesight,
a wife, a leg) are outside the experience of their fellows—just as
young Henry was made “an albino again” when news of disaster im-
pinging on him alone estranged him from his schoolmates. Catharsis,
“not a theme with much future,” as Green said in 1950,% served
him at the beginning and at the end of World War II, when
he resolved Caught and Back by bringing their bereaved main char-
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acters out of alienation after prolonged suffering; it had served him
also at the start of his career, when he similarly resolved Blindness.

Because all of Green’s books deal with situations of communion
and isolation, within and across boundaries of social class, I have
emphasized experiences of his youth which bear on his fictional situ-
ations. Yet such experiences were sporadic, and meanwhile at Eton
his fatuity prevented much real emotional growth. First he had
adulated athletes, then peers (“I was a title snob”), and later, with
the upperclassman’s opportunity to make freer choices, he became a
self-styled aesthete.

He began Blindness at Eton, and in this introspective book, devoid
of humor, brought an indictment against himself. Through the deus
ex machina of accidental blindness, John Haye, an Arts Society
schoolboy like the author, is made to renounce his supercilious ways
and to shed his self-conscious aestheticism. Taking its theme from
Crime and Punishment, and its technique possibly from Joyce’s
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, this is Green’s only deriva-
tive as well as his only humorless novel. Understandably, the young
writer lacked experience; he did not gain much at Oxford. There he
found himself something of a celebrity, on the eve of the success of
his first novel, yet records that the increase in his liberty caused
only renewed emulation (of the dons), all fresh advances being made
toward a higher sophistication and sharper discrimination between
sets. There, too, Green courted the rich, but at the same time, in the
atmosphere of those middle twenties with their incipient labor
movement, he wondered whether he had the right to an inherited for-
tune. The complex he developed, he says in Pack My Bag, “drove
me to go to work in a factory with my wet podgy hands” (p. 195).
From his experience as a common laborer, in the factory he would
one day direct, came in 1929 his novel Living.

Recently, however, Green has said that between Blindness and
Living he attempted another novel, to have been called Mood.” A
few words about this attempt, which he apparently made while still
at Oxford, may indicate how important his removal to Birmingham
was to his development as a writer. In the passages he has pub-
lished from Mood, a book that proposed to deal with the inner rev-
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eries of a girl named Constance, Green shows himself to have been
even more derivative than in Blindness—one garden interlude, for
example, seems to have come straight out of Mrs. Woolf’s “Kew
Gardens.” Rather than quote at length from his extracts, it is more
to the purpose to give his own reason for being unable to complete
the work. He had become convinced that “to establish a girl, in this
case Constance, in a static situation where nothing is happening to
her except her thoughts and feelings, is an impossible project for
the novelist and one which only a very young man, as I was then,
would try for.”

More interesting than the parallels with Mrs. Woolf are clues
that Green was trying to relieve the stasis with methods derived
from Lawrence. One furtive contact between Constance and a street-
car conductor he refers to as “an obviously incompetent echo of
D. H. Lawrence,” but there is an even more revealing passage, in
which Green fractures the “static situation” by dramatizing one of
Constance’s girlhood recollections. She and another girl are in a hay
field, and drawn magnetically to its center. Running along each of
the field’s “long concentric rings,” they are brought nearer and
nearer “to the middle of this piece which had been mowed in a
round”; when they reach the center they fall down, each giving “a
faint cry,” and nearby, as if in answer, “two horses, with a scream,
bolted. They careered away, the wagon pitching, crashing behind
them.”

The allusions to muted sexuality are unimportant here; what is
worth remarking is Green’s sharp criticism of the passage. “Thus
the worked up climax,” he says, “which fails however well written,
and thus the old trick by which the novelist, to be dramatic, casts
his reader, or rather drags his reader back into that imaginary
golden sunny adolescence spiked with simple fears.”

A comment like this challenges probably the most prevalent cliché
in modern fiction. Green made a similar, almost flippantly empirical
remark in Pack My Bag when he said of childhood that “we are
warned that what happened in those days, like the wilder wild ani-
mals, lies in wait, in ambush for when one has grown up. So they
say, but it never does” (pp. 14—15). But when he was writing Mood,
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he was of course succumbing to the cliché. This was before he went
to Birmingham, where his empiricism was forged.

Green went to Birmingham with no political prejudices such as
those held by his Oxford contemporaries, Auden and Day Lewis. As
he says in Pack My Bag, he found there “a new world which was the
oldest” (p. 286), and it delighted him aesthetically. He spoke of
“the deep, the real satisfaction of making something with [one’s]
hands,” which he said was “more than sensual and . . . obviously
the purest form of self-expression” (p. 240). And to his surprise he
found among his fellow workers exuberance, gaiety, humor. Gayest
of all were the old ones, having got to “‘that blessed state when you
forever cease to give a damn” (p. 244). Above all, Green was cap-
tivated by his co-workers’ interest in other people, in “crazy situa-
tions,” an interest tempered by decent manners that always drew
praise from him: “I had not yet met, and have not since, such con-
centration on human behaviour” (p. 289).

The book that came from this experience, built around a pseudo-
family of working people held together by the old molder Craigan,
poses conflicts between generations and between classes. It is perme-
ated, says Walter Allen, by its author’s “delighted sense of nov-
elty.” 8 The phrase exactly explains Green’s capacity for absorbing
social experience, and points to his affinities with Gertrude Stein.
Her Three Lives is much like Living, and as bare of sociological or
political implication.

With Living, Green quit the ways of introspection, as can be seen
from his portrait of Dick Dupret, the factory owner’s son into whose
hands comes control of the Bridesley works. This young man,
Green’s counterpart, is unapologetically dumped from the novel far
from its finish, after having served a basically structural purpose.

Green was married in 1929, and between 1931 and 1938 wrote
Party Going. This was the only book on which he worked more than
two years. He told Nigel Dennis that the novel about “my own
circle in London” proved difficult to write because he was faced with
“creating an abstract situation out of new conditions.” ® It is pos-
sible that Green siphoned too much life from Party Going, a book
that imprisons a dozen or so chief characters in the amber of a rail-
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way station and adjacent hotel during four hours of a fog which
delays all trains. Against static hotel room conversations held by the
frustrated party-goers, Green places scenes of a restless, kinetic
crowd in the station. Material so handled seemed to him most suscep-
tible to the demands of art, inasmuch as it was problematical and
impersonal. But this novel has an effect opposite that of Living—
an effect of torpor. Sidestepping its images and motifs, one might
be able to enjoy Party Going as conventional satire; but its humor
is forced to coil back upon itself and to derive again and again from
an unchanging desert of emotions. Very different are the three war
novels which Green produced in 1943, 1945, and 1946. Caught, Lov-
ing, and Back, all structurally complex, are also totally engaging
at the very first level of story telling.

The dialogue of these books is refurbished by Green’s renewed
contact with the lower classes. Before the outbreak of war he had
joined the National Fire Service, and from 1989 to 1945, a gentle-
man in the ranks, he served with regular firemen and the conglom-
erate of butlers and clerks and cooks who fought fires during
London’s night blitzes. Caught is the story of the London Fire
Brigade in 1940, and it is likely that the wartime milieu of London
also provided Green with characters for Loving and Back.

Richard Roe, a “gentleman ranker,” and the last of Green’s char-
acters who may be identified with their author, is the co-hero of
Caught. But most of the plot of this book centers around the fire
captain Pye, a newly promoted fireman who is caught in a terrible
mesh of circumstances in the months just before the bombings begin.
More important even than the plot is Green’s evocation of waiting-
before-crisis—for their inability to take any really decisive measures
is what prompts the antic, fitful behavior of the men and women in
this novel who wait to be bombed.

In Loving, a group of English servants maintain a crumbling Irish
castle for their masters, while across the water England lies stricken
by war. By removing his people spatially from danger, Green has
made a comic novel out of the dissensions and collusions within the
servant ranks, but the effect of the war reaches them nevertheless,
in two ways: they are terror-stricken by rumors that an Irish under-
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ground association is in league with Hitler, and they are guilt-ridden
by the very fact of their safety. Thus Loving illuminates an “emo-
tional Black Hole of Calcutta,” says Henry Reed, much as did
Party Going and Caught before it.}°

The effect of war is indirect in all of Green’s war novels. Even in
Back, the story of Charley Summers, who had lost his leg and been
taken prisoner by the Germans, London is the locale, and Charley’s
readjustment is portrayed against the background of a diminished
war and an increased round of rationing and bureaucratic control.
In all three novels war is treated as much as a binding force as it
is a sundering one, principally because the circumstances that make
for alienation, in Caught and Back, arose before the novels begin.
(Roe lost his wife, Summers his leg.) In their indirection, and in
their odd faculty for enabling human beings to profit by their anxi-
eties and privations, Green’s war novels have the unconventional
originality of The Enormous Room. All three, in fact, work upon
the principle of confinement on which Cummings’s book operated.
The firemen are confined to their station, the servants to their castle,
and Charley Summers not within a German prison camp but within
himself.

Caught, however, written at the height of war, indicts women,
who have been modified by the fear of impending war, and who have
lost the feminine attributes that at least temporarily sustain men in
the earlier novels. Loving and Back reimplant this capacity in their
heroines, Edith and Nancy. But these are the last such heroines in
Green’s fiction. Caught then in a way looks forward to Concluding;
for in this futuristic novel women are again changed by pressures
from without.

An authoritarian state is the force that has modified the matrons
and schoolgirls of Concluding, and thrown the burden for humane
action onto the old scientist Rock. The state has rewarded Rock with
a cottage, but the school principal Miss Edge wants to usurp the
place since it is on school grounds. Rock also stands to lose the com-
fort of his old age, his granddaughter, whose heart has been cap-
tured by one of the tutors. When this old man’s concern for his neu-
rotic granddaughter and jeopardized cottage broadens to a concern
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for a missing schoolgirl, about whom no one else cares, Concluding
begins to put forward a dark proposition that responsible civiliza-
tion has at last succumbed to system. The theme is not new, but
Green’s treatment is radical, especially because what transpires this
one summer day is not made clear. Mr. Rock’s experiences, and those
of his antagonist Miss Edge, verge on the hallucinatory; and seem-
ingly evil figures like the old forester and the secretive girls may be
harboring ordinary guilt or enjoying ordinary pranks. Nevertheless,
three phenomena help guide the critic toward an analysis: the treat-
ment of “modified” women ; the attitude toward organic nature, long
an emblem of instinctual vitality in Green’s books, but in Concluding
affected ominously by imagery suggesting mutations, actual sea
changes, in nature; and the fact that neither resuscitative nature
nor sympathetic, resourceful women appear in the last two novels,
Nothing and Doting.

These last novels go back to Party Going for their materials, but
the Mayfair set having been impoverished through postwar taxation,
the submerged social protest that was in Party Going is gone. Noth-
ing and Doting consist of dialogue scenarios set in hotels and restau-
rants and bedrooms (for food first, sex second, are the characters’
chief pursuits). They also pit the generations against one another;
men are pawns, and older women run roughshod over sweet young
things when clashing interests impel them to take drastic action. As
in Party Going, as in Waugh and Huxley, diversions are craved, but
satisfactions usually denied. But perhaps because Green’s middle-
aged men are willing to settle for very little, and know how to make
use of pleasure, not hoping for happiness—perhaps because of this,
Nothing and Doting do not fail to delight, and skirt real gulfs of
pessimism.

TITLES

Having given a sequential account of Green’s work, I should like to
relate his novels in another way by grouping them briefly according
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to their monolithic titles. Least enigmatic of these is Blindness, and
this is Green’s most reducible novel; yet it is like two others, Caught
and Back, significantly enough because there is no -ing in the title.

It is dangerous, of course, to systematize the work or even the
titles of a writer. Nothing, for example, is not a gerund as are
Green’s other -ing’s; still it deals with material as uncatastrophic
as that in Doting. The point is that Nothing and the gerundive books
take place only in the present, and do not confront their leading char-
acters with catastrophes but rather threaten them with losses—not of
life and limb, but of cottages, housekeepers, jobs, and extra lovers.
Whatever tragedies they hold in wait are veiled and kept off in
the distance; these are harrowing only insofar as the minds of the
characters permit threats to stultify them, to interrupt their daily
rounds. Meanwhile the favorite characters “carry on” in the face of
oblique intimations of life’s dangers; and when the -ing novels end,
they insinuate that days to come will be much like days just gone.

Not so with Blindness, Caught, and Back, in which life and limb
have been in jeopardy, and in which actual loss sustained by central
figures results in crippling stasis. Life oppresses directly through
disaster; the characters fly back to their pasts, misinterpret these,
remain perplexed; the kinetic flow of Living and Lowing is stoppered
until the final pages of Blindness, Caught, and Back. Deep suffering
then becomes the catalyst for emotional release and rescue. In these,
the only books of Henry Green whose situations are resolved, the
characters face prospects entirely different and essentially promis-
ing.*

Yet another distinction can be made, this time among the -ing
novels. Again titles give an index to significant content. Going to
parties, doing nothing, and doting are certainly inane enough pas-
times; and the stock responses, the stylized routines in these con-
versation pieces, come to be as expected as the similarly stereotyped

* A coincidence that seems to refute my distinction here might, on investiga-
tion, appear to confirm it. It happens that Back, Loving, and Nothing all
end with betrothals. But at the end of Back the fact that the hero is
crippled has become nearly obliterated; in Loving and Nothing, the heroes’
illnesses are almost morbidly accentuated at the end—Charley Raunce’s
dyspepsia, John Pomfret’s diabetes.
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exchanges of Restoration comedy. The public behavior of sophisti-
cated people is fairly predictable of course—Green’s comedies are
not wholly artificial. But one does sense in these books a rather more
obvious manipulation of character, and correspondingly increased
detachment on the part of the author. In Party Going the detach-
ment derives probably from the abstract nature of the problem
Green set for himself in 1931; in Nothing and Doting it is felt
mostly through the curtailment of “terrorist” prose—of the welter
of images set free by an oddly visual imagination, and of syntax
that, expanding sinuously or wrenching even terse expressions out
of normal sequence, stirs with feeling the strongest of his thoughts
about people and their imbroglios. This kind of writing occurs in
Caught and Back, and also in Living, Loving, and Concluding. These
last titles suggest perhaps the most resistless of the problems with
which Green has been engaged in his writing—the problems of liv-
ing, of loving, and of continuing to live and love, even in retrograde.
Living, Loving, and Concluding may be his most representative
books, because in them his sensibilities are balanced between com-
passion and satire. They are certainly his most dynamic books. They
strike between the stasis of bereavement and the frothiness of the
very frivolous, and partake glancingly of both.

GREEN AND THE TWENTIETH CENTURY NOVEL

Having already hinted of Green’s affinities with the experimental
novelists of 1900 to 1925, I shall make only one or two comparisons
between him and other writers in the hope of widening the focus of
this introduction to his work. Since I shall next discuss his tech-
nique and style, it may suffice to mention here that writers like
Mann, Joyce, Forster, and Mrs. Woolf show the same concern for
contours of structure that is Green’s most obvious artistic preoccu-
pation. To their names should be added the name of Charles M.
Doughty, whose T'ravels in Arabia Deserta (1888) seems to have had
more influence than any other body of work on Green’s prose style.
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Green differs from the earlier experimental novelists chiefly in
two ways: he prefers a scenic point of view, and he is unwilling to
provide pasts for his characters. Never does Green allow the cast of
thought of a single character to pervade a novel. In fact he is spar-
ing in his record of even the glancing thoughts of his speakers. And
never do we watch a character of Green’s evolve through a lifetime,
or even a significant portion of a lifetime. When his people do have
pasts, they misread them; usually they have none, and often they
have no interiors to which the reader is given direct access.

Although his tendency to concentrate on exterior behavior of char-
acters is foreign to the methods of Joyce and Mrs. Woolf, Green’s
criteria remain aesthetic ones. In the dozens of short scenes into
which his novels are split, his characters tend to compete or to form
alliances, for the most part obliviously, that give an index to a bal-
anced structural design. Speaking of his attempts to be selective and
nonrepresentational, Green once said: “The Chinese classical paint-
ers used to leave out the middle distance.” ! He himself leaves out
a middle distance—the analyzed minds and motives of his characters
—and is enabled to work his figures into tableaux almost mathe-
matically precise, and aesthetically satisfying. “We want to find out
what’s behind things, don’t we?” says the budding novelist Terence,
in Virginia Woolf’s The Voyage Out. “Look at the lights down there
scattered about anyhow. Things I feel come to me like lights. . . .
I want to combine them. . . . I want to make figures.” 12 This is
at least a good part of what Green also wants to do.

As Green’s figures are deployed through his slim, balanced novels,
and shown responding to life at a “warm, tactile, pre-verbalized
level,” 18 a dissociation seems to become evident between him and
his contemporaries. At least this is the case if we accept the useful
generalization R. W. B. Lewis has made, in The Picaresque Saint,
about representative writers of this century’s “second generation.”
Lewis feels that writers like Camus, Silone, Faulkner, and Graham
Greene, unable to find in art “a basis for sheer existence,” forged
for themselves, especially by creating roguish but saintly heroes who
could immerse themselves in the tragic community of man, a ‘“‘belief
in the act of living . . . achieved by a desperate struggle. . . .” 14
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This belief, reflected through such spokesmen as Meursault and
Isaac McCaslin, offers the dignity of man’s endurance as a total and
genuine compensation for remaining alive and positively engaged in
an absurd universe.

Green’s characters, in contrast, are neither reflective nor articulate
enough to stand as his spokesmen. He is trying to make them come
alive, but not for a philosophical purpose. If asked what he hopes to
achieve in print, he always answers that he wishes what he writes
to have a life of its own—and when pressed, admits that this “crux of
the matter . . . like all hilarious things, is almost indescribable.” 15
His words are equally irreducible when he says he writes to “‘get him-
self right,” and calls such effort ““a kind of solitary self-control” and
“a kind of mental diarrhea. . . .” 1¢

But if he finds his craftsmanship therapeutic, he makes no claims
in his work for the supremacy of art. In this respect he differs from
the “first generation” novelists who share his preoccupation with
form. It is noteworthy that although we find no picaresque saints in
his novels, neither do we find people of artistic sensibility—people
like Charles Swann or Stephen Dedalus or Charles Strickland, “who
bespoke their authors’ conviction,” as R. W. B. Lewis says, “that art
was the one genuinely redemptive power of the day.” 7

This is a small point but may be significant. Roguish humani-
tarians may supplant artists in the works of second generation novel-
ists, but there is a strong similarity between the two breeds: both are
rebellious. Here is where the two generations seem most obviously to
overlap. Self-exiled or cast out from society, the rogues continue
where the artists left off to represent what Sean O’Faolain, in The
Vanishing Hero, has called “the tradition of individualistic revolt
against the order of nature and society which is so evident in all fic-
tion in our time.” 18

Now Green’s characters—perhaps because they are unreflective—
do not revolt; or if they do, they are satirized as puerile fellows, like
Bert Jones in Living or Raunce’s Albert in Loving, who try to escape
their own inadequacies. His best characters either hold tenaciously
to what is theirs by fiat, or show themselves shrewdly capable, like
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Raunce the butler, of feathering their nests on the sly while to all
appearances observing regulations.

That Green regards individualistic revolt rather coolly is not due
to a matter of principle but rather to a matter of temperament. Up
to now I have avoided associating Green temperamentally with the
writers with whom he has much in common as a technician. I have
done this deliberately, because I think Green’s addiction to form
conceals a wit and temperament that connect him with English
writers of a remoter tradition: with the Restoration dramatists and
with prose writers of varying satiric intensity from Swift and Field-
ing to Sterne, Lewis Carroll, Samuel Butler, perhaps even Ronald
Firbank. To these I should add the names of two more recent writers
on the Continent who possibly influenced Green more directly:
Kafka and Céline.

None of these writers (except Carroll) cares much for form; and
among them there are large differences; but they are all tinged, it
seems to me, with a kind of amused distrust in mankind that gives
their work much of its gusto. This attitude allows for variety of
feeling. Certainly Sterne’s and Carroll’s misanthropy is rosy com-
pared with Céline’s. But all, and Green with them, seem to admit
man’s incorrigibility, and in fact to build on that. They therefore
tend to skirt the issue of man’s predicament in a hostile universe.
Their focus instead is upon man’s mental and moral inadequacies,
which render him a comic rather than a tragic figure.

Green’s own reaction to man’s inadequacies is quite a cheerful one.
Fundamentally a pessimist, though, he does have a macabre streak,
which possibly can be attributed to Continental influence. He has re-
cently, for example, responded to a question about influence by con-
fessing a “tremendous admiration for Céline.” 1* In Céline’s Death
on the Installment Plan, a character pronounces this virtual motto:
“To get a kick out of dying while he’s busy bringing death nearer
and nearer—that’'s Man all over, Ferdinand!” Throughout that
book, Céline catalogues the most antic pastimes, that swell men’s
expectations wondrously—diving bell ventures, balloon ascents,
motorcycle rides, perpetual motion schemes~—only to punctuate every
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activity uglily, as when young Ferdinand recounts the aftermath of
a day’s ballooning:

They rolled it all up. But it was a dreary wreckage that was
left, badly scratched by the branches, a tattered mass lightly
clinging together. . . . It had brought whole hedges with it,
between its skin and the rigging. The boisterous salvagers,
thrilled and enchanted, lifted Courtial shoulder-high and car-
ried him off in triumph. . . . I, on the other hand, still had the
lousiest part of the job to do. . . . I had to [urge] them on,
by dint of the most ponderous repartee, to manhandle gratis
and for love all these exhausting tons of junk . . . the gasbag
torn to ribbons, the relics of this hideous catafalque, and to
sling the whole of this garbage into the last car of all as the
train pulled out.2°

Such is Céline’s method, the laborers’ response to the repartee an
integral part of the exhausting scene; and such often do we find to
be Green’s motto and method, in less boisterous terms, to be sure.
Raunce and the other servants of Loving, on one occasion of dinner-
time hilarity, all have a look of agony about them, but go on punish-
ing themselves by continuing to imitate a lisping man and bringing
on more laughter. At a middle-aged party in Nothing, the curled
and yellowed place card of a man long dead arrives mysteriously on
a table set for festivities; in that same book, Richard Abbot, about
to achieve sexual conquest, goes black in the face from an unac-
countable choking fit. But these intimations that they are dying on
an installment plan do not reach these characters, and they are only
momentarily discomfited. Hence, though Green concocts such ma-
cabre humor, he can also relish the tiny gains his people make, much
as Sterne and Butler relish the muddled progress of their characters.
Such people cannot help themselves or rid themselves of their pre-
occupations. Being thus incorrigible, they are not worth satire but
laughter—until one discovers that preoccupations and flagging
memories enable them to get along in an alien, uncompromising
world, and hence prove their boon as well as their limitation.
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Because he takes a cheery view of man’s limitations, there is small
compassion in Green’s work, but also little dismay. There is in fact
exuberance. This is cloaked, though, and may not be sensed by some
readers. His stringent observance of form does give his work a kind
of chilliness which disguises his affinities with Sterne, at one ex-
treme, and Céline, at another, so that his connection with Kafka is
more readily apparent than with others I have listed as kindred
spirits. No one book of Green’s has the range and digressive diver-
sity of a book of any of these men; but his nine novels taken
together have that range, have shown him to be anything but pre-
dictable, and have kept him virtually unclassifiable.

Humorous though he may be, even in his comedies of manners
Green’s is not the hard, consistently funny satire of Waugh and
Huxley. Implicit in their work is a wretchedness over the decay of
old, stable forms (think of Brideshead’s chapel, or Mark Rampion’s
“sane, harmonious Greek man”?!) which argues that they do be-
lieve in attainable norms of behavior, hence their satire bites harder.
But Green, “not outside, [but] inside the human zoo,” as V. S.
Pritchett has said,?* sees no way out; consequently his ardor is nil,
he does not inveigh. If therc is one contemporary English satirist
whom he does resemble, this is Anthony Powell, “a mellower Waugh,”
in William York Tindall’s phrase.?® Powell’'s The Acceptance
World is not only like Green’s last novels, Nothing and Doting, but
contains in its title the flavor of acquiescence that distinguishes
Green from Waugh and Huxley.

Being a non-Promethean in a Promethean age, and at the same
time not a morally outraged satirist, Green resists being placed in a
niche alongside other contemporary English novelists. His humor
seems to derive from the rational, limited view of man prevalent in
the eighteenth century; his near-morbid insistence that man threads
an obstacle course to death, from the Continental writers I have
named. That he should also be a symbolist is the most fascinating
and perplexing thing about him, for there is an energy of passion in
much of his symbolism. His work gives sporadic glimpses of a
fructifying natural order, of beauty attending natural processes. He
responds too, sometimes, to the beauty of artifice and mechanics—
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to a juggler’s legerdemain (in Doting), or a workman’s operation
of his lathe (in Living). Such responses, it would seem, overcome
fairly austere intellectual checks. The difficult conversion of re-
sponse to symbol could bring therapy to the man who has admitted
he seeks it in self-expression. But if art consoles, so did talk console
Dr. Johnson; to be steeped in misgivings and to seek consolation
does not argue nihilism. At any rate, the rest of this book is designed
to show that wholesome and positive attitudes may be constructed
from Green’s pessimism, just as such attitudes could coexist with
Johnson’s melancholia.



Two : Theory, technique, style

THE FUNCTION OF THE ARTIFACT

Green’s theories of art and communication, for the most part clari-
fied between 1950 and 1952, were derived empirically. In 1927 and
in 1939, when the General Strike and Hitler sent Green voluntarily
among the lower classes, he received the “proletarian inspiration” he
has considered essential to his development as a writer.! After the
war he returned to the directorship of his business. But he has re-
mained as gregarious as when he left Oxford. He has continued to
believe, as he told Nigel Dennis, that the writer’s duty is “to meet
as many pedestrian people as possible and to listen to the most
pedestrian conversation.” 2
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Such conversation seems to serve Green in two ways as the prime
ingredient of his art. Beyond his conviction that human beings
spring from an unchanging mold and that their talk will reveal them,
there is his savoring of talk as one catalyst—the best one—for pro-
moting the mysterious potential people have for sharing. “The argu-
ment,” he says, “is that we cannot go outside everyday life to create
something between reader and writer in narrative. The communica-
tion between the two will be on a common or garden plane, but the
mere exchange between two human beings in conversation is a mys-
terious thing enough. The mere fact that we talk to one another is
man’s greatest asset. That we talk to one another in novels, that is
between complete strangers . . . is nothing less than miraculous if
you once realise how much common experience can be shared. My
plea is that we should not underestimate this. . . .’ 3

The real mystery of speech to Green is its ability to communicate
that which is left unsaid. His formula runs something like this: Talk
between characters, accompanied by action but not by commentary,
creates those characters for the reader. By observing discrepancies
between talk and action, the reader can get to know two things:
what the characters are like and what they are really communicating
to one another beneath the fagade of ready speech. All this involves
a conscious act of imagination on the reader’s part, and the creation
of life in his mind becomes in turn the medium of communication
between author and reader. Just as talk between people establishes
some sort of communion by what is left out, to be supplied by the
listener, so that which is left out of a novel establishes similar rap-
port between creator and apprehender.* As V. S. Pritchett put it,
in a defense of Green’s theories, ‘“more and more the contemporary
novelist is oblique and relies upon the reader as upon some opposite
number in a conspiracy.”

The collaborating reader is likely to be mired in discrepancies in
Green’s books. Many times he finds himself knowing no more about
the characters than they do themselves. No one can say whether or
not young Philip (in Nothing) is illegitimate. Nor is it clear whether
or not Mrs. Grant (in Back) has been feigning amnesia. What is
more, Green’s people all carry different reports about one another.
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And the forces that send them bumping about their uneasy worlds
are kept as nebulous and unanalyzed as the characters. Hence forces,
characters, events become different things to different readers, and
by being such they fulfill the function of nonrepresentational art:
they enable the artifact to become, as Green says, “all things to all
men, as a good novel . . . should.” ® Loose ends are functional in
another way, too. “And if the novel is alive,” Green told Terry
Southern, “of course the reader will be irritated by discrepancies—
life, after all, is one discrepancy after another.” 7

Green’s wish for a book to have a life of its own is a concept that
he feels is “indescribable.” Nevertheless, he is steadfast on the point
—so much so that he tries at the end of a novel “to leave characters
alive enough to go on living the life they have led in the book. . . .”8
Ideally, for him, novels (as Concluding suggests) should be conclud-
ing, but not concluded. Beneath this logic lies the curiously romantic
expectation that the rapport between author and reader can be ex-
tended indefinitely by the book’s afterlife.

Green’s characters, those who ‘“‘get along,” come into rapport
mainly by participating in various concerted efforts; but most of the
time even these people are not communicants. Green will not falsify
experience when he formulates it. His people are mostly alone.
Those moments when common experience is shared occur sporad-
ically in life, and are therefore sporadic in the novels. To a footman
in Party Going, from behind a barrier of luggage, appears a girl
who plants a kiss when he wishes it most, then vanishes. The rest of
the book gets along by humor, and that epiphany is likely to be
missed, though it is an approximate symbol for the whole meaning
of the book. But, in a paradoxical sense, while the novels in making
their way so often show characters alone or at cross purposes,
Green, if his art is successful, will be forging bonds between himself
and his readers. Even this sharing will be sporadic. Novels must re-
peatedly be made, for the artist cannot afford to be static any more
than the work of art can.

Green has said nothing publicly about the value of the artifact in
itself, although his practice reveals a formal preoccupation reaching
geometric exactitude. Before examining the place form has held in
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his art from the beginning, we may turn to his account in Pack My
Bag of his favorite sport, billiards, and detect an equivalent fascina-
tion with linear and angular patterns:

. . . much of the charm lies in the green cloth under electric
lamps with the three balls, two white, one red, going through
movements geometrically exact while the slow score is chanted.
A drop cannon which gathers them by the top cushion is a
stroke so precise in the way the three widely separated balls are
brought together within the span of the fingers of one hand, so
leisurely but so inevitable when played right that silence is the
tribute the ordered revolutions each must roll softly through, is
the tribute this shot demands. (p. 177)

Nowhere else in Green’s writing is the reverence for the thing
completed, having followed its pattern, made so explicit. Something
of this same fascination reappears in Green’s last novel, Doting,
which begins and ends with the magic air-cupolas of a juggler. The
Jjuggler’s craft, artificial and formal, serves as invocation and vale-
diction to the artificial activities so geometrically arranged in the
novel.

Giorgio Melchiori, in his fine essay, “The Abstract Art of Henry
Green,” traces a development in Green’s writing away from commit-
ments to humane values, to culminate in Nothing and Doting with
the superimposition of aesthetic norms, these marking out for the
artist the only goals worthy of achievement.® It is true that Nothing
and Doting are honed and fitted with precision, but I do not know if
the aim of such carpentry is quite the same as the aim of the Cubists,
to whom Melchiori compares Green. These artists “aimed at com-
plete abstraction—a pattern of rigid geometrical figures creating
abstract emotions through the intellect rather than the heart.” 1°

For many reasons I cannot accept Melchiori’s persuasion that
Green derives from a growing obligation to pure form “the super-
imposed aesthetics which must absorb and annihilate reality.” 1!
Chronology would be my first argument. Green was an “unripe”
aesthetician at Eton, and fled to a world of things and people he
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has not since abjured. His fondness for the “aesthetics” of billiards
—which constitute a real equivalency to those of art—we discover
as early as 1940. More important, Party Going is designed like
Nothing and Doting. There are the same motiveless regroupings of
characters, the same innocuous dialogue. These three books may be
geometrically more proportionate than Green’s other novels because
Green’s aim is partly to reveal the stultification of his principals,
and a geometric scheme enables him to shuffle them into their places
predictably. Like billiard balls, they are volitionless. But taking
away their volition does not take away their lives. Green genuinely
understands these people as people, not as shapes out of which a
Cubist creates emotions through the intellect.

One reason I tend to disagree with Melchiori on the point of
Green’s abstract art is that I feel it is right to put weight on Green’s
public pronouncements, which came along between 1950 and 1952,
the years in which Nothing and Doting appeared. Green’s stated
position makes it clear that communication is the end of art; what is
more, the communication “will be on a common or garden plane.”
But for Melchiori to arrive at his conclusion, he is forced to cancel
out for Green that common or garden plane on which human beings
feel.

Green in 1940 had demanded of prose fiction essentially what he
demanded in 1950. “Prose,” he had said, “should be a long intimacy
between strangers with no direct appeal to what both may have
known. It should slowly appeal to feelings unexpressed, it should in
the end draw tears out of the stone” (Pack My Bag, p. 88). Melchi-
ori makes a questionable deduction when he interprets this definition.
“Green,” he says, “seems to have started from the idea . . . that
there is a world of ‘unexpressed feelings,’ beyond the common
human ones, which have formed the material of earlier works of art
—{feelings of an exquisitely aesthetic nature.” 12 But Green seems
rather to mean inexpressible common feelings; he wants to appeal
to these, not to preempt others intellectually. All of the emotional
peaks in Pack My Bag are concerned with the experience, common
to all but ineffable, of “sharing situations.” Henry bicycles with the
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Australian soldier; schoolboys smoke at an unused gravel pit, going
there “as if to an assignation . . .” (p. 141).

The intimacy between strangers that Green wishes art to en-
gender depends upon the feelings aroused by such assignations and
conspiracies. And if he proscribes ‘“direct appeal to what both
[ writer and reader] may have known,” it is because he does not wish
his readers to read subjectively any more than he wishes to write
that way—for then a collaboration would be precluded. Hence he
resorts often to situations steeped in myth and fantasy, yet retains
verisimilitude of surface action and infuses into his work themes
that are most mundane.

Concerned as he is with Green’s abstract manipulation of scenes
and characters, Melchiori passes over two things Green leaves in
Nothing and Doting: the living talk which creates the characters,
and the humor which dogs them in their sorry state. Both the talk
and the levity provoke the commonest sort of human response from
the readers Green never disdains. These are the qualities that make
the artifact potentially communicable, instead of something the
craftsman is building for himself.

If, as I think, we may take Green at his word, we can assert quite
baldly that situation and character, the requisites of the traditional
novel, are never supplanted by form. Form is a medium for Green,
not an end. In the first place, when he imposes from without a form
controlling a whole novel, he establishes boundaries within which to
operate. And second, the dialogue scenarios economize expertly on
space. Both of these strategies have the purpose of supplying con-
texts with dispatch, and contexts alone give clues to the meanings
of Green’s novels.

CONTEXT A8 COMMUNICATOR

Green began his second B.B.C. broadcast by describing a bit of com-
munication that he had observed on a bus ride. His double-decker
was stopped at a red light, opposite a hospital. A woman passenger
had waved in the general direction of the hospital, and a handker-
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chief had appeared at a window in answer; but the bus was delayed
overlong at the light, and the lady gave over waving. “A trivial
thing, you say?” Green asks his listeners. “Perhaps,” he goes on,
“but I maintain, first, that this thing seen holds in it the essence of
all communication between a writer and his readers, and second, that
his possible treatment of it . . . is, in itself, what may be the whole
essence of how a reader can be brought . . . to a deeper realisation
of what is being described.” 13

Reader and writer may share the “thing seen,” the reader may re-
spond to the visual image, if the writer prepares him adequately for
response. The writer’s appeal is to the reader’s memory, to the sub-
conscious reservoir of things seen, really, and not to particular
memories. Hence, as Green says, the woman herself is not described
—her looks, her age. But what is universal about the situation—em-
barrassment, hypocrisy, the fact that for mankind empathy is im-
possible—the artist must grasp and attempt to evoke; and what he
leaves in (the unexpected and fracturing delay, for example) forms
the context which transmits the meaning. Meanwhile none of the
meanings I have suggested is forced upon the reader—they may be
only my meanings.

The imagery Green employs in his novels is constantly of this de-
tached, visual sort, involving color, planes, figures, and linear move-
ments which, with the modulation of contexts, often reach the
intensity of symbols. His formal constructions work toward the same
end. The outward forms he imposes are first of all symmetrical, and
second, enclose the dynamic situations so effectively that Green
might be said to be cheating time and space of their debilitating
effect upon experience.

Least symmetrical of all is the structure of Living, for here the
subject matter has compelled Green to range over a large cross sec-
tion; in form this book is really strengthened from within, by a style
as sharp as clanging on anvils, and by symbolic combinations—
juxtapositions and motifs. Yet Melchiori has called attention to the
“choral” effect of Living’s “fairly elaborate construction,” through
which the story line is deliberately delayed until a series of vi-
gnettes have established the setting.'t
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Blindness, whose three sections are entitled “Caterpillar,” “Chrys-
alis,” and “Butterfly,” is organized like Party Going and Loving.
The blindness is a trap, which for the greater part of the novel
arrests all growth; the hero is isolated in a rudimentary situation,
and this is exactly what happens on a social instead of physical level
in the other two books. Fog stays the party-goers at a hotel; war
and an enchanted castle imprison the servants on Ireland. The space
limitations are virtually absolute (and Party Going covers only four
hours).

Concluding is also limited spatially, to the grounds of a boarding
school, but its structural control is primarily temporal; like Ulysses
and Mrs. Dalloway, the book runs the course of a day. Caught is
laced with time confusions, as its two important figures, Pye and
Roe, fly back to their pasts.* Back breaks in the middle, and a corol-
lary episode from the elegant eighteenth century is introduced by
way of memoirs that come to Charley Summers’s hand. Each story,
the little and the big, serves to universalize the other and to offer
wry comment at the same time on the disparity of settings. Doting
and Nothing are limited by a specific direction of action. The action
of one is bounded by two parties; the other locates a great party in
the center and builds up to and down from it.

These structural schemes really operate like that drop cannon
shot of which Green is so fond: they channel the “ordered revolu-
tions” each book “must roll softly through.” Static and complete
envelopes around dynamic action, they supply the contexts within
which the characters express themselves, that is, the peripheral or
general situations that confront them. From the structural schemes
it can be seen that these people are most often either insulated or
isolated ; yet their talk remains on the garden plane, and the enor-
mity or puniness of situation does not seem radically to affect them.

The two chief devices within the novels that create judging con-

* Caught is also built on a scheme of night-and-day episodes; London is
shown by night, Roe’s country estate by day. Perhaps the most structurally
complex of Green’s novels, Caught is the only one in which two characters
become almost doubles of one another, by occult suggestion, while on the
surface remaining long odds apart.
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texts are those of leitmotiv and montage. The repetition of material
with variation and expansion, a technique of echoing, is the sym-
bolic process to which William York Tindall, in The Literary Sym-
bol, gives the term leitmotiv.!® In Green’s work motifs are threaded
into the novels in different ways. An entire novel, for example, may
be based on a single motif (as happens in Back, when Rose, as the
name of a girl, of a flower, even as the past tense of a verb, carries
a complex theme of carnality-and-purity to conclusion). More often,
sporadically recurrent images generate motifs, as homing pigeons do
in Living, or images of fire in Caught. But stark figures of rose, bird,
and fire vie in Green’s work with very subtly modulated motifs;
these may involve slight, sometimes arcane echoes of sound, or color,
or reflection (reminding one of Mann’s technique, say, in Death in
Venice), or may present in new forms the elements that compose en-
tire settings. (For example, Living and Loving contain many crucial
scenes in which different static and dynamic elements are counter-
poised.) At one mundane extreme, talk itself may acquire symbolic
proportions through leitmotiv, as when, facetiously, Raunce and his
subordinates in Loving twit each other about being members of one
family, although their later actions signify just that kind of bond to
have grown among them. At an opposite, grotesque extreme, fearful
intimations slip into Concluding when, apparently at random, meta-
phors drawn from an undersea world work a sea change over organic
nature.

Within the novels we also encounter heavy use of the device of
montage, the juxtaposition of scenes to record simultaneity of either
similar or disparate actions. Green likens such treatment to the
painter’s establishment of tonal contexts, and says that “the super-
imposing of one scene on another, or the telescoping of two scenes
into one, are methods which the novelist is bound to adopt in order
to obtain substance and depth.” 18

The Russian movie director, Sergei Eisenstein, has discussed two
special qualities of montage which make it indispensable to a sym-
bolic novelist like Green. Insisting upon a new or third quality
which arises from the conjunction of carefully selected material,
Eisenstein writes that “each montage piece exists no longer as some-
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thing unrelated, but as a given particular representation of the gen-
eral theme that in equal measure penetrates all the shot-pieces.” 17

Green’s most sustained use of montage occurs in Party Going
when he cuts from scenes in which old Miss Fellowes may be dying
to scenes next door in which party-goers continue seeking enjoy-
ment. But all of his books employ montage to epitomize their themes.
Its indefiniteness enables it to realize the function of symbol, and
Eisenstein’s remarks on the effect of montage on the viewer exactly
express Green’s hopes for his novels:

And we can now say that it is precisely the montage principle,
as distinguished from that of representation, which obliges
spectators themselves to create and the montage principle, by
this means, achieves that great power of inner creative ex-
citement in the spectator which distinguishes an emotionally
exciting work from one that stops without going further than
giving information or recording events.1®

Eisenstein’s explanation of montage can be applied to the methods
of such poets as Pound, Eliot, and Stevens, who consistently arrive
at meaning through juxtaposition. In fiction, too, the technique is
not uncommon, but is perhaps most frequently employed, as in
Proust, in superimposing past upon present sensations. (The famil-
iar flashback technique of modern novels is a form of montage.)
Green utilizes the technique to effect transitions in stories confined
usually to the present—hence my emphasis on the remarks of a
movie director, whose purposes are similar.

Scenes juxtaposed enable the reader to judge and ‘“‘create” at
moments when the characters remain unenlightened. The symbolic
occasions when characters “share” cannot be accomplished by mon-
tage, but spring out of accruing context. We assent to John Haye’s
mystical illumination at the finish of Blindness as we do (if we do)
to Lily Briscoe’s completion of her picture in T'o the Lighthouse.
We need the whole novel back of us to do so.

But not every juxtaposition of Green’s tends toward symbol, cer-
tainly; and the nuclear incidents that trigger many of the novels, the
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images which lead Green away from characters through passages of
intense description, the sharings of the characters themselves, are
by necessity few and far between. Yet the novels must be made to
engage their readers, and what keeps them going for Green is dia-
logue, with its attendant humor.

HUMOR A8 STRUCTURE

Although the conversation pieces Nothing and Doting may seem
new departures by Green, written to accord to his theory of 1950
that description should be reduced to stage directions, as far back
as Blindness he gave dialogue a commanding position in his work. In
fact all of his novels can be judged in the light of his later critical
pronouncements. His aim has always been to relume the reader’s
conscious imagination. “For a long time,” he says, “I thought this
was best lit by very carefully arranged passages of description.” 1°
Even though his later theory subordinates description to dialogue,
his darkest antagonist has remained the printed word too easily
passed over, too unmystifying.

Aware that words accrue multiple meanings as language continues
in use, Green has relied on dialogue to discharge two opposite func-
tions in his books. The first would seem to unmystify language, but
the deeper function is symbolical.

First, dialogue gets past a semantic hurdle, so to speak, to make
for economy at the starting point. Says Green, ““if the materials of
narrative . . . are a series of sound symbols which create words of
no precise meaning outside their context, surely the means of com-
munication between writer and reader . . . should be dialogue, the
reason being that we do not have time to define what we mean in
conversation and that we thereby arrive easier at a general conven-
tional understanding of what is being said.” 20

This “conventional understanding” furthers both verisimilitude
and disguise. But those readers who, chagrined at the cloudy action
and at the talk which gets nowhere, put Green down and do not pick
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him up again, miss the point. For, he goes on, “At the same time
there can be no precise meaning in a work of art. . . . Life itself is
capable of several meanings. Therefore the future function of narra-
tive prose is not to be clear. . . . Narrative prose in future must be
as diffuse and variously interpretable as life itself.” 2

And here is where dialogue does its heaviest work. Enclosed in
their solipsistic worlds, Green’s people do not give answers to ques-
tions, but pose other questions; what they know is not what they
have seen and heard, but what they tell themselves they have seen
and heard. And all the time they are talking the author does not have
to give away his meaning. Dialogue has a built-in means of disguising
or getting over awkward ground in theme presentation. Let us illus-
trate with some exchanges that occur near the end of Nothing.

The most inscrutable character in Nothing is middle-aged John
Pomfret, a reflective person, a man who glowed with enthusiasm at
the announcement of his daughter’s engagement to the son of his
old flame—yet a drifter unerringly taken in tow by that woman,
Jane Weatherby, during the visits set ostensibly for making wedding
arrangements. A loyalty to his daughter Mary is fairly solidly estab-
lished in John’s character even up until the end, when he contracts
diabetes. He has again become used to Jane, but has persuaded him-
self that it is in Mary’s interests that he continues to see the woman.
Then one evening Jane mentions “how bad all this working life is
for these girls,” and lets into the air a small idea she has been
saving:

“, . . But John don’t you think she should get right away
before she settles down?”

He turned rather white.

“Rid ourselves of her for a bit?” he inquired. (pp. 196-197)

At this candid response Jane is forced to smooth over the waters
a little, and when the conversation turns to the subject of sickness,
she commiserates with John over his diabetes, brings him a drink,
and then for the first time in many years places her cheek against
his. At this point Green cuts immediately to the next scene:
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A few evenings later Mr Pomfret said to his girl Mary
“Monkey I've been thinking things over and I should like you
to go to Italy for a bit.”

“Italy Daddy? Whatever for?” . . .

“Wouldn’t you care to travel then?”

“Daddy, did Mrs Weatherby also think of this?”

“Good Lord no Mary. Whoever put it in your head?”’ (p.
199)

John Pomfret seems inexcusably to have forgotten who put it in his
head. But it is by no means as clear that he has consented to give
over the plans for his daughter’s marriage. It is rather as if with
two halves of his mind he is contemplating Mary’s happiness and
Mrs. Weatherby’s charms. For he goes on to tease Mary about the
forthcoming wedding (something he would not do vindictively), un-
til she remonstrates.

»

“Now you of all people are not to laugh at me! . . .

“All right poppet.” He laughed. “So anyway you don’t say
no to your Italian trip.”

“I haven’t said yes have I?”

“I don’t want you hanging about while there’s still so much
to be decided Mary” he declared and was serious. (pp. 201-
202)

Knowing no more than the dialogue tells us, we can make no single
interpretation of these passages. The endearing terms, “poppet,”
“monkey,” are the same John has used lovingly all along. The last
sentence, declaring John’s seriousness, seems best received as typical
of Green’s cosmic irony. To be sure there is “much to be decided,”
and Mary has to be got out of the way—so that Mrs. Weatherby
can step in and lead John to an altar—but this is not what John is
telling himself will be the upshot of things. The example suits Green
perfectly. He does not reveal John’s conscious motive, and John's
words indicate it may be one of two.

While we are being confused and delighted, the writer’s senti-
ment need not be bared. Humor is the bridge as theme remains ob-
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scure. (Is John rationalizing, or has the combination of diabetes
and a soothing cheek driven him to plot-making?) Between writer
and reader, says Green, “it is the presentation of the theme which
creates the communication . .. and as dialogue in life consists
largely of humour, to create life between writer and reader humour
should in future be the bridge.” 2

Where the symbolic combinings arrest or intensify action, and
where the novels’ structures make their inroads on time and space,
humor operates kinetically. More than anything, certainly more than
symbol, it fosters the illusion of life. Humor is at the bottom, for
example, of the communication to us of Raunce the butler’s ability
to serve his beloved Edith by nailing up a peacock’s carcass in the
cook’s larder. While Edith is dallying with Raunce instead of tend-
ing her mistress’s children, a dog drops the bird, killed by the cook’s
nephew, in Raunce’s bedroom. This Raunce sees immediately as a
stroke of luck, for it puts him in position to browbeat the cook, to
whom he gleefully refers as “the old cow”:

“Now then,” Edith interrupted. “That’s all right,” he went
on. “I’'m thinkin’ of you, ducks. See?”

“No I don’t.”

“Well she’s got it in for you about that waterglass, an’ now
we’'ve something on her. Get me?”

A noise of high shrieks and the clapping of hands announced
Miss Evelyn and Miss Moira, tearing along towards them down
passages. . . .

Meantime Raunce had dashed out into the pantry, snapping
his fingers at the dog. It picked up the dead peacock and fol-
lowed. . . . For a moment Edith was alone as those children
raced towards her the other way. Then they had arrived. She
was holding her breasts.

“Mercy,” Miss Evelyn exclaimed . . . “why Edith you do
look thrilled at something.” (Loving, p. 119)

Such is Edith’s first evidence that she is loved. And if humor
brings along such blazing evidence as this, spaced between Loving’s
symbols of vitality-amid-decay, humor can also act as a check, or
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countering force, in such a book steeped in pessimism as Concluding.
The schoolgirls who have formed a cabalistic society in that book,
for instance, and who seem utterly depraved as they intimidate old
Mr. Rock, may only be harmless gossipmongers after all. Their se-
cret cult abounds with humorous examples of children feeling very
grown up and important. At one meeting of theirs that he attends,
Mr. Rock’s fears are quelled momentarily when the girls grow
rapt over an old-fashioned polka—he had expected anything but
that from their secret-sourced radio in a cellar, and for once he is
able to chuckle over their mysterious doings. Humor, then, a spacer
of symbols for Henry Green, is also a balancer of mysteries.

STYLE AS AWAKENER

In the article in Contact in which he explained his theory of the
conspiratorial value of the dialogue novel, Green warned that a
writer should beware of self-imitation in fashioning a prose style.
He was referring to the non-dialogue portions of a book. Dialogue
poses a different problem of alertness, the alertness of the ear to
speech. Green’s ever-surprising record of what human beings say
has shown an unfailing alertness of ear, that has made dialogue the
stable element of his prose style, as well as the chief vehicle of his
humor.

Artistic selectivity can of course not be neglected by the writer of
dialogue—written speech is not the same as spoken speech. Green’s
dialogue operates on a plan by which common words and phrases are
just barely misplaced, and redundancies and ellipses chosen just off
the norm. The result is that his people talk, not with phonographic
realism, but just far enough from it to freshen the idiom as inflec-
tion freshens speech.*

* The following examples come from a fifty-page span in Nothing: “The
moment those two children tried to get engaged Jane has had the man living
in her pocket” (ellipsis, p. 204) ; “Always have often swallowed the wrong

way all my life” (redundancy, p. 247) ; “What Liz might dig up to say could
hardly be disinterested, would it?” (grammar, p. 211).
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From Blindness to Doting, Green’s dialogue remains his least
modified method of presentation; he could get conversation as right
at twenty as he could at forty-five. A single illustration from Blind-
ness will I hope bear out this assertion. Late in the book Green
records a meeting between beleaguered Mrs. Haye, mother of John
who is blinded, and a neighbor who tries to persuade her to remain
at Barwood (the Hayes’ estate: it has oppressed John with its rural
inactivity and he feels he must be off to London to begin his career
as a writer). Mabel, the neighbor, has been appealing to Mrs. Haye
that she remain to keep the affairs of Barwood’s village in order.

. « « “Why, [urges Mabel] it would all be indecent and dis-
graceful if you went so that there was no one left to look after
it. You know how it is, illegitimate babies immediately, my dear.
Oh no, Emily, you cannot go. Besides, what does the boy want
to do in London?”

“Yes, but you see he is artistic.”

“But Emily, painters always go to the country for inspira-
tion. I have never heard of a painting of a town that was any
good. And there is nothing to write about in a town. Don’t let
him ruin your life, Emily.” (p. 249)

A typical dodge for Green’s people is to incorporate others’ argu-
ments into their own. So Mabel, intent to push further her own
argument, rapidly associates “artistic” with painting and thrusts
home a dubious point, that has little bearing on John, the writer.
Similarly, Mrs. Haye is so intent on her own interests that she does
not reply to the direct question (Green’s people rarely do), and
rallying against Mabel dismisses the appeal to save the village with
a “Yes, but . . .” Finer still than this exchange are Mabel’s words,
“look after it” (referring to the village), and “illegitimate babies
immediately, my dear.” Spokesman for all harried estate owners,
Mabel reveals her patronage by words exquisitely chosen for her.
Can we measure what would have been lost had not Green’s ear de-
cided upon “illegitimate babies immediately, my dear,” and had
Mabel been made to say “illegitimate children”? Her word is all
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mothering—and is probably just the word affected women of the
landholding class would use in their demonstrative speech.

The non-dialogue prose of Blindness, though, is not the prose of a
“terrorist” of language. There are few syntactical and grammatical
variants to be found in the sentences. If it could be demonstrated
that Green’s style underwent many transformations, the most patent
difference could be found between the prose of Blindness and that of
any later book. Here are comparative treatments of roses from
Blindness and Back:

Then there had been father’s roses. They bordered the path
from the drawing-room French window to the door in the wall.
Just over it climbing roses scrambled up and hung down in
clusters. And little rose trees stood out on each side of the path,
and red and white roses peeped out from the green leaves that
hid the thorns. (Blindness, p. 146)

For, climbing around and up these trees of mourning, was
rose after rose after rose, while, here and there, the spray
overburdened by the mass of flowers, a live wreath lay fallen
on a wreath of stone, or on a box in marble colder than this day,
or onto frosted paper blooms which, under glass, marked each
bed above in the green grass, the cypresses and in those roses
gay and bright which, as still as this dark afternoon, stared at
whosoever looked, or hung their heads to droop,to grow stained,
to die when their turn came. (Back, p. 8)

Different as Blindness may be from other Green prose, the truth
is that Green never does develop a recognizable prose style. In any
book, his sentences may be tight or loose, his diction clipped or lush,
his syntax pure or convoluted, depending upon the job he is trying
to make the individual sentence perform.

Green is an experimenter with language, and at times an experi-
ment will appear in one book and be dropped in the next—as hap-
pened when he eliminated most expletives and articles from Living,
and modified many verbs in Loving with adjectives. But such
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changes apart, and Blindness excepted perhaps, the development of
his style is not easily traced.

Critics disagree even upon the prose of individual books, and
documentation bears out their respective claims, because examples
of Green’s flattest and of his most redolent prose can be quoted from
any of them. Thus Mark Schorer can say that “the early style was
clipped and spare,” and quote the opening sentence of Party Going
for illustration: “Fog was so dense, bird that had been disturbed
went flat into a balustrade and slowly fell, dead, at her feet.” 28
Similarly, Martin Greenberg can find the “flat, abbreviated state-
ments” of Caught acquiring a ‘“pregnant poetic quality” by “their
very prosiness, their restrictedness and renunciation of all effect.” 24
He sees the spareness of William Carlos Williams in a passage from
Caught beginning, “The staircarpet was white, and the walls. The
banisters pink. He saw yellow curtains” (p. 79).

Both Schorer and Greenberg contrast to these examples the sensu-
ous and pulsating language of Concluding. Giorgio Melchiori, on the
other hand, traces a growing preciosity in Green’s style through
Party Going and Caught to Back, after which “the prose of Con-
cluding . . . seems restrained.” Melchiori quotes from Party Going
to illustrate “precious ornamentation . . . light and elegant like
rococo scroll-work”; he perceives in Caught “‘the farthest point
Green reached in contriving elaborate adjectival expressions.” 25
(Party Going’s scroll-work: ““Aromatic steam as well from her bath
salts so that if her maid had been a negress then Amabel’s eyes
might have shone like two humming birds in the tropic airs she
glistened in” [p. 154]. Caught’s adjectives: “this soft evening ach-
ing room” [p. 107]; “this hyacinthine, grape dark fellowship of
longing” [p. 112].)

These opposing opinions suggest that an analysis of Green’s style
will necessarily lead to subjective conclusions. The sparest and most
elliptical renderings of stark images will be found, and so will mazes
almost as intricate as the description of roses from Back. Both ex-
tremes have served poets, and Green is of no school. There is as
much of Keats in him as there is of Eliot; the flatness of William
Carlos Williams is counterposed in his writing by syntactical permu-~
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tations worthy of Faulkner.* And saying this much, by the way, is
telling only half the story. The emphases so far have been on differ-
ent ways that Green gains poetic effects. But in the most thorough
study of Green’s style, one that works in part through statistical
count, Edward Stokes shows that “‘its basis is the short, syntactically
simple sentence,” and that the great bulk of Green’s “precise and
economical prose [is] colloquially unobtrusive. . . .” 26

Because Green’s writing is so flexible, I feel that judgments of
his style are apt to be unrewarding, unless it is granted right off that
his restraint and his ability to pull out stops are ever waiting
on his vision. Quantity—the prevalence of, say, Green’s “sinuous”
over his “stark” descriptions—is not necessarily telling. That opening
sentence from Party Going (‘“Fog was so dense, bird etc.”) marks
one of the very few times in the novel that Green eliminated articles
as he had done regularly in the preceding book, Living. Yet the in-
stance is significant. It is a way of seeing which is not forgotten when
the prose takes on later lushness—it is a bony, unaccoutred token of
what is in store for the impersonal “her,” Miss Fellowes, who at
that moment makes an instinctive compact with death. Perhaps such
a way of seeing permeated the whole of Living, reflecting Green’s
impression of people in an industrial environment, which is to say
that Green may not have been posturing or experimenting so much
as he was recording. But even in Living we find a style which emo-
tion takes past understatement, a syntactically wrenched writing
more frequent in later books. Here is one passage:

Now first that feeling which had soaked all through about Mr.
Jones, how everything, everything was wonderful, she was the
sweetest girl in the world and wouldn’t the old people be glad
to see her, now first that feeling ebbed and died in him. (p. 230)

And here is another, just as rhetorical, though periodic in a different
way:

* For analyses of Green’s Faulknerian prose in context, see below, pages
106 and 211.
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Is nothing wonderful in migrating birds but when we see them
we become muddled in our feeling, we think it so romantic they
should go so far, far. Is nothing wonderful in a woman carry-
ing but Mrs. Eames was muddled in her feeling by it. As these
birds would go where so where would this child go? (p. 246)

Anaphora—repetition of the first phrase in successive sentences—
is used here. “Is nothing wonderful,” we read, and also twice,
“muddled in . . . feeling.” But because the second sentence is
shorter, at its end we are awaiting a natural completion of thought,
and of sentence pattern as well. By interrupting the rhetorical
momentum, Green creates a pause in which we feel the need for bal-
ance; a pause which he fills with the magnificent geometric sen-
tence, “As these birds would go where so where would this child go?”

These passages, and others like them in Green’s “prosaic” second
book, I feel substantiate my assertion that from first to last he
evolved no series of styles, but that he was equipped early to cope
with what challenged him.

“Style as awakener,” after this, does not seem a just phrase to
apply to Green; but turning to his remarks in 1950, we perceive
that his consciousness of audience, and his belief that standard Eng-
lish is dormant, account partially for his treatment of language.
That part of the novel not written in dialogue, he says, must be
written in a very personal prose, not in impersonal journalese or in
the “good English” of leading articles, because the plethora of im-
personal prose in the modern day tends to retard the awakening of
the reader’s conscious imagination.

At this point in “The English Novel of the Future,” Green men-
tions the one writer whom he believes to have accomplished an
artistic transmutation of the language. This was Charles M.
Doughty, on whom Green had written his one critical article,?” and
whose Arabic English in Arabia Deserta probably comes closest to
influencing Green’s own style. Doughty’s reasons for creating his
pure form of English are the same as Green’s for his more modest
aims. “The Arabia Deserta volumes,” Doughty wrote to D. G. Ho-
garth, “had necessarily a personal tone. A principal cause of writing
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them was besides the interest of the Semitic life in tents, my dislike
of the Victorian English; and I wished to show, and thought I
might be able to show, that there was something else.” 28

It would not do to force a connection between Doughty’s wander-
ings among Bedouins and Green’s among laborers and servants and
office workers. Yet we are back with things and people when we com-
pare the two writers; their sources of inspiration are the spoken
languages of people (people most distinguishing in manners, but
engagingly unsophisticated in speech).*

A passage from Doughty on the nomads strikes exactly the same
note as Green’s praise of the workingmen-humanists:

Well could he speak (with a certain erudite utterance) to his
purpose, in many or in few words. These Orientals study little
else, as they sit all day idle at the coffee in their male societies:
they learn in this school of infinite human observation to speak
to the heart of one another.?®

Their affinity of feeling seems to be brought out by Green’s prose.
In no other writer except Doughty have I seen so many of Green’s
special tamperings with English. A London reviewer cites a descrip-
tion of a mare from Doughty which might almost have been written
by Green:

Never combed by her rude master, but all shining beautiful and
gentle of herself,she seemed a darling life upon that savage soil
not worthy of her gracious pasterns.3?

Note the epithet “darling life,” then place against this a short
sentence from Loving: “She looked for a second time full at him
seriously with her raving beauty” (p. 157). Both passages illustrate
a technique which Theodore Kalem ascribes to Green as follows:

* Walt Taylor writes that Doughty “felt intuitively, what the philologists
now confirm, that a primitive language is more concrete than a more civi-
lized language; that a civilized language is addressed more to the reason,
and is therefore more abstract.” (Doughty’s English [London, 1939], p. 4.)
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“He alters the context of a devaluated word or phrase and restores
its purchasing power in the mart of meaning. . . .” 81

Physical associations with nonphysical entities also help make
the styles of Green and Doughty concrete. Doughty will mention
“these fat weeks of the spring pasture”;®2 in Caught, Green con-
cludes a metaphor with a similar association, speaking of “the fat
white winter of her body” (p. 117). For another kind of concrete-
ness, compare this sentence from Loving, “He licked a palm of his
hand, then smarmed his yellow hair” (p. 156), to this one by
Doughty: “. . . he fetched him a clean back-stroke upon the neck-
bone, and swapt off at once . . . the miserable man’s head.” 33 Note
the expressive coinages ““smarmed” and “swapt”; mark also the
almost cumbersome effect of forcing things, already concrete, onto
the page more concretely. Green does not say “licked his palm” but
“a palm of his hand”; Doughty does not see the stroke of a sword
upon a neck, but a “back-stroke upon the neck-bone.”

Though Doughty punctuates his writing more heavily than Green,
there are times when in sentence structure and punctuation the two
writers come again into accord. At times they will run subordinate
clauses and phrases into the mainstream of the sentence with no
punctuation, and frequently they use commas instead of semicolons
to yoke independent clauses. Both the omissions and the commas
serve for torturing phrases and clauses into closer articulation, in
hopes of investing them with feeling, of striking out against ab-
stract logic.

In Doughty we often come across sentences punctuated like these:

No sweet chittering of birds greets the coming of the desert
light, besides man there is no voice in this waste drought.

The Akaba is not very deep, in the end I found, where the pil-
grims remounted, that we were come down hardly 250 feet.3*

The idea in each second clause is tightly related to that of the
first. The second clauses re-describe what the first propose. Green’s
splicings work the same way:
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She wondered whether she had been wise to choose spirits, she
really did not feel well, they did not seem to have done her any
good. (Party Going, p. 25)

A curious thing is that those who belonged to the exclusive club
were privileged to use a bamboo rod, ordinary prefects could
beat only with a cane. (Pack My Bag, p. 114)

But he was not so blind, he said under his breath, spectacles or
no, he could see Birt coveted the cottage. . . . (Concluding,
p.- 175)

Just as Green’s conversations are often written elliptically, so is
his prose often elliptical, seemingly when it is written close to
speech patterns. Many expletives, and “that’s” which introduce
noun clauses, are eliminated by both Doughty and Green. The comma
splices themselves often point to ellipses. In the second of the three
examples just given, either formal “whereas” or informal “while”
could have linked the clauses. Note also, in the third example, the
curious use of the word “no.” The usual construction here, one
would expect, would be “spectacles or no spectacles”—but Green
cuts the second noun. Doughty is similarly elliptical. He will write,

The stiff neck of any reluctant brute is gently stricken down
. . . then without more he will fall groaning to his knees.?®

The word “more” is serving Doughty as a substantive; he has cut a
word from speech while giving us the pattern of speech.

Curiously, the styles of these writers show similar idiosyncrasies
even when their writing is not informed by speech patterns. For
example, Edward Stokes has noted a peculiar redundancy in Green,
which he calls “his unusual trick of introducing a relative clause
with a redundant conjunction.” 3¢ The examples he gives seem to run
quite contrary to speech patterns. Here are some, the conjunctions
italicized:
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Immediately the mucus reappeared, almost Eton blue in this
brilliant light, and which trembled, weaving with each breath
he took. . . . (Caught, p. 168)

. « . Paddy [lay] snoring between these windows, a web strung
from one lock of hair back onto the sill above and which rose
and fell as he breathed. (Loving, p. 54)

. . . the girl began, raising limpid, spaniel’s eyes to Miss
Edge, and that were filling with easy tears. . . . (Concluding,
p- 175)

I was agreeably surprised, after reading Stokes, to return to
Doughty and find the very same queer redundancy. Here are two
within five pages of each other:

Now seeing themselves evenly matched, they said to him of the
ass, and who was their tribesman, “Turn thou and let us kill
him !”

Near the siik’s end is their corn market, and where are sold
camel-loads of fire-wood, and wild hay from the wilderness.3?

Such expressions would be infrequent in speech, surely.

Some further idea as to the range of Green and Doughty may be
gained from a final illustration, in which their employment of the
relative pronoun “who” seems derived from some ancient source
(perhaps the Bible), and is used far more formally than speech
generally permits. Doughty writes,

The dying derwish gave a weak cry much like a child, and
hastily they raised the camel under him and gathered his bag
of scattered victuals and reached it to him, who sat all feeble
murmuring thankfulness, and trembling yet for fear.%®

From Back we take similar constructions:
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He might have been watching for a trap, who had lost his leg in
France for not noticing the gun beneath the rose. (p. 8)

She said this with an easy mind, who had a ton and a half
stowed safe in the other cellar. (p. 85)

These mannerisms seem self-conscious and literary ; everyday speech
is remote from such expressions.

The purpose of this section on style has been to illustrate the elas-
ticity of Green’s prose, which he can use in innumerable ways to
foster his purpose—that of forcing the reader to waken to the po-
tentials of language. Neither Green nor Doughty, it seems to me,
could be parodied effectively: both are too close to their sources. I
would not say that Green has written a new language in quite the
same sense that Doughty has, for Doughty’s source, Arabic, is too
special a thing. But Green is explicit in his praise of Doughty’s ac-
complishment: it was an overthrowing of a mother tongue grown
dormant by leveling. Green’s effort has been in the same direction as
Doughty’s. I have tried to make their affinities of spirit explicit by
showing relationships in their styles, though it would be dangerous
to insist upon direct and conscious linguistic influence. For Green is
ultimately nonderivative. As Diana Trilling has said, “His syntax
is his own wild and brilliant secret.” 3°



THREE : Crime and pumishment :
BLINDNESS

ASPECTS OF THE FIRST NOVEL

In 1950, Henry Green told Harvey Breit that he had come to be-
lieve that “the true life has nothing to do with sudden death and
great tragedy,” ! and he told a B.B.C. audience that life impinged
upon man obliquely, except when disaster struck him. Green’s first
novel, though, composed a quarter-century before he made those
remarks, deals with sudden blindness. And this is no symbolic blind-
ness being explored, but an actual physical blindness in all its fear-
some reality. John Haye, a student at Noat School, is blinded on a
vacation trip home; before that point John has been established as
a character sundered from his schoolfellows by his arrogance, and



Crime and punishment : BLINDNESs : 51

the novel goes on to trace the effect of blindness on the victim and
his people—family and servants and neighbors at Barwood, his
stepmother’s country estate.

Granted its cathartic relationship with at least two of Green’s
later books (Caught and Back), Blindness is all the same uncharac-
teristic of his work. Both Caught and Back, for example, display the
rapidly shifting surface texture of Green’s other books, a texture
compounded of fantasy and humor. Blindness has little of either.
And it lacks the fast juxtapositions, the hallucinatory angles of
vision, the mythological plot situations, that come to be favorite de-
vices of Green. All this is a way of saying that this first book, de-
spite its imaginative subject, is too real, too closely oriented with
physical reality, to bear much resemblance to Green’s later work.
Only Living matches it in realism, perhaps because the workers’
lives he observed so captivated Green.

Oddly enough, as Green’s characters in later novels collide with
and withdraw from one another, or establish instinctive, fragile,
often occult relationships, we get to see less and less of the insides
of their minds, and come to learn their private obsessions by watch-
ing their behavior. But in Blindness, and to a lesser degree in Liv-
ing, we eavesdrop on thoughts and reveries, so that we perceive
fairly definite parallels between thought and resultant action. I be-
lieve our being able to perceive these parallels takes much of the
mystery from the characters of Blindness—which is to say that I
think a direct ratio exists between the amount of interior monologue
we are allowed to hear and the degree of realism Green achieves.
And Blindness is his least characteristic book because we see so
much of the workings of his characters’ minds. The question is
mainly one of relative space allowed for different methods of pres-
entation. On this matter Beekman Cottrell has observed that
“Blindness falls into almost equal parts of straightforward exposi-
tory writing, interior monologue, and direct conversation.” 2 The
interior monologue, meanwhile, is not presented in an undiluted
stream-of-consciousness but rather in third person and past tense,
the conventional method by which an author translates a character’s
thoughts rather than renders them directly.
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There are other conventionalities in Blindness that differentiate
it from Green’s later work. There is, for instance, his organization
of the book into three parts, “Caterpillar,” “Chrysalis,” ‘‘Butterfly”
—sections which correspond to John Haye’s lively adolescence, his
beshrouded physical and mental state after his blinding, and a slow,
but urgent, process of bursting forth for which the butterfly’s emer-
gence makes so appropriate a metaphor. Green’s use of such overt
divisions as titled sections and chapters is also worth notice, for
never again does he resort to these conventional devices. In Living
(in many ways a transitional book), he employs Arabic numerals to
separate twenty-one different sections, but even these signposts dis-
appear later on, and the succeeding novels are made to announce
their more abstract structures from within, (Concluding and Noth-
ing happen to be arranged in three parts like Blindness, but blank
pages constitute Green’s only formal notice of the divisions.)

Green’s unwillingness to label broad divisions, after Blindness, is
related to his tendency to present brief scenes in uninterrupted se-
quence. Beginning with Living, this tendency seems to foster a cer-
tain discontinuity with which Green’s work is shot through. Each
scene is significant in itself, and can exist on its own because life
itself, Green comes to hold, does not consist of chains of causation
but rather of coincidences which precipitate unpredictable behavior.
This development in his thinking is quite different, we perceive,
from the implication of “Caterpillar,” “Chrysalis,” “Butterfly.” The
deepest difference between Blindness and the rest of Green’s work
lies in an attitude of the author toward his material which the
structure of Blindness bears out. For all the success of its multiple
characterization, Blindness remains introspective. As a schoolboy-
writer, Green’s experience was limited; to supplement his native
talent for observing he drew upon himself—which caused him to
describe a boy’s character in logical development, the boy a product
of his past.
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THE DIARY

Blindness begins with another device not again used by Green: a
public schoolboy’s diary, covering some fifteen months of John
Haye’s last two years at Noat School. The only similar document in
all of Green’s work is the memoir of an eighteenth century French-
woman of fashion, which he uses in Back—but not, as with the diary,
for purposes of character development.

There is an excellent reason for Green’s having chosen the diary
convention in Blindness. Had he limited himself to dialogue, his
characterization of John Haye at Noat could have been impaired;
for conversation among those of Haye’s dilettante set might have
sounded superficially disdainful—as if the speakers were only living
up to the criteria of their group (the Noat Art Society). Occasion-
ally the diary records the kind of language this set resorted to. For
example, John observes that “it is ‘the thing to do’ now to throw
stones at me as I sit at my window. However, I have just called
E. N. a ‘milch cow,” and shall on the first opportunity call D. J. B.
a ‘bovine goat,” which generally relieves matters. These epithets
have the real authentic Noat Art Society touch, haven’t they?”” (pp.
7-8).

The incident is typical of a pattern of self-incurred ostracism and
“intellectual” retort, by which means John can “relieve matters.”
But he is exulting over these epithets to himself; he sees in them
real sources of retaliation. Had we evidence of such exchanges only
in dialogue, we should run the risk of misreading John’s character.
We might tend to look below the surface of dialogue and conclude
that John’s snobbery is a defense mechanism. (We have only to
think of the effect of language in The Catcher in the Rye to realize
how outwardly sophisticated talk can engage the sympathy of
readers.) The diary, on the other hand, enables Green to show how
inwardly supercilious is this boy, most of whose public school life
is spent endeavoring to cut antagonists, to shock everybody, and to
avoid football. Green is bringing an indictment against John Haye,
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and a diary serves as a more credible witness than potentially am-
biguous conversation.

The diary presses the indictment in another way, too: it prevents
any of John’s contemporaries from coming alive. B. G. and Sey-
mour, his dearest friends and rivals, are as anonymous in spirit as
in name. (We do not know whether Seymour is a given or a sur-
name.) They exist only as carbons of John. Fellow-feelers and
accomplices they may be, but each is walled from the other by un-
bridgeable self-interest.

The diary, out of which no person springs to life but the diarist,
is an adequate vehicle for presenting John Haye’s self-centeredness
and its contingent loneliness. His sense of superiority makes him
the nonparticipant, and while, still having his sight, he can retain
his superiority, loneliness is a comfort to him. Blindness is soon to
tap the self-sufficiency dry. But before the blinding episode, we dis-
cover in the diary a wealth of ingenuousness alloyed with the smug-
ness. “What an odious superior fellow I am now!” John writes on
one occasion. “It is my mood tonight. Sometimes I think it is better
to be just what one is, and not to be everlastingly apologising for
oneself in so many words” (p. 81).

The diarist is candid, and in his candor lies potential salvation.
John’s declaring himself “odious’ somehow forces us to take back
the very word that has been forming on our lips. A reviewer once
wrote of the young people of Party Going, “We see how close their
extreme sophistication is to extreme innocence. . . .” 2 The equation
seems to hold for John Haye.

Best indicators of John’s “sophisticated innocence” are his fre-
quent bald pronouncements on art and literature. He can conclude
an entry which has dealt with British steaks, beer, and a marionette
show with such unsupported dogma as, “The only modern Germans
who could paint are Lembach and Boechel” (p. 80). Or he can end
another quite as positively: “The most beautiful letter ever written
is undoubtedly that of Charlotte Bronté’s on her sister Emily’s
death” (p. 9). But blended with their self-assurance his remarks
have a genuine enthusiasm; they reveal an emotional response to
beauty that eclipses self-awareness.
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There is one entry in this diary which, significantly, does not
record anything of the self-conscious rovings of John’s mind, and,
written under the spell of literature, consists entirely of the follow-

ing:
But surely this is most beautiful:

The thrills of a lark fall drop by drop down an unseen
aery ladder, and the calls of the cranes, floating by in a long
string, like the ringing notes of silver bugles, resound in the
void of melodiously vibrating ether.

He is a poet: and his book is in very truth a poem. It is
Gogol. (p. 28)

It is no accident that Green has had John Haye unconsciously
reduce himself to a sounding board by allowing his reaction to Gogol
to stand for an entire day’s thoughts. The passage foreshadows
John’s capacity for spiritual union with outside things, which is to
be realized in the final pages of the book. Nor is the description of
birds singing accidental. Very early in Blindness, imagery derived
from sound appears, and as it is repeated this sound imagery sug-
gests concord between individual and environment. The blind boy
learns to detect nuances of sound and reaches depths of perception
he had not reached previously; the sound images displace those
visual ones that had expressed John’s shallow self-concern. Even
before he was blinded, in fact, he had been charmed by the sound of
a moving brook: “What is it that is so attractive in the sound of
disturbed water? The contrast of sound to appearance, perhaps.
Water looks so like a varnished surface that to see it break up, move
and sound in moving is infinitely pleasing” (p. 86).

That “contrast of sound to appearance” amounts to an early
symbolic statement of a theme Blindness proposes. In possession of
his sight, John is continually attracted to flamboyant visible objects.
In one place, neckties in a shop window beguile him, and in another,
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a cigarette case draws this comment in the diary: “Fell in love with
a transparent tortoiseshell cigarette case for three guineas, very
cheap I thought” (p. 4). Both the preciousness of the tortoiseshell
and the transparency are qualities that betray the “varnished sur-
face” of the kind of achievement to which John aspires.

Taken alone, his remarks about the neckties and the cigarette case
could not be forced to bear such interpretation, but in other places in
the diary, John reveals his delight in superficial aspects of things,
and especially takes into account the visual effect of his own actions
on observers. “With an eye to theatrical effect,” he records, he had
once leashed a bulldog and investigated traces of a reported prowler
at Barwood (p. 14). But whereas sight increases self-awareness,
promotes self-sufficiency, and even favors posturing, the wonders of
sound John perceives after he is blind permit the same escape from
self which Gogol’s writing had permitted. Late in the novel, for ex-
ample, he is glad to apprehend the signals birds make to each other,
whereas earlier he had tried to visualize birds and other things
around him,and just after he was blinded such attempts had brought
him to despair. As he ceases to try to visualize he begins to extend
his feelings beyond himself. The outwardly directed feelings that
sound can induce come to replace the superficial designs of the
schoolboy. A thought the diarist would have been incapable of occurs
to the invalid as he listens to birds signaling: “The 