NEW FICTION by DOMINIC LE FOE

T1me dances on

The Military Philosophers, by
Anthony Powell. Hememann, 25s.
The Wild Cherry Tree, by H. E.
Bates. Michael Joseph, 25s.

The Image Men, by J. B. Priestley.
Heinemann, 35s.

The First Circle, by Alexander Solz-
henitsyn. Collins-Harvill, 42s. |

THERE IS A WONDERFUL CERTAINTY
engendered by the two-volume novel;
not only can one pick up where one left
off (a pleasure that dedicated readers will
readily recognize) but one can learn to
know the author rather as one can learn
to love and know one’s port. Mr Powell's
latest book is far along the road from the
two-volume novel. The Mzilitary Philos-
ophers 1s, in fact, the ninth volume of
the novel called A Dance To The Music
of Time, and is the third leg of the war
trilogy.

[ have not followed all nine volumes,
but reading The Military Philosophers
causes me to feel my loss, and I shall
repair the omission. Anthony Powell
writes with what is best described as
technique. His book resembles those
elegant little specimen cabinets one
sometimes found in Edwardian drawing
rooms, the faded velvet trying to keep
its pile in the face of continual battering
from a thousand unconsidered trifles.

As the title implies, this section of his
novel deals with those called upon by
fate and feeling to play their part in that
vast unplanned canvas that was our
most recent World War. The narrator 1s
plunged into a life linked with the War
Office, and dealing with the rich assort-
ment of foreign allies who found retuge
and a war base. He meets those friends
and acquaintances who had graced hunt
balls and board rooms, school and
university eight. He passes through the
valley of paranoia when grown men
talked of ‘‘ going red ’’ when they meant
achieving staff rank. The book closes at
that moment of catharsis, familiar to so

many, at Olympia when the demob suits
were handed out, and our hero makes
his first decision that leads back to
civilian life, namely, to accept all the
civilian garb on offer except the under-
wear.

It is in his marshalling of these
trifles that Mr Powell contrives so
successfully to bottle the essence of the
times of which he writes. There 1s an
elegance to his style that 1s brilliantly
supported by the steel thread ot his
narrative, and one 1s delighted to
recognize that The Military Philosophers
is another spendid manifestation of a
remarkable literary enterprise.

No one leaps more happily into the
world of escape and fantasy than does
H. E. Bates. There are few authors 1
accompany so willingly. His new
publication, The Wild Cherry Tree,
which is a collection of ten short stories,
is again a welcome addition to any
reading table. Mr Bates possesses an eagle
eye; it is well matched with a sharp pen,
and his armoury is further strengthened
by a gentle wit and a sense of true pathos.
Take ‘‘ Same Time, Same Place,” for ex-
ample. The heroine, Miss Treadwell, 1s
a lady of circumstances so reduced as to
be non-existent. In seven short para-
graphs he sketches an entire way ot lite
for a genteel soul desperately trying to
maintain appearances on a pittance.
His survival plan includes such ploys as
living on bread, margarine, and tea; of
the necessity of ordering pots of tea in
tea shops, and so gain access to the cube-
sugar bowl, and even perhaps some
abandoned tips; to the propriety of
visiting the public Ladies in the park,
where there was the sporting chance of
reclaiming other people’s lost cosmetics.
In 14 pages the saga of Miss Treadwell 1s
both comic and heartbreaking—and one
cares to the last full stop.

Halibut Jones, another rich creation,
is in a quite different sort of situation.
He is a bucolic con-man, who knows to a

nicety how to sub an advance payment,
or ahealthgiving meal of homemade bread
and three kinds of cheese, as well as he
knows the way to the local public house.
Within the tiny canvas we see Halibut
Jones writ large, and although we may
deplore his ethics, we laugh at his out-
rageous morality because we know that
Halibut Jones is the third cousin of our
own alter ego. ‘“ The Wild Cherry Tree ™
which gives its name to the collection is
a poignant story of rare insight and in-
vention. Indeed, Mr Bates has tavoured
us with ten gems—graduated, gleaming,
polished by a master craftsman, and set
by an artist.

Graven images were proscribed in the
Old Testament. I wonder what the
prophets would have made of today’s
image chisellers? In his own considerable
way Mr Priestley is something of a
twentieth-century prophet, and m his
book The Image Men tells us what he
thinks. Mr Priestley is one of that select
band of authors who engender feelings of
friendship as one reaches for their latest
book. Long a boon companion, creator of
books one returns to again and again,
every new publication of his 15 an
agreeable reunion.

So it is with The Image Men. That 1s
not to say that Mr Priestley has never
written better—indeed he has—but this
is a book that from any other pen would
be hailed as a minor masterpiece, and
we recognize the hand+- of the highly
skilled and professional author. Not
only that, Mr Priestley 1s a born story-
teller, and we bounce along in his rum-
bustious wake delighting in his fearless
invention, and savouring the fun of a
richly comic novel.

The central characters are Professor
Cosmo Saltana (a distant cousin of
Daisy Ashford’s hero?) and Dr Own Tuby
who create the Institute of Social
Imagistics. Their success is based largely
on their own instincts, some interesting
young ladies on the staff, and the services

of a bogus computer whose flashing red
and green lights were secured from a
theatrical property company. It 1s a
great gutsy book, as hearty as a cool
Guinness in a warm bar, and entertaimning
on every page. Peopled with characters as
richly drawn as may be, it ofters 1m-
mensely amusing company, and throws
some hilarious sidelights on Army re-
cruiting, pop stars, Members of Parha-
ment, and others whose ‘* images '~ are
brought to the Institute for running
repairs or reconstruction. Written for
fun—and fun to read.

There is not much fun m 7The First
Circle, the newest book of Alexander
Solzhenitsyn’s to be published 1n Britain.
Set in 1949, when Russia was 1 the
paroxysm of Stalin’s terror, it spans just
three days. Its central character 1s
arrested for trying to warn an old family
friend of impending arrest. He 1s sent to
Mavrino, a ‘‘special’ prison where
gifted scientists and others are imprisoned
but still devote their talents to the State.
Here it is clear that the warders sufter
almost as much as the prisoners; for the
prisoners can find some comfort in the
very helplessness of their situation.
“ When we have lost everything we have
nothing to fear.”” It shows the cruel toll
taken by a heartless system on those
who break even slightly the rules, and
it underlines the heartrending tragedy
implicit in a great nation of gifted and
industrious people weighed down by a
tyrannous bureaucracy staffed at the top
by evil and vindictive men.

There are moments of rare pathos n
this compelling story; there are rarer
moments of humour. Mr Solzhenitsyn
has not only a majestic intellect which
fully comprehends the unnamed terrors
of tyranny, he has a pen that glows white
hot with compassion. Historically of
profound interest, as a literary work 1t
must rank high on the list of major novels
of the last decade. I found it brutally
readable and painfully disturbing.
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