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NEW NOVELS

FAILINGS OF OUR
YOUNG WRITERS

»

Charlotte's Row. By H. E. Bates.
(Cape. 7s. 6d.)

Hope Against Hope. By Stella Benson.
(Macmillan. 21s.)

| Jadas. By John Metcalfe.

(Constable. 7s. 6d.)

. My Canoe. By Maurice Chenu.

(Eric Partridge. 7s. 6d.)
Reviewed by HOWARD MARSHALL
\\' HY do people write novels? Can it

be that the typewrtters which at
this moment are rattiing in thou-

' sands of otherwise blameless homes are ail
' beiwg hammered by artists certamn of
. thewr vocation?

To take a particular instance. Why
does Mr. Bates write novels? He s young—
twentv-five, to be exact—and yet CHAR-
rorte’'s Row is his third book. It 13 a
cood book—that much 1s certain—but if
we are to draw any wider conclusions from

| 1t we are forced to wonder what drives

Mr. Bates to wniting. ,

What has he to say that will interest
or delight ns? What fresh significance does
he find in human experience, or what new
twist can he give to the .\tur.\-tolk'r's art-

| These are difficult questions to answer, but

they are prompted by the fact that here
s an author who has an unusually sure

b qrasp of  techmique, and so sets us

speculating about s future.
In his previous novels Mr. Bates has

| taken the countrvside as his background,
' but now. with ** Charlotte’s Row,”’ he turns

l
|

to the squalor of tenement life in an indus-
trial town. There 1s nothing surprising about
that. The slums are a temptation to every
serions writer. They crawl with novelists
as St. Jves crawls with painters. They
offer sombre colour effects and curious
characters and violent emotions. Arthur
Morrison proved that thirty years ago
with his *“ Tales of Mean Streets.”” and none
of his successors has used the materal more

effectively,

Familiar Theme

Mr. Bates changes the formula very hittle
he gives us a drunken shoemaker who beats
lits wife, a dreaming Socialist and a work-
ing girl who grasps pathetically at 1llusory
beauty, harridans and wastrels, and a boy
groping for comprehension in a darkness
without hope. 1t is all very sad and very
true. The marionettes dance to the old
tunes, and the curtain comes down on the
appropriately tragic ending.

<o far so good. No one will quarrel with
Mr. Bates for choosing such a tamibar
theme, provided that he has clothed 1t with
fresh svmpathy or 1nsight. Well, he has
svmpathy, without a doubt, and, what s
anore, he does not allow it to fapse into
sentimentalitv, His story is firmly con-
structed, and he has control over his
characters. [ would, in fact, recommend
this book warmly to the discriminating
reader,

After that you may wonder why [ say
that it 1s not entirely convincing. Mr.
Bates ha: succeeded up to a point; super-
fictally, his detachment 1s complete and
admirable, so that the people in his story
should have independent vitality. That 1s
where he fails. He has imposed himself
slightly upon his characters, and they have
become artificial. The Socialist who grows
flowers i, the shadow of a factory; the girl
who finds her hopes_symbolised by the un-
expected sight ot bluebells; the shoemaker
who longs tor a day in the woods with his
dog when he comes out of prison; the boy
whose mother liked birds and butterflies
these are unusual people collected by the
author and endowed by him with certain
strong feelings and desires. They are not
the inevitable products of their surround-
ings, and through them the construction
of the story becomes visible. It is this
artificiality which dilutes the quality ot
““Charlotte Row "’ and causes me to
wonder whether Mr. Bates 1s driven to
writing by a need that is urgent enough
ever to make full use of his already adequate
technique,

Delicate and Charming

Miss Stella Benson, on the otlier hand,
believes 1n giving her characters their

heads, and that is largely why her work 1s |
| so enchanting. I am thinking particularly |

of the six stories in Hope Acainst Hork,
which i1s, so the publishers say, ** the first
book by this author to be issued in a limited
edition,”” and, they firmly add, ** there is no
present intention of publishing these stories
in_any other form.”” Doubtless the pub-
lishers know their own business best. I am
delighted to have on my shelves one of the
650 copies of a book composed in the poli-
philus fount and printed on hand-made
paper, but it does seem a pity that so few
people should be able to share my good for-
tune. I should, moreover, be just as happy
to read Miss Benson on the ordinary paper
of an ordinary edition.

[ suppose the trouble is that short stories
are unpopular, though the publishers felt
that M:ss Benson has a sufficiently large fol-
lowing to guarantee the dispo:al of a limited
edition. 1 ecan never understand this
animus against the short storv. If the work
1s good enough the stories will sell. Kipling
proved that, and I imagine the publishers of
A. E. Coppard, Katherine Mansfield,
Tchekor, and Richard Garnett have no just
cause for complaint.

Still, there 1t is. M:iss Benson may not be
a popular author, though she deserves to be.
She 1s 1n some degree a successor to
Katherine Mansfield. At present her stories
have not the same depth and significance,
but the glancing method of approach is
similar., The action appears to take place
in a brilhant light; we see the characters
sharply outlined against an unobtrusive but
relevant background of circumstance. Selec-
tion, compression—these are others of Miss
Benson's qualities, but, above all, her cha-
racters have integritv, Miss Benson does
not speak through their mouths, but allows
them to go their own ways 1n her stories,
This is delicate, observant, sensitive work.,

Macabre Studies

[ wish I could say the same of Jupas, by
Mr. John Metecalie. These also are short
stories, but of the forced. hot-house variety.
They are certainly competent, and those who
like studies 10 the macabre will find then
entertaining. Mr. Metcalie writes power-
fullv: the ease with which he uncoils horror
upon horror is impressive. Nearly all these
tales deal with obsescion in one form or
another, but 1 hope Mr. Metcalte does not
propnse to concentrate solelr on the grue-
some and less savougy bre-wavs of life,

In direcy contrast 1s My CaxoE, a transia-
t:on from the French of Manrice Chenu.
This is hardiy a novel, though the publishers
\

st
cketches—lighi-hearted, sentimental, amus-
ng accounts of adventures with a canone on
the lesser-known rivers of France. It leaves
the impression that M. Chenu would he a
charrung travelling companion—a trifle
impulsive, {mrhaps. and apt to take nnneces-
sary risss, but witty, urbane, and cheerfully

| able to tura misfortune to good account.

Actnally his hook has been awarded the
Touring Club de France's first prize as the
best travel book of the vear, and Fngzlish
readers will find that 1t passec away the odd
hour agreeably enough.
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all 1t one, nor is it a collection of short |
ories, It is rather a series of travel |
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