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Mr Bates and a serpent |

YOUNG writer could
follow one of two paths,
Edward Garnett said in his
introduction to H. E. Bates'
first novel, ‘The Two Sisters’
in 1926. ol

He could walk the endlessly
difficult path of art or move
smoothly along the path of
facile achievement.

Forty-four years and 70
books later, it is clear that
Bates chose not one, but both
wavs, Some of his short stories
and mnovellas are among the
most beautiful of their kind.
His survey of the modern short
story is still the best available,
29 vears after it was first pub-
lished.

A few of hix novels rate
high among the second rank of
traditional 20th century Eng-
lish fiction, But a large slice of
his stories, novels, plays and
essays is facile, fatuous and
careless.

Now a peevish old country-
man of 65, Bates gives us i
first volume of an autobiog-

raphy.

‘The  Vanished World'
(Michael Joseph, 1B% pp.,
$6-200 in which he declares his
prejudices, rants against the
modern world, remembers a
lost one fondly, and writes
some of his best, and much of
his worst, prose. 1t takes him
from his birth in 1905 to 1925
when Jonathan Cape accepis
‘The Two Sisters' for publica-
tion.

Tens of thousands of read-
ers will enjoy it. Most of them
will be the funs of the Flying
Officer X stories of World War
11 and of the war novels such
as ‘Fair Stood the Wind for
France' (1944), “The Cruise of
the Breadwinner' (1946), "The
Purple Plain’ (1947}, and "The
Jacaranda Tree' (1948).

SDME of them will be from

the large new audience
Rates won at the end of the
1950s with some deplorablz
rib-tickling pot-boilers such as
*The Darling Buds of May' and
‘A Breath of French Air'
books which minimise the
mysteries of natural beauty
which he had long celebrated,
and maximised mirth in the
welfare state.

A maore select group of
readers will be the audience
for his novels of English coun-
try life. But the most discern-

in paradise

ing of all will be those who
recognise Bates as one of the
finest short-story writers of his
generation. For this last group
the autobiography will

treasured as his first important
revelation of the man behind
the books. In a career span-
ning nearly hall a century

he there have only been glimpses

in scattered prefaces, some dis-
jointed notes in a memoir_he
wrote about his mentor, Ed-
ward Garnetl, and a few Press
interviews,

THE Vanished World' is the

world of the English
Midlands in the early years
of this century. For the young
Bates it was partly the world
of leather and shoemakers
into which he was born, but
mainly the world of the Eng-
lish countryside to which he
was strongly attracted.

He was protected from the
booze and the brawls of the
former by the respectability
and strait-laced Methodism of
his family, and flung headlong
into the latter by his father
and grandfather who |oved the
busless, motorless roads, the
hlackberry hedges, river low-
paths, woodland ridings and
surrounding farms. This world
was engulfed long ago by ur-
banisation and industrialisation
but it continues to live in
Bates' imagination as a para-
dise "utterly unblemished, a
joy for ever".

The serpent first intruded in-
to this paradise when Bates
left school and failed dismally
as a 10 shillings-a-week report-
er on a provincial newspaper.
It showed its evil eye again
after he had secretly written

"The Two Sisters' three times
at break-neck speed while ap-
pearing to work as a clerk in
a leather warehouse.
, He was sacked and thrown
on the dole. Meanwhile, his
precious manuscript did the
rounds of 10 publishers.
Forty-five vears later he is
still proud of this immature
and cloudy novel because it
was a work solely of the im-
agination, not the typical first
novel of chronicled realism or
an intellectual’s puzzle, Bates
insists that “the business of
writing fiction is an exercise in
the art of telling lies". His
conception of  imagination
seems to mix the Hohbesian
view of memory freed from
many restrictions of actual ex-
perience with the view that
Coleridge expressed of Words-
worth's poetry: “the fine bal-
ance of truth in observing,
with the imaginative faculty
in modifying the objects ob-
served'.

CER'TAINLY Bates  has

always mixed close ohser-
vation of real ohjects with a
kind of lyrical idealisation of
them. Like the symbolist poets
he seems to pursue an idesl
of beauty. He also operates
within an aesthetic like the
symhbolists. He said in the
preface 1o ‘Country  Tales’
(1938) that he had never writ-
ten & story 1o illustrate an
idea, nor did he ask his readers
to accept a philosophy, a point
of view, a creed, 2 moral or a
sermon.

Most of his stories express
nothing but themselves. The
maost successful are bubbles of
sparkling beauty. The failures,

strained with artifice, collapse
into the common water of
prettiness.

Bates rates style as high as
matter and compression higher.
In ‘The Modern Short Story’
he praises Chekhov and Mau-
passant for “the art of distilla-
tion, of compressing into the
fewest, clearest possible sylla-
bles the spirit and essence
a scene”’.

Certainly these are the quali-
ties that distinguish his own
best work. He is a sensuous
writer. His prose has “'the
painterly quality” he found in
that of Stephen Crane. Some
might call it a cinematic qual-
ity, He writes in technicolour
with stereophonic sound and
he assaults several senses at
once with a Tennysonian abil-
ity to cram a high density of
word pictures into a few sent-
ences, each picture rich in col-
our, sound and feeling and
flowing easily into the next on
waves of rhythmic prose.

U NFORTUNATELY his

best writing appears rarely
in his autohiography where he
mechanically parodies himself
with facile appeals to stock
emotions and  lachrymose
sentimentality.

It is as though his years of
writing compressed. imperson-
al fiction have left him with
no adeguate personal style. He
plasters facile descriptions too
liberally on a weak and mean-
dering narrative and the few
flashes of heauty are lost in
the froth of prettiness.

He constantly justifies ac-
tions that need no justification
and he records mainly his stic-
cesses. There is no more than
a hint of the theological argu-
ments he is said to have had
with the local clergy and only
a mention of the unsuccessful
play he published three months
hefore the successful “The Two
Sisters'. Neverthless, there are
more revelations than he has
ever given us about Bates the
man,

Perhaps he is saving his lit-
crary reminiscences for a later
volume. It is to be hoped that
if he does, he sets his stand-
ards higher and writes specific-
ally for an audience a cut
above that which worshipped
his Larkins,
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