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TRANSITIONS
Personal Development with a Difference

 a 6-day course for busy professionals who
recognise a need for space to deepen their
inner connection and explore fresh meaning.

Last 2008 course (over 2 weekends) - August 22-25 & 29-31 

www.re-vision.org.uk
re vision centre for integrative psychosynthesis

97 Brondesbury Road London NW6 6RY 
tel: 020 8357 8881 email: info@re-vision.org.uk

re vision is a registered charity offering Counselling and Psychotherapy training
to nationally accredited standards.

Free Open Evening 
Wednesday AUGUST 13th at 7pm

      
      

    

    
 

 

  

      
      

    

    
 

 

  

      
      

    

    
 

 

  

      
      

    

    
 

 

  

      
      

    

    
 

 

  

      
      

    

    
 

 

  

      
      

    

    
 

 

  

      
      

    

    
 

 

  

JEREMY Lewis has
always been addicted
to embellishing

anecdotes or stories,
preferably of the tallest
impossible literary sort,
as far as I can make out.
He is like the Malvern
public schoolboy that he
once was, who is
addicted to doughnuts
and cream cakes. In this,
the third instalment of his
autobiography, he cannot
get enough of them into
his mouth at the same
time.

Take what he comes
up with about my much-
maligned relative
Mervyn Horder (the sec-
ond Lord Horder), an

eccentric who had twice
been prosecuted as a
result of sending naked
photographs of himself
through the post in the
1960s, and latterly the
managing director of
Duckworths, the publish-
ers, in Covent Garden.
This is recorded in the
third volume of Lewis’s
 literary tall stories.

When Jeremy met
Mervyn in a pub in Cam-
den Town where Beryl
Bainbridge also used to
meet him, he “must have
been in his early 80s by
then: he was wearing a
skimpy bathing costume,
rubber flip-flops and a
vest, and had shaved and

waxed his legs for the
occasion”.

A sentence or two
 later, after conferring
with his beloved mentor
on such all-important
matters, Alan Ross, the
poet, editor of The
 London Magazine and
cricket journalist for the
Observer, he concluded:
“I suspect the flippers
and the goggles were
[Mervyn’s] own
 embellishments.”

Not so about the
 goggles. Mervyn was a
keen motorcyclist, who
specialised in looking
like Toad in The Wind of
the Willows when the
latter was on the verge of

taking up with some mad
new invention like the
motor car. In this
instance, Jeremy found it
impossible to tell the
embellished from the
real.

Mervyn’s obituary,
when it appeared in the
Daily Telegraph, includ-
ed a sulky photograph of
him complete with
 goggles, but without the
rubber flip-flops. 

In another context
entirely, it fell to Dennis
Enright, the poet, and
Jeremy after him, when
both were working for
publishers Chatto and
Windus, to try to edit Iris
Murdoch’s novels.

On one of two
 occasions, Jeremy comes
out with the whole truth:
“I always felt that Chatto
had done her a great
 disservice by not
 insisting on editing her
later books, but by then it
was too late. Her  novels
were treated as Holy
Writ... As Dennis soon
discovered, she was not
prepared to be edited in
any way.” End of  story.

The most heartbreak-
ing chapter is the last, in
which Ross, as a result
of many years of depres-
sion dating from experi-
ences in the Second
World War, attempts sui-
cide, and eventually dies.

In the last sentence,
Jeremy sums up the
whole book: “Dennis
and Alan had been my
mentors and my friends,
the two men I loved and
admired more than any
others in the literary
world, father figures
standing in for the one I
had lost.”

After a lifetime of
embellished anecdotes,
he might remember TS
Eliot’s infamous saying
in Four Quartets: “In my
end is my beginning.”

� Grub Street Irregu-
lar. By Jeremy Lewis. 

The Harper Press £20
Order online at
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The naked peer in flip flops and other strange stories

Sifting clues to
the mind of a
literary genius

Jeremy Lewis’s
autobiography
reveals the real

experiences of a
literary figure
consumed by

tall stories,
writes John

Horder

Careful scrutiny of  one of  
Beckett’s student’s old lecture
notes offers an insight into  the
complex influences behind his
work, writes Michael Worton

MOST famous
for plays such
as Waiting for
Godot, End -

game and Happy Days, in
which tramps philos -
ophise about parsnips,
aged parents live in rub-
bish bins, and a fadedly
genteel lady sits buried to
her waist in the sand end-
lessly deciphering the
words on her toothbrush,
Samuel Beckett has been
described as one of the
most pessimistic writers
of modern times, yet his
work also makes people
laugh across the world.  

In these two highly
readable books we are
given insights into the
complexity of both the
man and his works. 

Le Juez’s Beckett
before Beckett is like a lit-
erary detective novel. 

Beckett taught courses
on French literature at
Trinity College Dublin
from 1930-31, but his
own lecture notes have
been lost or destroyed. 

Le Juez tracked down
the notes taken by one of
his students, Rachel Bur-
rows, and uses these as
the basis for reconstruct-
ing what he said. We
learn that Beckett was
not at all the hopeless
teacher that he himself
said he was. Indeed,
there is clear evidence
that he both enthused his
students about French
writers and gave them
good practical advice on

structuring their essays.  
Le Juez points out that

Burrows was, like many
students, sometimes mud-
dled in taking her notes,
so she tenaciously fol-
lows up all of Burrows’s
leads. 

We learn, for instance,
that Beckett hated Balzac
for turning his characters
into “clockwork cab-
bages” whose every
action is determined by
causality, much preferring
writers such as Gide and
Proust (and Dostoevsky),
who highlighted the com-
plexity of reality rather
than trying to reduce it to

explainable phenomena.  
Le Juez’s book also

emphasises Beckett’s
admiration for the 17th-
century French classical
dramatist Racine, precise-
ly for the lack of action in
his plays. This does not
mean that there is no psy-
chological and emotional
drama; on the contrary,
and Beckett’s own work
is influenced by Racine’s
theory that “all invention
consists in making some-
thing out of nothing”: as
the Irish critic Vivian
Mercier famously said,
Waiting for Godot is “a
play in which nothing
happens, twice”. 

Le Juez reveals, for
example, that Beckett con-
sidered Act 2 of Racine’s
Andromaque to be the
finest act in all of classical
theatre – because it reveals
and anatomises the
dynamics of the human
mind, then its stasis and
then the final catastrophe.  

It is equally intriguing
to learn that for him,
 Phèdre was the first of
Racine’s plays to contain
a “sense of sin”. Beckett
before Beckett tells us a
lot about the key French
influences on him and his
later literary development
– and it encourages us to
reconstruct the ideas in
the lectures ourselves,

comparing our own
knowledge of Beckett’s
works with the things he
said about literature near-
ly 80 years ago.

Mercier’s Beckett/
Beckett was first pub-
lished in 1977, but this
highly personal book
remains one of the key
books on Beckett – and
one of the most readable.  

It is personal, quirky,
sometimes irritatingly
self-congratulatory, and
occasionally strangely
wayward in its interpreta-
tion of Beckett, as when
Mercier attacks Beckett’s
work for the proneness to
self-pity expressed by his
characters on behalf of
the human race. Not par-
ticularly endowed with
self-irony, he fails to
understand that Beckett’s
characters are endlessly
fascinating because they
need to be read as and
through prisms of irony.  

Where Mercier is par-
ticularly interesting is in
the way in which he struc-
tures his book around a
series of dialectical oppo-
sitions: 
thesis/anti-thesis; 
Ireland/the world; 
gentleman/tramp;
artist/philosopher;
woman/man, etc. 

Many critics have
rightly indicated how
much of Beckett’s think-
ing and writing is struc-
tured on a series of bina-
ry oppositions. 

Here, he is very much
working in the French
philosophical tradition.
However, most of Beck-
ett’s critics focus on only
one side of each of the

� Michael Worton is vice-
provost and Fielden pro-
fessor of French  language
and literature at Univer-

sity College London
� Beckett before Beck-

ett: Samuel Beckett’s
Lectures on French Lit-
erature. By Brigitte Le

Juez. Translated by Ros
Schwartz. Souvenir Press

£12
� Beckett/Beckett. The

classic study of a modern
genius. By Vivian Mercier 

Souvenir Press £12
Order online at

www.thecnj.co.uk 

oppositions, whereas
Mercier emphasises the
“minor” pole, eg the
“gentleman” rather than
“the tramp”, obliging us
to rethink the nature of
these oppositions and see
them as complex, mobile
relationships, rather than
simple hierarchies. 

One doesn’t always
agree with Mercier, but he
certainly makes one think
and the book is written in
such a lively fashion that
it is difficult to put down
– except in occasional
moments of exasperation
– and one quickly picks
up the book again.

Both books will interest
a wide readership, since
they remind us in differ-
ent but equally powerful
ways that great literature
comes in often
labyrinthine ways from
complex individuals who
are themselves caught up
in intricate webs of influ-
ence and resistance.  

West End Lane Books
“A lovely general bookshop with an
extensive, well-displayed stock” -

Book Lovers’ London
OPEN 9am - 9pm (Weekdays)

9.30am-6.30pm (Sat)  12noon-6pm (Sun)
277 West End Lane, West Hampstead, NW6
Tel: 020 7431 3770 E-mail: info@welbooks.co.uk

London Review Bookshop
Summer Sale Launch Evening

Sale Starts Wednesday 6 August
Hundreds of titles spread over a range of subjects will be available at half
the recommended retail price throughout August. The sale opens at our
Late Shopping Evening on Wednesday 6 August – come along between
6.30 and 8.30 p.m. for first pick and complimentary wine and nibbles. Cus-
tomers also receive 10% discount on non-sale books during the evening.

14 Bury Place, London WC1 2JL

10am - 6.30pm Monday-Saturday. 12.30pm - 6pm Sunday
Phone: 020 7269 9030. Email: books@lrbshop.co.uk

www.thecnj.co.uk

Beckett: not
at all the
 hopeless

teacher he
claimed to be
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