~ Islands out of time

GEORGE MACKAY BROWN js a
distinguished poet of the

Orkneys, and Greenvoe, his first

novel, is a poetic distinguished
and totally delightful Orcadian
story.,

\ To compare it with * Under
Milk Wood" 1is perhaps too
obvious; yet inside the limitations
of their different media Dylan
Thomas and Mr Brown are very
close: the community is evoked
in rolling prose-poetry, there is a
constant pressure of sexual love
and fertility, a
regional separatism from the
same mother country, and an
overall apprehension that the
way of life described will soon be
engulfed by progress.

But Mr Brown’s island people
are-a stage further away: they
look constantly outwards to the
ocean and backwards to their
ancestors, symbolised by the rites
of the Master Horsemen which
local farmers are celebrating.
There is contact with the main-
land, through the handsome
ferryman who ships stores across
to gossiping Mrs Evoe and
seduces susceptible visuors;.but
the islanders treat the twentieth-
century as a convenience, not
.as a necessity.. '

‘Overlaying the basic, tradi-
tional life of the fishermen and
farmers is the more middle-class
existence of various incomers:
the vicar's mother, persecuted
by ghosts from her past; the laird
in his castle; even an Indian
door-to-door salesman, who gives
a wonderfully funny and sympa-
thetic account of his visit in a
letter, Mr Brown  switches the
narrative from one person to
another, building up.a patina of
experience 'which culminates 1in
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George Mackay Brown: humour
and sensitivity

his coup de thédtre—the invasion
of the 1sland by minions of some
mainland Ministry who turn it
into part of an Early Warning
System and, seemingly, destroy
the community. . - ~

This drama, and the final note
of hope—the. Master Horsemen
return fo start the cycle again—
rings false to. the rest of the
book; the event 'is likely enough
in itself, but Governments can

now destroy on a far larger scale .

than ever before, and there
seems no:reason to suppose that
because ‘'a community absorbed
the Danes and the English it can
absorb also a Fylingdales—and
Mr Brown does rather hurry over
the whole affair. But it is the
only serious criticism one can
have of this fine book, full of
humour and sensitivity and of
the unsentimental poetry of raw
experience: Mr Brown brings to
the great tradition of English

e 15 an urban
garryi The Wild Boys into the North

social realism a
impulse,

William Burroughs is also a
poetic writer, a digger among
the Fleurs du Mal: his savagery

one, transported in

strong poetic

African hinterland. This very
readable novel is sub-titled A
Book of the Dead, though it's not
clear who is dead: the reader: per-
haps, for it is set in 1988 by
which time civilisation has col-
lapsed, leaving isolated puddles

of great luxury and packs of
murderous adolescents. -

Really, though, the book is a
sequence of fragmented episodes
from the narrator's past: child-
hood in St Louis, sexual awaken-
Ing and later homosexual
pleasures across several contin-
ents—the cataclysmic forecasts
are less interesting than the
climacteric memories, It is a long
time since Mr Burroughs has
written anything so accessible and
S0 openly nostalgic. There iz a
beautiful invocation to the inno-
cence of youth and also some
very funny acute reporting which
should flatten all those muscle-
boy disciples of Hemingway.

Of course, Mr Burroughs him-
self does rather go in for ugliness
and the Wild Boys themselves
seem, to belong to a homosexual
fantasy, all blood, sweat and
sperm. But it 1s a measure of his
talents that these frequent epi-
sodes are easily digested in the
general brilliance of the book.

~ The way they live now

SHORT STORIES [ | MAURICE WIGGIN

The Devastating - Boys by
Elizabeth Taylor (Chatto &
Windus £2.25). Eleven storles,
most of which confirm the stature
of this penetrating, formidably
intelligent writer. One or two
cream you with pleasure, only
one falls short of her standard.
Tough-minded; penetrating
psychological insights; a little
remote, cool, economical; wide
range, a beautiful spare clarity.
More clarity than charity, but
just enough of the latter quality
to save her explorations of human
nature from the reproach (if
reproach it be) of being clinical.

Man of England Now by Frank
Sargeson (Martin Brian and
O’Keeffe £2). Here is a strange,
rare talent, unquestionably distin-
guished, delightfully difficult to
classify., In this book of three
novellas Frank Sargeson, a New
Zealander who stays 1n New
Zealand (and why not?) displays
the dazzling range of his acute
He uses
language joyously—sometimes
catching the tone and rhythms
of “everyday” (Antipodean)
speech, sometimes, when spe.ak-
ing in his own persona, striking
a note of marvellous sustained
sonority, very catching and fine.
Knows his people inside-out, so0
re-creates them, vividly,

The Song of the Wren by H. E.
Bates (Michael Joseph, £1.90).
Vintage Bates—does that not say
enough? Mr Bates is directly In
that “ English” tradition which,
some might argue, was actually in-
vented by A. E. Coppard; but he
is capable of more extravagant
extremes, both of tragedy and
hilarity. His new collection,
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" YOUNG PHILIP SIDNEY
1572-1577 by James M Osborn
Yale £9.50 pp 563
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so too—particularly the sitting
champion, William the Silent, who
offered Sidney his daughter and
the Lord Governorship of Holland
and Zeeland. It was this, Mr
Osborn pointfully suggests, that
eventually frightened ueen
Elizabeth off Sidney:

It would seem that behind the
negotiations with the Prince of
Orange Elizabeth may have
smelled a plot of the Dudley
{)Lelcester] faction. - If . Philip
ecame Lord Governor of Holland

and Zeeland, he could emerge
from the Dutch wars -as a leader

on whom the Lowlanders could
ultimately bestow sovereignty. He
could then become the Dudley
candidate for Elizabetli’s own
throne, Such a possibility should
be nipped in the bud.
. This would certainly help to
explain why, during the nine
years left to him, the once mar-
vellous boy’s career was S0
frequently frustrated. It was
only with his gallant, classic death
after Zutphen—a death which,
by leaving the Mastership of the
Horse vacant, paved the way for
the insufferable Essex—that
Elizabethan England fully dis-
covered Sidney to be the flower
of the age. But that is only part
(i)f tll}e grand paradox of the age
tself.

‘Derek Lambert
The Red House

'This stunning sequelto
Angels in the Snow brilliantly
describes a year in the life of
a Russian diplomat in
Washington-the exploitation,
blackmail, espionage and

seduction.

Published in association with

Arlington Books
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which will not disappoint his
faithful following, consists of
three powerful stories which
illuminate the darker side of this
dangerous writer, relieved by two
which introduce us to a new Bates
comic eccentiric, the zany and
delicious Miss Shuttleworth, who
may not be so mad as she seems.

Such vivacity, such veracity. A’

master of deceptive simplicity,
the art that hides the artifice,

Livingstone’s Companions
Nadine Gordimer (Cape £1.99).
This impressive South African
writer relates human life in the
dark continent now to human
life anywhere, everywhere, at all
times., Her urgent social and
political concerns underlie
do not manipulate) her primary
concern, the artist's, with the
dangerous dazzling mystery of
personal relationships. She writes
of 2 wide range of sensibilities 1n
a wide range of cultural contexts:
all her creatures are equally
alive, involved, suffering and
learning and living with us. For
which, we live the more.

The Ballroom of Romance by
William Trevor. (Bodley Head,
£2.25). Mr Trevor, a much-
admired writer, does something
to confirm me in the misanthropy
which I spend so much time
fighting off; I don’t know why,
since it's so congenial. In a way
he 1is a wonderful writer,
vivacious, observant, perceptive;
he leaves us in no doubt about
his perceptiveness, nor about his
essential charity: but his view
of life, even when he is making
jokes, is, or at any rate so it
seems to me, almost unrelievedly
messy, and murky.

by

(but.

Let's not

misunderstand each other (some
hopes!): he is a very talented,
true, doggedly true; veracious
writer; but somehow, while some
other such writers exhilarate,
Mr Trevor depresses me..

Stories and True Storlas by
Francis Steegmuller (Macmillan,
£2.25). Memoirs of an aesthete,
true and imaginary, Very refresh-
ing in a way. Misanthropy may
be an engaging form of modesty.
Sharp-eyed like all aesthetes, Mr
Steegmuller, the biographer of
Cocteau, writes with unfailing
appeal about the inhabitants of

the world of art, and others, I
loved it.

The Sphere Book of Modern Irish
Short Stories, edited by David
Marcus (40p). Nice price, nice
format, wonderful bunch of
names—and amazingly, no list of
cantents. But the authors in-
ciude James Joyce, Edna O’Brien,
Sean O’'Faolain, Brendan Behan,
Liam  O’Flaherty, Frank
O'Connor, and James Stevens.
Personally I've gone off the Irish
sensibility -a bit, or more than a
bit. That said, some of these are
top-flight examples of the genre,
and really you could hardly find
stories more vivacious and be-
tguili'ng, and far more funny than
ragic, . :

Loves and Deaths: Short stories
bv nineteenth-century novelists
from Scott to Hardy. (O.U.P. 75p).
A very pleasant “ digest” sort
of book: bits of Dickens, Thack-
ery, Trollope and Meredith as
well as Scott and Thomas Hardy.
Very good bits, be it said. If you
can afford only one book of those
reviewed here, this is the one.
Written by giants,

CRIMINAL RECORDS : EDMUND CRISPIN

Colonel Butler’'s Wolf by
Anthony Price (Gollancz £1.73).
Nice to have the British Security
Services represented as intelli-
gent and formidable for a change,
and particularly nice when the
representation is done by a writer
as 1ntelligent and formidable as
Mr Price. Student-activist back-
ground, with fine action, fine
intrigue, a fine terminal shock.
On no account miss this one.

Ask the Right Question Dby
Michael Z. Lewin (Hamish
Hamilton £1.75). Indianapolis
private eye, asked by fifteen-year-
old millionaire’s daughter to find
out who her " biological father”
is, uncovers murkier and murkier
conspiring. Little violence, little
sex, little boozing, but the story
still fascinates throughout;, and
frequently amuses as well, Ior a
first novel by a young author,
very assured and satisfying
indeed.

Breath of Suspiclon by
Elizabeth Ferrars (Collins £1.50).
Identity puzzles in London and

Madeira—-and of course murder

too—related with all Miss
Ferrars's customary bland
proficiency.

Red on Wight by Diana Winsor
(Macmillan £1.50). Starts a bit
tiresomely, with narrator-heroine
Tavy Martin being pert about the
numerous admiring young men
clustered round her, but soon
develops &a strong plot, well
carried through, to do with blow-
ing up of Nato and Common-
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wealth  warships. Interesting
Portsmouth background. One and
only sex scene mercifully in-

explicit and brief. Decidedly
promising début.

No Case for the Crownm by
Donald McLachlan (Sidegwick &
Jackson £1.75). Novel of spying
and political intrigue, its point of
departure the murder, by cyanide
gas pistol, of a London newspaper
editor addicted to fearless
exposés. ~ Convincing but rather
stolid—this last circumstance
being partly due to an apparently
doctrinaire refusal, in the dia-
logue passages, to assign separate
paragraphs to separate speakers.

White Horse to Banbury Cross
by Richard Llewellyn (Michael
Joseph £2.50). Jumbo thriller,
lively if somewhat over-
exclamatory (and also, on occa-
sion, slightly bewildering), about
how devious multi-mtllionaire
copes with sinister infiltration of
his Middle Eastern financial
empire. Dénouement makes a
real try at real originality, and
very nearly succeeds.

The Wanted Man by Henry
Cecil (Michael Joseph £1.80). Is
or is not amiable Mr Partridge,
recently settled at Little Bacon, in
actual fact the escaped bank
robber John Gladstone? Little
Bacon’s middle class discusses the
problem at length, and eventually
reaches a conclusion, which
happens {o be wrong. Plenty of
entertaining digressions, but not
much plot.

H. E. Bates
The Song Of The Wren
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A new Bates comic eccentric,
Miss Shuttleworth, is B
introduced in two of the five
new pieces which illustrate -
H. E. Bates’s immense
versatility in his favourite
form, the short story. £7.90
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