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The novels that compose Colin MacInnes's London

trilogy, City_ of Spades, Absolute Beginners, and Mr. Love

and Justice, are concerned with British society as it has

evolved since World War II. By depicting certain "out-

siders," MacInnes illustrates a basic cause of social

unrest: the average Britisher is blind to societal changes

resulting from the war. Most citizens mistreat the African

immigrants, allow their children to be exploited by the

few adults who realize the buying power of the postwar

youth, and remain oblivious to crime, even among their

own police force.

Though the novels are social documentaries, they are

also valuable as literature. MacInnes's exceptional

powers of description, together with his facility with

language in general, contribute to the trilogy's merit

as a compelling exploration of the human condition.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

In 1959, British journalist Colin MacInnes praised

nineteen-year-old Shelagh Delaney for having written a

play that at last gave a realistic picture of contemporary

English life: rather than depicting pleasant scenes of

morning board meetings and afternoon teas, her work A

Taste of Honey dealt, as MacInnes described it, with

"working-class child-mothers, ageing semi-professional

whores, the authentic agonies of homosexual love, and

the new race of English-born coloured boys"'--all of

which were very much a part of the England of the 1950s,

a decade which MacInnes believed will be remembered for

having fostered more social changes than any before it.'

MacInnes, as a novelist as well as a journalist,

should well have praised such a work. Nineteen fifty-

nine also saw the publication of Absolute Beginners, the

second of his three novels concerned with assorted London

outsiders: Africans and West Indians, prostitutes and

their keepers of various sexes and predilections, junkies,

gangsters, and cops who in their own fashion are as

crooked as their prey. Together with City of Spades

(1957) and Mr. Love and Justice (1960), the book is part
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of what later was published as a volume in England as

Visions of London (1969) and in this country as The London

Novels of Colin MacInnes (1969).

At his death in 1976, MacInnes was recognized in

England for both his literary and his journalistic talents.

Bryan Robertson, in an obituary for the Spectator, wrote

that MacInnes's novels were "conspicuous for their poetic

clarity and perfection of form"; of the essays Robertson

said that "'there has been no more intelligent or perceptive

eye on English attitudes, or on culture in general, since

Orwell." 3  The son of novelist Angela Thirkell, whose

uncle was Rudyard Kipling, MacInnes developed his own

literary talents, Robertson said, "[w]ith a keen sense

of his family's achievements."' After having been raised

in Australia, he spent five years in Brussels, a business-

man "by grace of a family connection," according to Time

magazine, "but by nature a bohemian who spent much of

his time 'consorting with writers, painters, musicians." 5

He studied painting for three years in London; served in

the army during the war; afterward, he began to write for

BBC Radio.

The nine novels he produced between 1950 and 1974

vary widely in setting and subject matter, from the Eliza-

bethan world of Three Years to Play (1970) to the

eighteenth-century slave society of Westward to Laughter
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(1969) to the Australian settings of June in Her Spring

(1952) and All Day Saturday (1966). The breadth of scope

the novels collectively represent mirrors the wide range

of MacInnes's interests; his unceasing curiosity, in fact,

is what distinguishes his -nonfiction as well as his fic-

tion. Even within The London Novels, with which this paper

will be concerned, a remarkable variety of characters

exists within a complex, highly structured society.

Behind the widely divergent plots and themes of the

London novels, however, lies a single focus: MacInnes

wanted to force upon his fellow citizens an awareness of

the world about them. It had occurred to him that his

country had fallen into a position of lesser international

significance with the end of the "Hitler war."' He was

doubtful, however, that many others had realized the war's

important social and economic consequences. The control-

ing question behind story lines ranging from a black

immigrant's discovery of London to a teenager's near re-

jection of it is whether the English people can adjust to

the fact that the world has attained a new order and that

their small portion of it has undergone dramatic, irrevers-

ible changes.

MacInnes the essayist had discussed many specific

social changes in his writings of the mid- and late-1950s.

In a broad sampling collected in a volume entitled England,
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Half English (1969), he remarks upon the increasing in-

fluence of America, the rising voices of a generation of

teenagers demanding more rights to accompany their generous

allowances, and the undeniable impact of shiploads of

black immigrants as they regularly arrived from the colo-

nies of Africa and the Caribbean. Within the existing

framework of British society he saw many problems, in-

cluding that of widespread hypocrisy and corruption among

the police force--a theme which, like many other ideas

found in his essays, is later addressed in fiction.

The problem with the policemen, MacInnes maintains,

is a magnification of a problem hindering the whole of

British society: the average citizen cannot comprehend

that the Empire is no more, so he treats the black new-

comer as a "subject"; he does not acknowledge the thriving

economic community that has grown up to serve the teen-

ager--the television, advertising, and popular-music

industries--so he does not understand his own children.

In short, society has left him behind; and he will do

anything, including manipulating the law, in order to

avoid having to catch up.

Most of London's citizens are, to use MacInnes's

idiom, "mugs," somber and decorous people who "just don't

want to know." He decries them in prose as surely as he

later does in the London trilogy. So closely related are
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his themes, in fact, that in all three novels exact phrases

from the essays are voiced by either a character or a

narrator. From the observations he set down in his essays

evolve the novels' panoply of characters--the upstart

West Africans and Caribbeans in City of Spades, the new

monied class of teenagers chronicled in Absolute Beginners,

the corrupt police force treated at length in Mr. Love and

Justice, and the pimps (or "ponces," as they are called)

that pervade all three. By providing a detailed look at

sides of London that the travel guides never mention, Mac-

Innes is seeking to dissolve the prevalent British convic-

tion that "if you won't look closely at what the world,

near and far, is growing to be like, it somehow won't be

like that at all." 8

By using fiction so obviously as a vehicle for voicing

his appeals for social change, MacInnes naturally ran the

danger of being labeled pejoratively as a "documentary"

novelist. And that he was, by reviewers who could not

excuse the fact that so many of his plots were thin dis-

guises of actual events. Their criticisms have grown less

justifiable with the passing years, however. The London

Novels are as readable today as they undoubtedly were

twenty years ago, not because of their accuracy with

regard to social detail but because of the sympathy for

the human condition that they arouse through characters
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whose admirable optimism is continually threatened by

forces of corruption, greed, and simple misunderstanding

of values--forces that are likely to be found in any

society, at any time. To dismiss MacInnes's literary

powers, as some critics did, simply because he chose to

apply them to the world he knew the most about is to ig-

nore the vibrancy of imagination and the precise, lucid

handling of language that will continue to ensure the

three novels' value as works of fiction long after the

particular problems they deal with have given way to others.

In the following discussion of each of the London

Novels, I shall outline the plot and major points of char-

acterization, theme, style, and structure, emphasizing

the original and effective use MacInnes makes of the

freedom of expression that fiction allows. The same pas-

sionate social concern that leads him at times to be

unduly moralistic and pedantic, it will be seen, also

underlies the liveliness and clarity of his style and,

finally, assures the books' literary merit. Taken

chronologically, the novels decrease in quality as they

increase in their amount of contemporary social observa-

tions; yet even the rambling commentaries found in Mr.

Love and Justice do not destroy the timeless impact of

a well-told story.
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Chapter Two will deal with City of Spades, the first--

and the best received critically--of the series. From

its publication in 1957 (1958 in America) MacInnes later

became recognized as one of the first to observe the

"colour bar" between native Londoners and London's growing

numbers of "natives"--black people who since World War II

had migrated from the outposts of England's withering

empire. The world had "broken suddenly into" Africa and

the Caribbean, MacInnes observes in fiction as he had in

prose;' the people of these places were eager to break

out into this enticing world and claim it for their own.

The one "Spade" with whom City of Spades is primarily

concerned is Johnny Fortune, a Nigerian teenager lured to

London by the attractive images he has accumulated from

British-made movies and in British-taught schools. We

meet him at the moment he arrives, excited and hopeful;

we part with him as he parts with England some months

later--by that time shorn of all the false illusions that

he had held of his mother country's benevolence. Through

no fault of his own, unless a failure to compromise his

own moral values in order to get along within an uncom-

promising British society be considered as such, he is

caught up, along with the whole community of blacks, in

a world of gambling and prostitution with which he cannot

credibly deny involvement; he is eventually arrested and
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tried for living off the immoral earnings of a woman,

even though he is innocent. For this and a number of

other good reasons, he concludes that the British are not

capable of making individual judgments of members of a

race that they consider collectively to be inferior.

Although it costs him severely in pride to return as a

failure to his family, he does so with at least the secur-

ity of knowing that he has not been defeated by a society

apparently determined to persecute his kind.

Throughout Johnny's adventure runs the story of

another young man, Montgomery Pew, a British welfare

worker who becomes allied with Johnny at first profes-

sionally and then socially. Montgomery, though he means

well, actually epitomizes his countrymen's misunderstand-

ing of the racial situation. Various incidents make it

clear that he has not the powers of introspection that

would enable him to realize how rigid and unfair he is

being in dealing with Johnny and his people.

Although it is obvious from the plot which character

MacInnes offers as the more virtuous, it is not at all so

from the construction of the story. The chapters are

told in the first person, alternately by Montgomery and

Johnny--with the exception of two "interludes" told by

an objective third person. The effect of this unusual

method is to keep the reader constantly aware that the
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story is concerned with two viewpoints so vastly different

that they cannot be reconciled into a common narrative.

The objective segments provide brief attempts at such an

assimilation, but a close analysis of their content will

show that they cannot be sustained precisely because the

characters within them cannot think objectively. In the

end, neither Johnny nor Montgomery fully understands the

other, though they have tried and are able to call each

other friend. Johnny, though, understands the futility

of the situation better than Montgomery does, and thus

we are left with a greater sympathy for him than we are

for his British counterpart.

The careful manipulation of point of view is but

one indication we have that MacInnes is concerned with

more than merely setting down his sociological observa-

tions in a romanticized story form. His creation of

Johnny Fortune as an enduring, believable character is

a literary achievement that must not be obscured by the

fact that Johnny is typical of so many actual people.

Through Montgomery's colorful, articulate descriptions

of his Nigerian friend we observe an unflagging optimism

and energy of spirit that would be impossible to evoke

within the limits of a prose description such as MacInnes

might have attempted in one of his essays. Consider, for
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example, the following, which is Montgomery's first im-

pression of Johnny:

I beheld a handsomely ugly face, animal and engaging,
with beetling brow, squashed nose and full and gener-
ous lips, surmounted by a thatch of thick curly hair
cut to a rising peak in front: a face wearing (it
seemed to me) a sly, morose, sensitive look, until
suddenly its mouth split open into a candid ivory
and coral smile. " t

Even after the many ordeals that lead Johnny to return to

Africa, it is his amiable smile that we remember, his

endearing personality combined with a will strong enough

to know when to give in to powers beyond its control.

With him MacInnes has effectively made a mockery of the

British people's ways of dealing with their "coloured

brethren"; at the same time he has demonstrated talent

as a writer by using a confined sequence of events for

pointing out the eternal follies of all mankind.

The racial problem becomes secondary, in Absolute

Beginners, to the affairs of another fractious social

group, London's teenagers. Chapter Three will discuss

this, the second volume of MacInnes's trilogy, which

focuses upon an anonymous teenage boy as he narrates his

activities from June through September. Being young and

black and merely being young are not such different

problems as they might appear to be, it will be seen:

both groups are misunderstood and mistreated by the

middle class as a result of the same syndrome
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of stubborn blindness that MacInnes continually at-

tacks.

What the "mugs" have chosen to ignore in this in-

stance is that a considerable change of outlook is taking

place among the children they have reared. Thanks to a

boom in the domestic postwar economy, teenagers, for the

first time, have money of their own. Money, of course,

means power in any circumstances. And that power can be

especially threatening to the adults when it falls into

the hands of their children, for teenagers with money

have a decided advantage over their parents: they do not

yet have the responsibilities that go with having attained

a legal majority, so they are free to spend their money

on a multitude of new industries, including pop music,

clothing, and travel. The relatively few adults who do

understand the changing scene are depicted as money-

grubbing advertisers, musical entrepreneurs, and others

who are intent upon exploiting their new market.

Throughout his narrative, the protagonist of Abso-

lute Beginners demonstrates a clear perception of a

situation that most adults do not even acknowledge in

a manner that is reminiscent of Johnny Fortune's insights.

MacInnes again intends to show that the people who are

the most affected by Britain's changing social climate

are also the most acutely aware of social realities.



12

Their preoccupation with their own problems, however,

only annoys the upper (and older) classes, who will not

stoop to thinking about black ghettos and teenage gangs.

The plot of Absolute Beginners is not as engaging

as that of City of Spades; the young narrator leans more

toward thoughtful reflection than action--an indication,

most likely, of MacInnes's growing urgency in getting

his missionary message across. We follow the boy as he

wanders across his city, at first bemoaning the loss of

his girl friend to a homosexual fashion designer, next

attempting to earn money in order to win her back (a re-

flection of the values of the new monied class), and

finally defending his black friends as the racial problem

once again surfaces in the form of a riot. (This last

segment of the book has been especially criticized because

it is so obviously a description of the 1958 Notting Hill

riots.) All the while, he voices his fervently held

opinions on how the world should be run.

To his credit, however, many of his ideas are quite

reasonable and mature. First of all, he does not want to

hear about the bomb. Nobody under twenty is interested,

he says; only adults want to kill one another. He is like-

wise not interested in the queen, for he realizes that

her power is minimal; to claim for her more importance

than she possesses is to deny that the arrangement of
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world powers had recently changed. Although many of his

elders would call his attitude toward the monarchy dis-

respectful, it is actually an assertion of the only kind

of patriotism that has any basis in reality. And patriot-

ism, it will be seen, is among the several virtues that

set him above his parents. The mistreatment that he sees

his black friends endure sickens him almost to the point

of causing him to leave England. In the end, however, he

decides to stay, to continue to befriend the blacks in a

dramatic reassertion of faith in his native land.

In this novel as in the previous one, it is the de-

piction of a principal character that gives the book life

and literary quality above that of a mere sociological

dramatization. MacInnes has created for his narrator

an idiom that well suits his open, pleasant personality.

The candor of his remarks and the sharpness of his obser-

vations are reflected in descriptive sentences such as

the following depiction of Dido Lament, a newspaper gossip

columnist:

Lament's one of those persons who, when she throws
a party, and you've just arrived, you don't have to
hunt to say hullo, because she's felt you directly
you come in, and is on the scene immediately with a
merry word of greeting.''

Through his ramblings we are forced once again to look

at the mistaken attitudes and blind prejudices of the

middle class; we can observe his renewed faith and, with
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MacInnes, hope that it has not come too late. Most of all,

though, we can celebrate the perpetual optimism of youth

as it strives not to be brought down by the social maladies

to which the older classes have fallen victim.

Mr. Love and Justice, the subject of Chapter Four--and

the last novel of the trilogy--came as a comparative fail-

ure after City of Spades and Absolute Beginners, primarily,

I think, because of MacInnes's use of a third-person

narrator throughout. In many instances in the previous

two novels, it was only the appearance of a strong and

likeable protagonist-narrator that overcame the tedium

of long theoretical digressions. With this book we hear

neither Mr. Love nor Mr. Justice, the dual protagonists,

except as their thoughts are filtered through the mind of

a highly opinionated third party. The third party, of

course, is MacInnes himself, unable by now to refrain

from appealing directly to his audience about their moral

obligations. As we go through the first two novels we

can sense his increasing outrage at the behavior of his

fellow countrymen: the theme of corruption among the

police force and hypocrisy among the civilians, apparent

in City of Spades, is even more prominent in Absolute

Beginners, in which the bungling policemen are ridiculed

and the masses, uncaring in the midst of riots, are scorned.

In Mr. Love and Justice two characters on opposite sides
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of the law are brought to the forefront and are themselves

treated as social outcasts, both of them having more in

common with the blacks and teens than with the middle class.

Central to the story is another change in circumstance

that has come about as a result of the war. Frankie Love,

a career sailor, cannot find work now that there is a

smaller demand for his kind. Not even the government can

help him find a job on land. Eventually he falls into the

life of a ponce, reasoning that if he cannot rule the sea

he might as well rule a woman. He is countered by Officer

Edward Justice, who is just as new to the vice squad as

Frankie is to vice.

Their game of cat-and-mouse takes place across a teem-

ing background of all night "caffs" and cellar clubs,

madames' houses and magistrate's courts. It becomes

pointedly clear that poncing is big business, and that,

however the policemen might pretend to be working toward

the general promotion of justice, they rarely hesitate

to twist their own laws to suit their particular purposes.

Ponces and other criminals are just as likely to be ar-

rested because it is their "turn" as for any legitimate

charge. In the end, it will be shown that MacInnes has

set up a deceptively simple allegory of love and justice

only to tear it down, to prove that ponce and policeman both

must decide matters of right and wrong for themselves.
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About the only positive note comes at the conclusion, when,

as the two befriend each other in a hospital after having

been wounded, Frankie says that, for all their differences,

each of them has a kind of freedom that none of the "mugs"

will ever know.

The realization that man is free to choose the way he

will live is, finally, what MacInnes is emphasizing in

the last volume of his London trilogy. To be able to fore-

see the consequences of a changing society and thus to be

able individually to change along with it, instead of

falling into the tyranny of an unthinking mass, is the

fundamental task that this novel, and its predecessors

as well, asks of its readers, "mug" and "non-mug" alike.

MacInnes poses no real solutions to racial tensions or

crime in the streets--only shrewd insights about why they

exist. That he does so with an accomplished literary

style can best be seen by turning to the novels them-

selves.
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CHAPTER II

CITY OF SPADES

City of Spadesl is actually the story of Johnny Fortune,

a Nigerian "Spade" who comes to London to make the city

his own. Having been lured by promises of certain wealth

and untold opportunity, this bounding teenager, along with

hundreds like him, has decided to pursue his education

in the mother Empire's capital.

From the beginning, however, he finds disappointment.

The London that he has seen portrayed in fantasy, on the

cinema screen especially, does not in reality exist: the

welfare hostel to which he is assigned is spare and con-

fining; the night clubs close too early; the law is con-

stantly lurking in .the background waiting to catch him

at what he considers an innocent pastime despite the

wording of British law--smoking weed. In short, Johnny's

way of life is neither approved of nor understood by the

British, nor is he or any of his kind willing to conform

to the rules of their hosts. This basic conflict heavily

influences Johnny's degenerating path from welfare hostel

to gambling house to jail cell.

The first Britisher that Johnny encounters is Mont-

gomery Pew, a young welfare-department employee who in

18
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many respects is just as innocent of his country's ways

as his African counterpart. City of Spades is as much

Montgomery's story as it is Johnny's; each young man is

made steadily more aware of the other's vastly different

culture as both are impelled down a lively path of ad-

venture among the inhabitants of London's boisterous

underground.

Not by design does Johnny gravitate early in the

story toward a circle of hustling, prostitution, and dope-

peddling; that sort of behavior turns out to be so perva-

sive among the black people that he would probably have

ended up among them no matter where he started out. As

it happens, however, he first meets them as a consequence

of a favor he has done for his father: he had called upon

a white woman with whom the father had had an affair many

years ago, during a visit to London much like Johnny's.

The woman, a Mrs. Macpherson, holds nothing but bit-

terness toward Johnny's race in general and particularly

toward his father, who had left her with a son to raise

and since had offered no help. She later married an

Englishman and bore two daughters, one of whom had become

a prostitute for a Gambian gang-leader named Billy

Whispers. At the time Johnny arrives, the girl's exact

whereabouts are not known, and, as a favor, Johnny agrees

to seek her out.
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He goes immediately to Billy's house, where he is

treated withthe suspicion and hostility pervasive among

all the transplanted blacks, especially the Gambians.

His cold reception is directly comparable with Montgomery's

introduction to the Whispers crowd a while earlier at a

public house called the Moorhen, where one of them had

stolen his cigarette lighter. Montgomery, Johnny, and

a couple of the Gambian gang members are subsequently

brought together at a popular dance hall, where all is

fun and fellowship until the police intervene with a raid.

The incident is not of great significance for all

involved; Johnny, with African shrewdness, escapes, and

Montgomery, with the easy hypocrisy of the English, lies

his way out of arrest. They then proceed toward yet

another late-night African hangout, where Whispers is

holding forth along with other lively characters including

Mr. Karl Marx Bo, a student and political observer from

Sierra Leone. The timely, philosophical discussion that

Mr. Bo carries on with Theodora Pace, Montgomery's neigh-

bor and somewhat reluctant companion for the evening, be-

comes even more animated after the party transfers to the

apartment of Hamilton Ashinowo, Johnny's dear, kind, and

utterly drug-wasted friend.

Except for the ensuing "interlude," a pleasure-

steamer trip with Mrs. Macpherson's other daughter, Muriel,
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which takes place about a month later, Johnny is not seen

for the next three months. When Part II opens, Montgomery

and Theodora are wondering what will become of him. More

urgently, Montgomery is wondering what will become of

himself, since he has just been fired for consorting a

little too freely with the colored races. Through his

adventures in and around the squalid East End, where he

finds Johnny, he receives a firsthand introduction to the

wild, defiant, often violent world of the blacks who, by

a necessity that has led to habit, have come to exist

outside the law, independent of British support, and, for

the most part, quite happily divorced from British society.

He plays host to a pair of black ballet dancers, attends

a Caribbean voodoo party, even lends money to the evil

Arthur Macpherson, Johnny's half-brother and a compulsive

gambler.

While Montgomery is holding his own as a friend to

the friendless, Johnny is sinking to lower and lower depths.

He has forsaken his studies for gambling and for setting

up housekeeping with Muriel, who is pregnant; he has taken

in his friend Hamilton, whose drug dependency has become

so severe that he must be watched; and he has resorted

to selling weed himself. He is seduced by the spinsterly

Theodora and proposed to by the prostitute Dorothy.

Finally, shamed by the thought of disgracing his family
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with his scandalous behavior, he decides to give up weed-

peddling--even though he is destitute and has been driven

out of his home by the arrival of Dorothy, who wants to

ply her trade under his control. This and other very

moral actions add to Johnny's stature as an honest and

decent human being and make it all the more ironic that

he should be arrested and convicted for living upon

Dorothy's immoral earnings.

At the trial, which comprises the book's second "in-

terlude," justice for once becomes a reality as Johnny

is aqcuitted, but through the course of the proceedings

it becomes clear that the scale could just as easily have

tipped in the other direction. The predictably contrived

testimonies of the London police officers, the theatrical,

methodical delivery of the prosecuting attorney, the

implied prejudice of the jury--all suggest that Johnny's

case is just one more in a series of annoying cases in-

volving the lower classes and that his actual guilt or

innocence is of little consequence in the overall scheme

of things. his rearrest the following week, this time

for the legitimate charge of possessing hemp, is only

made more pitiful by the fact that neither he nor Mont-

gomery--nor anyone--has the money to bail him out.

Even Theodora, who had been known to give money to

Johnny upon occasion, is unable to be of help, for, we
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learn at the close of the climactic interlude, she is re-

covering from a breakdown and a miscarriage. She has

suffered more emotional damage than any character; the

child she was carrying was Johnny's, and her narration

of her involvement with him was the turning point of the

trial. The whole experience leads her to conclude that

friendship between the two races is not possible. Like-

wise is Muriel, whose child by Johnny is born quite

healthy, convinced that the white world is beyond the

comprehension of the black intruders.

Muriel's one-sided view of the situation--her con-

tention that it is the blacks who do not understand basic

concepts such as love--typifies the whole blind attitude

of the English as it is made evident throughout the

novel. Johnny, evincing a perception that is typical

of his own people's character, realizes the impossibility

of making his mark upon a world that refuses to acknow-

ledge any moral system that differs from its own; he

overcomes the pride that is so highly valued among his

people and returns, a failure, to his family.

Destitute Johnny is. Bitter, however, he is not.

He is always able to call Montgomery his friend; he even

gives him his mission-school medal--a good-luck charm as

well as a highly sentimental article--as a farewell

present. Montgomery, too, seeks to extend a final
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token of friendship, but the gift that he proffers--a

watch--illustrates all to well the futility of his efforts

to understand these strange, dark-skinned people. The

blacks, with a "spendthrift" attitude toward time that

corresponds with their strong overall urge forfreedom,

have not the petty preoccupation with minutes and seconds

that the British have. They must be free to, as they

put it, "live out" their lives at whatever pace best suits

them--and the tedious, regimented pace of England's

"jumbled" (their corruption of "John Bull") society

clearly does not.

Even without knowing the outcome of the story, one

can see that MacInnes' s sympathies lie with the blacks:

his depiction of them consistently betrays more depth

and liveliness than his treatment of the white characters

does. Johnny Fortune exudes an optimistic vitality that

immediately commands our admiration. Even Montgomery

Pew, who is rather perturbed by Johnny's brashness

during their first meeting, cannot help noticing the

buoyancy of his nature. Montgomery's description of

Johnny's departure from the welfare office is typical

of MacInnes's lengthy, vivid portrayals of the blacks:

In the sunlight, his nylon shirt shone all

the whiter against the smooth brown of his skin.

His frame, from this distance, seemed shorter
than it was, because of his broad shoulders--
flat, though composed of two mounds of muscle
arching from his spine. His buttocks sprang
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optimistically high up from the small of his back,
and his long legs--a little bandy and with something
of a backward curve--were supported by two very
effective splayed-out feet; on which, just now, as
he spoke, gesticulating too, he was executing a
tracery of tentative dance steps to some soft in-
audible music. (p. 20)

As the story progresses Johnny continues to display

an uncommon resiliency, an undauntable resolution to get

to know London--"if it's going to be my own" (p. 25). It

is not such a headstrong determination that it overcomes

his consistent politeness and gentility, however; his

African heritage has soiiinstilled in him a respect for

good manners that he is moved to attack a fellow African

once because, among other reasons, the African has spat

on the floor. It is only after he is put behind bars for

a crime he never committed that his optimism begins to

waver.

On the basis of all the injustices Johnny comes to

know, we can well understand his ultimate distrust and

suspicion of everyone around him. We can easily follow

his gradual disillusionment as his body retains its

"animal grace and insouciance" while his face assumes

a "slanting, calculating look" (p. 19). We can wonder

with him at the pettiness of the English with their "tea

in every crisis" (p. 22) while they fail to grasp the

full import of the problem at hand. Likewise, his grace

and confident manner make it easy for us to understand
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the fascination that Muriel, Dorothy, and Theodora hold

for him and, by extension, the attraction that so many of

the white women have felt for black men at least as far

back as a generation previous, when the mother of Muriel

and Dorothy was charmed by Johnny's father.

In the same way that the liveliness of Johnny's char-

acter suggests MacInnes's approval and compels our own,

so does the flat treatment of British characters such as

the dreary Mrs. Macpherson invite our disgust. Granted,

it is probably unfair to compare a major character with

one who plays such a small part as she does, but the con-

trast that her unquestioning bigotry and shameless lack

of pride lends to Johnny's openmindedness and prideful

behavior is worth noting. She has condemned the whole

black race on the basis of the negligent behavior of one

member, even though it is questionable whether the elder

Mr. Fortune even knows that she had borne his son. Fur-

ther, she unabashedly begs Johnny for money the first

time she sees him, an act that compares unfavorably with

Johnny's anxiety later as he is faced with having to ask

for money from Theodora. This is the only side of Mrs.

Macpherson that we see; and there is no real reason to

believe that another, more compassionate, side exists.

It is again suggestive of the placement of MacInnes's

sympathies that we know less about, and have less sympathy
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for, her than we do Johnny's father, who, though a con-

tinent away, emerges as yet another once-hopeful African

who set out for grand adventure in England only to be taken

advantage of. At least he has the decency to care about

her welfare.

We are also told less than might be expected about

Montgomery Pew, considering his prominence in the novel.

Congenital laziness seems to be a major motivation for

his behavior: his turning to a "career" of occasional

freelance writing rather than finding a steady job after

his dismissal from the welfare department seems perfectly

logical for someone who abandoned work on a biography of

John Knox because the hero was losing his "horrid fascin-

ation" (p. 35). Another frequent explanation for his

dubious actions is a hypocrisy so deep-seated that he does

not even realize it exists: like many English, he will

shun weed-smoking while himself partaking generously of

alcohol, even though it has destructive effects on his

behavior.

Most of what we know about Montgomery we must draw

by inference rather than from what is actually said. We

note how mistaken he is in his attitude toward drugs when

we compare the fact that a series of drinking-related

incidents once cost him a job with the realization that

never does the Africans' weed habit lead to any trouble--
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except for the obvious opposition it arouses from the

British law. We can contrast his opinion of himself as

a "liberal" (p. 10) with Theodora's justifiable observa-

tion that his interest in the blacks is "prompted by

nothing more than a vulgar, irresponsible curiosity" (p.

174). To be sure, the use of circumstantial evidence is

as legitimate a way as any to portray character--and we

certainly can believe in Montgomery Pew, even to the point

of sympathizing to some extent with his ultimate failure

fully to understand Johnny. But MacInnes's refusal to

write about him with the same enthusiasm and attention

to detail that he employs with Johnny confirms the overall

favoritism toward the blacks that is evident in his work.

If MacInnes gives fuller treatment of the white woman

Theodora Pace, it is only because she turns out to be a

spiritual relative of the blacks. At first pictured as

a prudish, typically straitlaced Englishwoman, she later,

at the voodoo party, proves herself to be a "natural" (p.

140). The wall of cold objectivity that she has built

around herself comes toppling down after repeated exposure

to the primal energies of the blacks. The rhythmic chants

ing and beating of drums as the Caribbeans prepare to

sacrifice a cat proves to be too much: she darts up,

grabs the cat, and runs outside with it. Still in her

frenzied state, she coerces Johnny into going home with
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her and seduces him. The shift in her behavior, though

radical and sudden, is perfectly understandable, for her

succumbing to man's baser instincts represents a tendency

that is latent in us all. Furthermore, she has acknow-

ledged the potential effect of the African rhythms from

the first time the subject comes up: she knows that

African music is "too obsessive, too wonderfully monotonous,

too religious for Europeans to ever put up with it" (p. 77).

The differences between the two cultures cannot be

discussed in such simple terms as black primitivism versus

white restraint, however; MacInnes through the variety of

his black characters shatters any of the white people's

illusions that the blacks are all alike. There is the

Gambian gang headed by Billy Whispers, for instance: they

are notably more suspicious and more violent than any

other group. Then there are the conservative West Indians,

typified by the proprietor of a West Indian club who will

not allow women in slacks on his dance floor. (This action

follows logically from a line of people who left their

native continent long ago because they felt it was too

savage.) Completing MacInnes's documentation of the

various shades of black are the stodgy Americans, from

Larry the G.I., who will not smoke weed, to the two ballet

dancers that Montgomery takes in, who strike Theodora

as less "authentic" than the Africans (p. 173). Yet even
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they are treated with fullness and obvious fondness on

MacInnes's part: the American dancers are seen walking

down a street, "catching the eyes of pedestrians as much

by the extravagance of their luminous sweaters and skin-

tight slacks as by the eloquence of their bodily gyrations,

shrill voices and vivid gesticulations . . . " (p. 132).

Sometimes, especially with the minor black figures,

MacInnes tends to draw caricatures rather than characters:

the outlandish names he gives (even if most are self-

assumed nicknames) are often too obvious in their symbolism

to be effective. There is Billy Whispers, for one, the

sneaky, conniving gangster. And there are the other two

members of his vile tribal triumvirate: Jimmy Cannibal,

who clearly would not hesitate to devour anyone, and

Ronson Lighter, who takes his name from a British product

for which he displays an unrestrained kleptomania.

Some of the white characters, too, are given rather

exaggerated treatment as they are seen to portray the

bigotry and hypocrisy of the British. The eccentric

solicitor Mr. Zuss-Amor, whom Montgomery engages to

handle Johnny's case, is comical in his overt expression

of his professional dependency on the crooked ways of the

lower classes: "It's a wicked world," he says, "thank

goodness" (p. 200). The two opposing lawyers at Johnny's

trial are treated with a symbolic exaggeration worthy of
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Dickens: Wesley Vial, Johnny's defense attorney, is said

to be like an eagle--it is "very precarious to be his vic-

tim in the dock" (p. 139). He is fat and fleshy, as if

he has supported himself well by undertaking the defense

of Johnny's kind. Similarly, the barrister for the crown

exemplifies the detached, purely professional interest

the lawyers have in their clients. He washes his hands,

in the tradition of Dickens's Jaggers as well as the more

obvious Pontius Pilate, just before they enter the court-

room, their entry being treated with another rather ob-

vious analogy: they adjust their wigs "like actors who've

heard the call-boy summon them to the stage" (p. 211).

In spite of lapses into excessive symbolism and exag-

geration of character, MacInnes presents us overall with

a world of believable people, though the black are a bit

more so than the white, whose reactions to the behavior

of their racial opposites are at once as unpredictable

as human actions are and as logical as they can be given

their individual personalities. That MacInnes sometimes

gets carried away as he depicts his various character

types is only one more indication of his intense personal

feelings about the racial situation.

The whole question of the "colour bar" and how to

tear it down is, of course, the major theme of the novel:

it is a question to which MacInnes had addressed himself
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in prose even before dealing with it in fiction. As a

journalist and social observer, he had seen the problem

increase with the swelling numbers of black immigrants.

One essay especially, published in The Twentieth Century

a year before City of Spades came out, brings up almost

every aspect of the problem as it would later arise in

the novel. Called "A Short Guide for Jumbles," 2 it is

written in the form of an interview between an Englishman

as ignorant of the racial problem as Montgomery Pew and

one who happens to know as much about it as--well, as

Colin MacInnes. The essay, in fact, would serve as a good

thematic guide to City of Spades.

Within the essay "Jumble" is defined: it is explained

that the blacks use this term in a spirit of "tolerant dis-

dain. "3 (The novel makes the additional point that the

corresponding label "Spade" is not considered objectionable

by the people it describes; in fact, they use it them-

selves.) The reasons for the mass immigration from Africa

and the Caribbean are set forth in exactly the same way

that Mr. Karl Marx Bo would later explain them: the

world "has broken suddenly into" these places, and their

people are attracted to its wealth and power.'

But, as we have seen through the story of Johnny

Fortune, the treatment the black men are given by the

English falls far short of their expectations. MacInnes
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also explores the reasons for this, maintaining in the

novel as well as the essay that the British attitude of

superiority is an extension of the domineering mentality

that the country developed during its many years as a

formidable world power. Cultural chauvinism, never really

justifiable, is even less so now that England no longer

has the strict governmental control over the African na-

tions that it once had. Yet most of the British neverthe-

less dismiss the blacks as "savage" and not worthy of

their attention. Those who do become involved with their

"coloured brethren" risk the danger of arriving at a

detached, sociological viewpoint that is more insulting

than indifference. And, despite all indications to the

contrary, very few of the English are willing to accept

the possibility that the blacks are permanent settlers

rather than mere bothersome transients.

The supreme irony of the English with their airs of

superiority, as MacInnes sees it, is that the various

"savage" African peoples are, in fact, more strict ob-

servers of their own moral codes than the British are of

any standard of honesty and morality. The Africans see

no harm in smoking weed, for instance, but they do con-

sider hard drugs to be dangerous and are thus to be

avoided. Johnny's friend Hamilton is ashamed to be

caught "popping" with a needle.



34

The fact that Hamilton is ashamed, not merely angry

or upset, brings up another important African virtue:

pride. Hamilton probably would have returned to Nigeria

long ago had he not been too proud to admit defeat.

Johnny, when he is destitute, considers going home, but

rejects the idea out of pride, even after his family

urges him to do so. It is only his keen perception of

the futility of trying to live in England the way he wants

and needs to, an insight that is also typical of the

blacks and their clarity of vision, that enables him to

overcome his pride enough to return to his family.

The British, on the other hand, are depicted as

hypocritical, overtly dishonest, and totally lacking

in pride. They will bar the blacks from a tavern,

"for the sake of [the] regulars" (p. 44), only to revoke

the ban after realizing that their money, at least, is

the right color. They might fraternize with the blacks,

as Montgomery does--but when trouble comes they think

nothing of lying to keep themselves out of it: witness

Montgomery as he gives a false name to the policemen

who raid the Cosmopolitan. Their lack of pride, already

alluded to in the description of Mrs. Macpherson, is

made manifest by her- children as well: Arthur asks

Johnny for money every time he sees him; the wanton

Dorothy and the demure Muriel, in their differing ways,
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shamelessly throw themselves upon him--as, of course,

does Theodora.

Most damaging of all the injustices the British fling

upon the Africans are the flagrant perversions that the

British lawmen make of their own carefully constructed

laws. Because it is so hard to catch the black man in

the act of smoking or selling weed, because it is nearly

impossible to prove that a man is a ponce, the policemen

have resorted to going after whatever dark shape it pleases

them to pursue and pinning on him whatever charge they

wish. In trying thus to maintain some semblance of

authority, they create a game of African roulette that

only serves further to antagonize the blacks as it occa-

sions such gross injustices as the arrest of Johnny Fortune.

It is clear that the policemen act with such aggres-

sion in part because they are unsure of their own identity:

they must vigorously uphold the law in whatever way they

can in order to confirm their belief in it and, indeed, to

justify their own existence. Some of the black people,

too, must wrestle with identity problems; that is, if

they are not sufficiently grounded in the hritage of

their own country. Whether they are generally depends

on whether they come from Africa or the Caribbean.

Differences between Africans and West Indians, touched

upon in City of Spades, are explained in the "Guide for
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Jumbles." The Africans, MacInnes says, "belong" much more

deeply to Africa than the West Indians do to the Caribbean.

Since the islanders are already cut off by much time and

distance from the tribal heritage they once shared with

their African cousins, they are more malleable, more likely

to adopt British ways than the Africans, who are firmly

rooted to a solid tribal past. Or, as MacInnes puts it,

"If one is not quite sure what one is--Negro, Carribean,

or American--one is all the more ready to be 'British." 5

The Africans, conversely, have no such doubts about their

identity: "for them, the oblong blue passport is no more

than a temporary convenience." 6 Thus it may be that much

of the immigration will be temporary; young Africans will

come to London, as Johnny Fortune has, strictly on educa-

tional missions--to spend what MacInnes calls their Wander-

jahre--in order to return to their country wiser and more

useful citizens. But as the Africans continue to drift

in and out, and the West Indians continue to settle, the

mixture of black and white does begin to appear irrevoca-

ble--especially as more and more "half-caste" babies are

born.

This brings up the ugly topic of miscegenation--an

issue that many a British citizen has contemplated even

if he has thought of no other aspect of the racial problem.

The pervasive opinion is that "every coloured man is
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longing to embrace a white woman," MacInnes observes,

and he cannot deny that the statement holds some truth.7

But he defends the black man by stating the simple fact

that there are not nearly enough black women in England

to go around. He acknowledges, further, that an actual

preference for white women does seem to exist; not, as

might be expected, because the black man wishes to inte-

grate himself into white society, but because he wants

desperately to escape the "bossiness"' of the women of

his own land. As Johnny is later to explain to Muriel,

the promise of being able to "live your own life" in

England is attractive to the black man because, among

other reasons, it offers an alternative to being possessed

by a woman (p. 100).

And so we are again reminded of what is perhaps the

most important cultural conflict that MacInnes explores

in the essay as well as in the novel: the value that the

black man, especially the African, places on freedom

versus the restrictions the British set before him. He

wants to be free to "live out" his life in his own fashion,

smoking hemp when he feels like it, staying out all night

if he wants to, wandering in and out among the English

on his own good, if unpredictable, time. The "exterior

solemnity of the huge white world" that faces him9 only

makes him more determined to achieve freedom, even if he
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must do so in a "sort of seething underground"'0 that

moves to the rhythm of his people's private instincts.

Through attention to the behavior of the blacks at

the various clubs, pubs, and private homes where they

congregate and the kind of entertainment they prefer,

we can trace the development of a theme that is espec-

ially important in relation to the Africans and will in

a later novel be seen to be significant to other groups:

music and its importance to a people. Theodora, it has

been noted, recognizes immediately that the intensive

primal beat of the African drum evokes too much of man's

most basic nature to suit the British, with their outward

denial of the flesh. Her perception is most probably

the reason for her adamant avoidance of it: the very real

effect it has on her is undoubtedly the cause of her out-

burst at the voodoo party and, later, the reason she cannot

sit through a performance of a black ballet company.

For the blacks, however, their music is an essen-

tial part of their lives. As they endure day upon day

of suffering at the hands of the British, it is some

small comfort to be able to hear the happy-sad calypso

lines of the Trinidadian Mr. Lord Alexander as he gives

rhythmic voice to their plight:

"You cross the sea to find those streets that's
paved with gold

And all you find is Brixton cell that's oh! so cold."
(p. 48)
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Or, occasionally, a reassuring thought:

"This English gentleman he say to me
He do not appreciate calypso melody.
But I answer that calypso has supremacy
To the Light Programme music of the B.B.C." (p. 38)

It is characteristic of MacInnes's attitude toward music--

that it should describe reality rather than be a vessel

for escape--that Mr. Alexander enjoys increasing popularity

and good fortune as the novel progresses, while his

countrymen are being beaten down by circumstance.

Just as the West Indians are more conservative than

the Africans, so is their music less lively, less primitive.

Johnny considers it a genuine treat to find a club fea-

turing "real authentic African song and drumming" (p.

137); so impressed is he by the band headed by a Mr.

Cranium that he invites the whole band to go with him

to the Caribbean voodoo party. But the sad story of

Mr. Cranium, who dreamed of coming to England to gain a

wife, three children, and money, but had to settle for

the first two only, illustrates once again that the

British simply are not willing to accept the black

people on equal terms.

That the colored races were mistreated in the England

of 1957 is undeniable, if MacInnes's interpretation is

correct (and there is no reason to believe that it is

not). But the inevitable question of whether white man

and black man can ever be friends cannot be so easily
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settled. At first MacInnes says no. The "Guide for

Jumbles" ends with a haunting image of a pair of "opaque

brown eyes" at the moment when, just as one wants to believe

they are communicative, "they suddenly depart irrevocably

within themselves far off towards a hidden, alien,

secretive, quite untouchable horizon."" Later, however,

he changes his mind; in an afterword to the essay as it

appears in England, Half English, MacInnes's one book of

collected essays (1961), he states that the years since

1956 have proven that an African or a West Indian can

be friends with an Englishman, despite the heavy odds

against it.

Part of his earlier conclusion was retained in City

of Spades; Theodora uses the same words after her break-

down to express her carefully studied conclusion that the

two races cannot possibly come to terms. Muriel also re-

linquishes hope of any sort of communion with the blacks.

But the final answer that the book gives leans heavily

toward MacInnes's later assessment: Johnny and Montgomery

are most certainly friends as the book closes.

With regard to the deeper question of whether mutual

understanding can ever be reached, however, MacInnes still

indicates a qualified, and not very optimistic, uncer-

tainty. So long as the British continue to lure the

colonials into a land of promise only to tell them they
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are not fit to hold a job, so long as they refuse to try

to understand African habits such as smoking weed while

everywhere wasting themselves on alcohol and tran-

quilizers, so long as they continue their senseless ef-

forts to control the social habits and moralities of the

African peoples, a "jumbled" state of affairs will be per-

petuated. The best help MacInnes can offer is to clothe

the ugly problem with a colorful, intricately woven

tapestry of a novel, liberally to adorn it with suggested

solutions, and to hope that his countrymen will read and

heed.

MacInnes, then, went from refusing to believe that

friendship between the races was possible to maintaining

that indeed it is, having changed his mind at about the

time he was writing City of Spades. In retrospect, one

can see how the characters he constructed could well

have taken on lives of their own and convinced their

creator of his error. It is hard to imagine anyone's

failure to like Johnny Fortune, for example, with his

cheerful disposition and charming manners--harder, at

any rate, than it is to imagine remaining neutral about

an abstract description of an African boy drawn to London

by a few pictures he has seen on a movie screen. Surely

MacInnes's sympathies toward the blacks had become
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deeper as he sought to describe them in fiction to the

people who refused to acknowledge them in actuality.

But he does not, as Montgomery does, fall in love

with the whole -colored race. The very structure of the

novel indicates the sense of perspective that he has

maintained: the views of Johnny Fortune and Montgomery

Pew are played off each other to give an effective juxta-

position of their greatly varying, and thus irreconcilable,

social values. The two execptions to this technique, the

objective "interludes," lend momentary credence to the

possibility of mutual understanding stripped of the sub-

jectivity with which each side ordinarily view the other.

Yet the fact that not even the interludes can be happily

resolved indicates the futility of such a hope.

The first interlude, the "Idyll of Miscegenation

upon the River," depicts Johnny and Muriel as they take

a guided tour on a pleasure steamer as it journeys down

the Thames. The broad theme of cultural differences

becomes secondary in this scene to the issue of the at-

titudes of black men toward women of either color. It

is at this point that Johnny explains his fear of being

dominated by a spouse. Muriel, though she claims to

understand, displays the English equivalent of African

possessiveness when she expresses a desire to marry him.

Their bungled exchange of romantic dialogue is interrupted
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by the news that the steamer has reached its destination,

Greenwich Place, at which Muriel has the mistaken im-

pression that the passengers will be allowed to disembark.

Evidently, she has misinterpreted the statement that the

trip was to be an "excursion to" the palace (p. 106).

Tourists may gaze upon the beautiful construction--per-

haps to dream, as Muriel does, of living there themselves--

but they cannot touch it or even look closely at it for

very long. The hope of such a possibility, like Muriel's

hope for a life with Johnny, is based on a gross misun-

ders tanding.

The second interlude--"Let Justice Be Done (and Be

Seen to Bel)"--is much longer than the first and is actually

the climax of the story, Johnny's dramatic trial and its

aftermath. Like the first interlude, though, it leads

up to a fortunate consequence only to have it reversed

at the last minute. After a long, hard battle, Johnny

is acquitted. But, just as the pastoral background of

old London from the Thames is only a picture of a world

that might have been and Muriel's hope of touring Green-

wich Place a mere delusion, so is Johnny's freedom little

more than an illusion: it is taken from him abruptly when

he falls victim to the whim of another policeman. The

objective, terse, almost cinematic way in which the

trial is related, a device that seems to cast the episode
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into perfect focus as it finally depicts a rare act of

justice, must come to and end when Johnny is .rearrested

and jailed.

Within the narrative portions of the book MacInnes

deals admirably with the task of creating different--and

appropriate--voices for his two very different protag-

onists. Montgomery's Latinate diction, frequently set

among long, complex sentences, is a reasonable quality for

a man of his education and social stature. The one flaw

in his tendency to orate is that MacInnes sometimes takes

advantage of it in order to assert his own opinions. At

one moment MacInnes will make effective use of Montgomery's

educated speech, such as when he has him deliver those

wonderfully detailed descriptions of the black people.

Then at another he will turn Montgomery into a boring

lecturer on sociological topics such as the religious

practices of the Africans.

For Johnny's speech MacInnes quite effectively

creates an idiom that seems authentic precisely because

it is not. No better explanation for this paradox can

be offered than that of MacInnes himself, who in England,

Half English discusses the dialects he constructed for

the blacks in this novel and for the teenagers in

Absolute Beginners:

Strict naturalism of language (about which there
is no practical difficulty if one has "an ear")
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would, in the case of social exotics such as these,
result in a "period dialect": pedestrian, and fixed
for ever in the time-stream. So I tried in each case
to re-invent, from reality, a more "real"--and there-
fore more timeless--language. . . . 12

Thus we find Johnny making predictable second-language

errors such as confusing "make" with "do," while we also

observe in his speech a distinctive, rhythmic speech

pattern (7Am I then something?"' [p. 2381), and note par-

ticularly a frequent, unintentional redundancy 'The

West Indians had expelled them out" [p. 86]) that reflects

more upon his determined, emphatic nature than it does

upon his inability to speak precise English.

Johnny Fortune is unquestionably worthy of our sym-

pathies; the fact that he emerges with such believability

is a credit to MacInnes. If some of the other characters

tend to drift off into sociological treatises and thus.

weaken the novel's story line, which is rather slight

to begin with, it is only a function of MacInnes's deep

concern with Britain's racial problem and his insistence

that something be done about it immediately.

Because he is a social commentator and because he

does deal with contemporary issues, MacInnes has been

charged with being a "documentary novelist," one who dis-

guises his social theories with a thin web of a plot.

The Manchester Guardian, in a review that was essentially

favorable, criticized City of Spades for carrying "a
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deal too much message," complaining that "here and there

entire pages of a pamphlet or a lecture seem to have

slipped in by mistake."'3  Absolute Beginners received

similar criticisms. 1' With Mr. Love and Justice, the re-

marks became even more pointed: a writer for The Man-

chester Guardian expressed doubts about whether MacInnes's

message was appropriate for fiction; he continued to say

that MacInnes's work "would be better as straight socio-

logy.' 15

Such charges surely can be discounted, first of all,

when one notes the careful attention that he devotes in

City of Spades to style and structure. More important,

though, the fact that the book can be read twenty years

later without seeming as stale as yesterday's Times con-

firms its value as a work of fiction, whose one criterion

must always be that its concern with essential human

problems transcends the particulars of the world in which

it is set.
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CHAPTER III

ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS

With Absolute Beginners' MacInnes shifts his emphasis

from a group of obvious outsiders--the black immigrants--

to a class that, while sharing with the rest of England

the same moral, social, and religious structure, sees the

world in vastly different terms from the mainstream of

British society: the white teenagers. England's healthy

postwar economy occasioned the rise of a generation of

young people with an easy access to money that previous

generations had not known. Since, as all know, money is

the key to freedom, it is not surprising that these teen-

agers are able to exercise a great deal more control over

their lives than their parents or even their older brothers

and sisters could. More significant, the way they choose

to live their lives differs radically from the bungled way

they perceive their elders to be living.

MacInnes's teenagers, like his blacks, most often

are morally superior to the elder middle class. And in

this novel, as in City of Spades, the protagonist is

exceptionally virtuous even for a member of his class.

We follow an energetic eighteen-year-old as he weaves

a precarious trail around friends who are homosexuals,

48



49

poncels, homosexual-ponces, drug addicts, and hustlers of

various sorts. He himself is a hustler--he takes porno-

graphic photographs--but he sees his job in purely

monetary terms and reasons that if he were not doing the

work, someone else would be. It is while he is in the

process of procuring a new customer that we meet this

"absolute beginner," who in the course of his book-long

narrative never happens to reveal his name--or to be ad-

dressed by it. For the sake of convenience, I will refer

to him as the Beginner.

The Beginner's "agent," the person who finds for him

most of the kinky characters who want his services, is a

girl named Suze, whom he also happens, unfortunately, to

be in love with. When he meets her for coffee and a bus-

iness discussion, he learns that she plans to marry the

homosexual fashion designer for whom she works. Outraged

by this, the latest move of a girl who had already managed

to make his life miserable with her noted preference for

black men, the Beginner perfunctorily calls upon his new

client; proceeds to his parents' house in Pimlico, where

he works for a while in his darkroom; and finally makes

his way across town to his home in the slums of Napoli--

where he lives not because he must but because the atmos-

phere of this depressed area affords him freedom.
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Though the Beginner's route is not complicated and

does not seem to have taken much time, his account of it

is lengthy, full of windy digressions on any number of

topics, from patriotism to sex to the most important in-

fluenceson his life: an elementary schoolmaster who

caused him to realize the personal value of education,

a cub master who imparted to him a sense of moral values,

and, most important, jazz music. The jazz world is a

haven of almost religious dimensions: its great advan-

tage is that

no one, not a soul, cares what your class is, or
what your race is, or what your income, or if
you're boy or girl, or bent, or versatile, or
what you are--so long as you dig the scene and
can behave yourself, and have left all that crap
behind you, too, when you come in the jazz club
door. (p . 307)

With this observation he ventures out to a club in Soho,

where he meets a couple of his modeling clients and goes

with one of them to yet another club, the one where the

"sharp characters" (p. 314) hang out.

Despite the agreeable atmosphere, however, the Begin-

ner becomes increasing despondent over the loss of Suze.

With the final blow being the news that his dear friend

the Wiz is considering becoming a ponce, he withdraws

into the night air and wanders around until he decides

to call upon a Jewish couple that he knows. The zest

for living that these people display somehow inspires him
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to make one last desperate appeal to Suze; he goes to her

home and confronts her forthrightly even though Henley,

her fiance, is there. His appeals on the basis of class,

age, even sexual preference have no effect, however; he

departs unsuccessful, breaking all his "regulations" (p.

338) by fleeing to a tavern for a drink.

The Beginner's eventiual destination for the evening,

the end of which marks the end of the first of four chap-

ters, is a party given by a newspaper columnist Dido Lament.

After taking a brief detour through the shadows of Hyde

Park, another obvious escapist move, he arrives at what

he has correctly predicted would be a tedious affair--

that is, until the appearance of Henley with Suze, who

dances with the Beginner and admits that he, not Henley,

is her true love.

Spurred on by this hopeful incident, the Beginner

sets out during the next month-chapter ("In July") to

win Suze back the only way he knows how: by amassing an

impressive amount of money. He engages a couple of friends

as stars of a film he has arranged to shoot for a tele-

vision personality named Mr. Call-Me-Cobber. He ap-

proaches Dido Lament's friend Vendice Partners, an

advertising mogul, about the possibility of marketing

his photographs. In the process of working out a detail

for the film, however, he becomes completely unnerved
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by the news that Suze has actually married Henley. Again

he flees--this time on his motorcycle, toward nowhere in

particular, until he runs out of gas. So depressed is

he that, once back in London, he goes to seek sympathy

from his mother, whom he ordinarily cannot tolerate.

From this point on, things are somewhat out of the

Beginner's control. When he finds that his mother is

not disposed to greet him, he goes back to his own apart-

ment and stops in at his neighbor Jill's; there he finds

not Jill but Edward the Ted, a familiar gangster who

delivers the threatening warning that his gang leader

"Flikker" wants to see him. They fight, arousing the

attention of another of the house's tenants, the half-

black Mr. Cool, who brings word that the whi te "Ted"

gangsters are making increasing demands on the black, and

part-black, teenagers. Distressed at what night happen

to Cool and his black friends, the Beginner seeks help

from the Wiz, who is now living with a call girl. The

life of a ponce has wrought a change upon th is self-

confident, admirable specimen of the teenag class, how-

ever; the Wiz is reluctant to become involved. He is too

pleased with himself to be. willing to risk nything, too

thoroughly repulsed by the situation to want to enter in.

The month of July ends rather inconclusively for the

Beginner: he still has no assurance that he will earn
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any money through his photography or from the film he is

shooting- -particularly since one of its stars has been trans-

ferred to a television program. Suze is married; racial

trouble is brewing; the Beginner is left "spent" by it

all (p. 391).

In contrast to the frenzied pace of the preceding

chapter, "In August" depicts the serenity of a boat trip

as the Beginner relaxes for a holiday with his father,

whom he much admires. As the boat makes its way from

Windsor Castle to Marlow, the Beginner displays what

for him is a typical childlike wonder at the workings' of

the locks, a fresh appreciation for the "glorious"

English countryside, and, again typical for him, com-

parisons of the actual scene with scenes he has observed

on the cinema screen. That life imitates art is a frequent

implication of the Beginner's monologue: his preoccupation

with fantasy is especially apparent in this chapter as he

imagines his companion to be not his beloved Dad but his

even more beloved Suze.

With a curious turn of events, imagination becomes

reality. The father, who was already in poor health,

passes out, thus causing the boat to stop at the town

where Suze and Henley have made their home. Almost at

once, the Beginner is thrown into Suze's arms--"It was

like we were shoved at each other from behind by two
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great enormous hands" (p. 403)--and he learns, not to

his surprise or disappointment, that her marriage is a

disaster. Their brief reunion is interrupted, however,

when the Beginner must see his father back to London;

Suze refuses his invitations to join them. At the close

of this eventful day, the Beginner soothes himself by

going out to a jazz concert. Not quite having gotten

the girl, yet renewed in the hope of the possibility, he

is feeling rather good when the chapter ends--despite an

insidious rumor that racial violence has broken out in

Nottingham.

Violence had indeed erupted among the black and

white street gangs; it all comes to a dramatic head one

morning "In September," which also happens to be the

Beginner's nineteenth birthday. Through his eyes we

see buggies collide and milk bottles fly, overloaded cars

careen while crowds of unconcerned bystanders career

steadily, blindly along. The senselessness of the

violence alone does not disturb the conscience-stricken

Beginner nearly so much as the average Londoner's re-

fusal to acknowledge it. His contempt for his own

countrymen incites a desire that he had hinted at

earlier, one that corresponds with his tendency to flee

from unhappy predicaments: he determines to leave

England. Never mind that he has found and made up with
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Suze at one point during the turmoil; never mind that his

father has died, leaving his poor mother behind. Reso-

lutely, he takes the money his father has left him and

sets out to buy a plane ticket to Brazil, which, he is

told, has "the least colour thing" of any country (p. 403).

Since he has no visa, however, he is denied passage to

South America and so must choose an alternative; he picks

Norway, believing that it, too, is relatively free of

prejudice.

One unanticipated turn after another comes to be the

rule with the Beginner, though, and with the story's end

comes a most unexpected development. First, he tries to

sneak on the Brazil flight despite what his ticket says.

Having failed at that, he watches the plane take off for

Rio de Janeiro as there begins to fall a hard rain which

he interprets as a symbolic cleansing of his evil country.

Just as he is about to lodk for his flight to Oslo, he

has a complete change of heart: he spies a group of

newly arrived Africans and, out of sympathy and comrade-

ship, extends hearty greetings and offers to show them

the town.

By ending the novel on a hopeful note with regard

to relations between the races, and yet not speculating

about the fate of these new immigrants, MacInnes is

tempering a determined plea that the English not abandon
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their efforts to understand the black people with the

same tenuous optimism evident in City of Spades: if he

can indicate, with characteristic bluntness, a "sunny"

future, he can also draw the pitiful picture of a black

man having to defend his own door from a rioting gang

of whites and evoke a sense of defeatism tantamount to

any such feeling that Johnny Fortune ever has. Before we

judge the significance of the Beginner's sudden benevolence,

we must remember that the problem of conflicting cultures

gives way in Absolute Beginners to the issue of the new

generation of teenagers and its effect on society. From

this standpoint, the Beginner's actions tell as much about

the vitality and sharp perception of the new youth, as

MacInnes sees them, as they do about the future of the

racial situation.

Again in this novel, as in City of Spades, MacInnes

has given fictional voice to his own social theories

based on copious observations of British society. Al-

though the book is without a doubt a work of the imagin-

ation, not merely an imaginative reworking of a set of

facts, its concern with broad social themes at times

overshadows the story line, an indication that its

author's already deep concern with contemporary issues

is becoming even deeper. For this reason, it is best

to begin with a discussion of the novel's various themes
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not by examining the novel but, again, by turning to

MacInnes the essayist. The theories propounded in

Absolute Beginners, published in 1959, can be seen in

various stages of development in three essays in par-

ticular: "Young England, Half English" (1957)$2 "Pop

Songs and Teenagers" (1959),3 and "Sharp Schmutter" (1959),*

all of which appear in England, Half English.

In the first essay MacInnes remarks upon how the

rise of a monied class of teenagers has, in turn, boosted

the popular-music industry. The main point he makes,

however, concerns the type of music the teenagers prefer:

he mentions the British vocalist Tommy Steele and specu-

lates that the reason for his popularity is that he is

English rather than American, as so many of the contem-

porary pop stars are. Through his repeated references to

the wide-sweeping phenomenon of the Americanization of

British music--aided by various means such as the cinema,

radio, television, and the phonograph--it becomes clear

that the topic MacInnes is really dealing with is not

music but cultural identity. He is pleased that the

native performers such as Tommy Steele are coming into

their own, even though the art they are mastering is

an American idiom. But he wonders, and tends to doubt,

whether English lyricists will ever begin to write

popular songs in their own idiom, about their own life,
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so that "the performers can sing as Englishmen not only

in body, but in voice as well." 5

The following year, in "Pop Songs and Teenagers,"

MacInnes notes a remarkable proliferation of Tommy

Steeles: at least half of the performers on the weekly
Top Twenty lists are British. Still, however, the music
consists of "songs sung by Englishmen in American." 6 (By

the next year, MacInnes notes in "Sharp Schmutter,"

American idols were being replaced by Continental models;

he considers this not a sign of anti-Americanism but of
a growing indifference toward America.')

MacInnes also notes in "Pop Songs and Teenagers"

that most teenage vocal stars are boys, whereas among

the older popular performers the women far outnumber the
men; this difference he cites as but one of the many

that separate youth and age. The gulf between the young
and old is so wide, he says, that the two groups can be
thought of as England's "two nations" in the same way

that the rich and the poor historically were: society

is now divided between the teenagers and "all those who
have assumed the burdens of adult responsibility."' The
economic power wielded by the younger group, conjoined

with the fact that their money need not be spent on

necessities such as the food and shelter their parents

provide, has led to multiple growth not only in the music
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industry but also in other "luxury" industries such as

clothing, food service, radio, and television. Because

the customs of a society are largely determined by its

economic structure, the teenagers have wrought noticeable

changes in the country's social pattern. And, consider-

ing the obvious fact that the teenagers are likely one

day to become adults, MacInnes finds it necessary to

define as well as he can the dominant characteristics of

the new class of Englishmen so that their elders, the same

blind middle class that is attacked in City of Spades,

might be made aware of the new world that is literally

growing up all around them.

The teenagers, as MacInnes sees them, are "much more

classless than any of the older age groups were, or are."9

They are not hostile, but rather are indifferent, toward

the establishment. Their money assures them of a mobility

that frees them from having to work their way up the

social ladder in the conventional, artificial ways. Or,

as MacInnes puts it, "What are the difficulties of meeting

those who read 'posh' Sunday papers when you can dance

with as many as you like at the local jazz club?"'0

If they are not preoccupied by class differences,

neither are they Americanized, MacInnes continues,

despite the influence of American popular music. The

British performers sing American songs, it is true, but
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they have transformed the style into something original,

"in a way that suggests, subtly, that they're almost

amused by what has influenced them." 11 Thus the English

teenager is "less streamlined, less pattern-perfect,

and more knobbly, homely, self-possessed" than the

American version.12 (This is not to suggest anti-

Americanism, however; in Absolute Beginners the protag-

onist considers it a sign of defeat that some of his

contemporaries feel so threatened by the Americans that

they are actively opposed to them.)

Other characteristics MacInnes observes among the

"post-Hiroshima generation" 1 include an intuitive inter-

national consciousness that is accompanied by a sensible

disdain for the whole business of war and powerful bombs.

Likewise, those who were born during the war were forced

to become independent at an early age and thus achieved

an early maturity which has created what MacInnes calls

a "touch-me-if-you-dare" look on their faces. The young

are cleaner than their parents, both in terms of daily

hygiene and the care of their expensive clothes. They

doinot drink. Their sex life, although it is "mysterious"

to MacInnes, appears to be comfortable and "not particu-

larly 'immoral."'1 5 Overall, he concludes, the young

people are more cheerful than any group of Englishmen

had been for the previous fifty years; contemporary England,
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he believes, had produced "the dullest society in western

Europe: a society blighted by blankets of negative res-

pectability, and of dogmatic domesticity." The teenagers,

in protest, "have organized their underground of joy."16

The similarities between the joyful underground in

which the Beginner thrives and the lively subculture of

the blacks make clear the attraction that MacInnes finds

in both worlds: he is continually proclaiming the vir-

tues of living with a full awareness of the surrounding

world, even if it contains much that most people would

prefer not to be aware of. That the teenagers and the

blacks do not exist on the same plane is obvious not only

with the reappearance in Absolute Beginners of the troubled

blacks but also with that of the bungling, inefficient,

hypocritical British lawmen--though they are more often

seen to be lazy than malicious, as they appeared in City

of Spades. The Beginner accuses the policemen of avoiding

a chase because their helmets fall off; his homosexual

friend the Hoplite does not feel threatened by the laws

that prohobit his way of life because, for the most part,

the lawmen ignore them as much as he does; another of

the Beginner's friends, in the midst of the riots at the

end of the story, charges the policemen with enforcing

the law only when they find it convenient.
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If there are enough policemen to handle the trouble,

this young man says to an officer dispatched to the scene

of the riots, they will do their duty. But not "if you're

a few, and trouble rises round you . . . , you can't take

it, and can't stop it!" (p. 430). At such moments the

policeman reveals himself to be no better than the

average Englishman, "only a worried man in fancy-dress"

(p. 430). The police demonstrate even more of the deter-

mined blindness of the middle class, as well as their

own vanity, when they turn sightseers away from the scene

of the riots. "The law never wants you to see what it

can't handle," observes the Beginner (p. 436).

Essentially, then, the only difference between a

policeman and a businessman is a uniform. But there is

another fact about the policemen that MacInnes acknowledges

in Absolute Beginners, as he had more fully in City of

Spades and would treat even more extensively in Mr. Love

and Justice: the policemen are parasites, clinging for

their very existence to the volatile world of the young

as well as the black. The whole paradoxical issue of

"parasites," people whose livelihoods are sustained by

a group that they consider to be inferior, gains prominence

in Absolute Beginners and is seen to extend to those

professions already mentioned as having benefited from
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the new teenage society: television, advertising, music

and musical entrepreneurs.

The Beginner is surrounded by people of this type:

the middle-aged Dido Lament, who lavishly entertains the

teenage crowd so that she can gather material for her

newspaper gossip column, he considers to be unscrupulous

with her tendency to treat everything as a "deal" (p. 343).

Her former lover Vendice Partners is happily making a

fortune in one of those advertising agencies that have

turned Mayfair into an "expensive slum" (p. 350). Mr.

Call-Me-Cobber, a flightly television personality who

has the talent of being able to appear sincere on the

screen if not in person, has based his career on the

belief that anyone can be a star, giving proper promo-

tion. Mr. Cobberis more impressive filtered through

any technological medium than he is in the flesh, it seems:

the Beginner observes with amazement the amount of power

he can exert through careful manipulation of his various

telephone lines.

Given the interrelatedness of the society that Mac-

Innes describes--"mug" television star relying on pop

singer, who relies on teenager, who relies on his parents

and others whose ways of life he disapproves of--it is

undeniable that the Beginner, too, is a parasite, for

everyone is seen to be a part of a collective circle.
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But the virtue that the Beginner possesses--that all the

teenagers possess--is an acute realization of what is hap-

pening. The Beginner does not have a telephone. To him,

it is a purveyor of a false sense of urgency: "when the

dam [sic] thing rings, in any household, everyone flies

to it as if Winston Churchill's on the other end, instead

of the grocer about the unpaid bill, or, more likely, a

wrong number" (p. 388). In contrast to the average

citizen who looks to television as an unimpeachable source

of authority, he realizes how much of what appears on the

screen is quite possibly misleading or, for one reason

or another, in error. Further, he senses that all of the

most recent parasites--the "telly witch-doctors, and ad-

vertising pimps, and show business pop song pirates" (p.

324)--despise all of the teenagers. His basic philosophy,

a philosophy based on MacInnes's latest prose observations,

is apparent in the very first lines of the novel, where

he tells us that the "whole teenage epic" is "tottering

to doom" (p. 257).

The Beginner's most frequent reaction to the injus-

tices he finds both with the country's social climate in

general and within his personal life, is to flee--through

the movies, onamotorcylcle, on an airplane. Allusions to

films and the theater are particularly common: he and

Suze have a standard greeting of "Hi, darl" and "Hi, hon"
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that comes from a movie they saw (p. 263); he calls his

brother Vernon "Jules," from Jules Verne and the famous

movie based on his story; he thinks his mother looks like

a Tennessee Williams character. Scene after scene reminds

him of one fictional rendering or another. But, just as

his increasing desire to leave the country in order to

escape from the hypocritical ways of his countrymen is

finally overcome by a sense of patriotism and brotherhood,

so doe& his preoccupation with fantasy finally give way to

the realization that life is really better than the art is

appears to imitate. From a taxi window he observes that

the scene is "like your own private Cinerama, except that

in this one the show's never, never twice the same" (p. 326).

Actually, it turns out, films bore him: "all I see is a

sheet hanging up there, and a lot of idiots staring at

it . . . " (p. 325). Life, he says, is the best film--

provided one can see it as such.

With the help of MacInnes's camera-sharp eye and

considerable powers of description, the Beginner is

well able to view life as a colorful and exciting film;

the precise, thought-provoking content of his narrative

is the strongest point in a book whose plot is even

weaker than that of City of Spades. It takes him thirty

pages of monologue, for instance, to describe his walk

from home to the meeting with Suze during which he learns
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of her engagement. Granted, he does make two stops along

the way, but both of them are more important for what the

Beginner's conversation reveals about himself than they

are for generating any of the story's action.

The first foil to the Beginner's strongly opinion-

ated personality is Mickey Pondoroso, a photography client

who has just arrived from Latin America, via the United

States, to complete a study of "British folk ways in the

middle of the century" (p. 270). He extracts from the

Beginner many of the views of the hypothetical teenager

of MacInnes's essays: the bomb is of no concern, for

only the "adult numbers" are interested in destruction

(p. 271); it would be pointless to go to America or

Russia to express his pacifism where it might have a

real effect because "youth is international" and the

same sentiments are most likely arising in those coun-

tries without his help (p. 272); the queen does not

fascinate him because he knows she is powerless and,

further, he knows that she refuses to acknowledge her

powerlessness: "her position is that she hasn't found

her position" (p. 272).

What is not made clear about the Beginner's rene-

gade philosophy in this dialogue is delineated a short

time later, when he stops at his parents' house and con-

fronts his older half-brother Vernon. At only twenty-five,
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Vernon represents a world view that is a generation re-

moved from his brother's. Unlike the Beginner, who was

born during a World War II air raid, Vernon is old enough

to have been caught up in the feeling that the war was

Britain's finest hour--and he still believes it. He

evokes the Beginner's sympathy because he never had a

real youth, because he "missed the teenage rave" (p. 278).

With a little provocation on his part, he turns the Be-

ginner's sympathy into a burst of outrage that again

identifies him as one of MacInnes's new breed of youth:

"not being a mug, exactly, I've no intention of
playing soldiers for the simple reasons, first
of all, that big armies obviously are no longer
necessary, what with the atomic, and secondly, noone is going to tell me to do anything I don't
want to, no, or try to blackmail me with that
crazy old mixture of threats and congratulations
that a pronk like you falls for because you're
a born form-filler, tax-payer and cannon-fodder
. . . well, boy, just. take a look in the mirror
at yourself." (p. 279)

Scenes such as these two are reminiscent of MacInnes

at his weakest in City of Spades, when he would turn a

conversation into a sociological debate. And they are just

as frequent--and cumbersome--here as they were before.

What saves the Beginner from being nothing more than a

boring mouthpiece for Colin MacInnes are the same quali-

ties that compelled the reader's fondness for Johnny

Fortune: a boundless energy and curiosity, and a desperate

need for freedom. The very nature of his profession as a



68

freelancephotographer demands that he be alert, quick to

grab opportunities when they arise. His choice of free-

lancing in the firstplace reflects his strong desire for

a freedom such that a steady job could not afford him.

(Furthermore, the fact that he even has a job and a home

of his own at age eighteen, when his parents are still

willing to support him, sets him above the average teen-

ager--and indicates MacInnes's faith that teenagers can

deal with the adult responsibilities that they are or-

dinarily sheltered from.) His strength as a character

derives not from what he says to others but, rather,

from the way he relates his story to the reader. On the

one hand is his childlike amazement at the workings of

the locks on the Thames, for instance, while on the other

is his mature perception of the insensitivity that the

older English display during the race riots:

When this thing happens to you [disappointment
in your countrymen's behavior], please believe me,
it's just like as if the stones rise up from the
pavement there and hit you, and the houses tumble,
and the sky falls in. I mean, everything that you
relied on, all the natural things, do what you don't
expect them to. Your sense of security, and of
there being some plan, some idea behind it all some-
where, just disappears. (p. 425)

The emotion that lies behind the Beginner's heartfelt

disappointment with his countrymen's behavior is patriot-

ism, a love of country that is certainly shared by Mac-

Innes if not by Johnny Fortune. Though it might seem
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otherwise at times, the Beginner cares intensely about

the future of England--and the bleak future that appears

imminent influences his behavior throughout the book.

"It's because I'm a patriot that I can't bear our coun-

try," he tells the Hoplite at Dido's party (p. 299).

And it is for just that reason that, in the end, he cannot

bear to leave it.

The Beginner, clearly, is a personification of all

the admirable qualities that MacInnes finds in the teen-

agers of the London of the late 1950s. He is countered,

though, by another prototype, a later "model" who realizes

the enormous power of his own youth, tries to use it to

his advantage, and ends up aligned with the "mugs." "The

Wizard," as he is called, was never as scrupulous as his

admiring friend the Beginner: he would dodge checks at

restaurants, for instance, as one way of attacking the

older classes. It comes as no surprise--except to the

Beginner, whose innocence often surfaces as naivete--

that the Wiz decides to become a ponce: he reasons that

since "this whore, ponce, and client business" (p. 321)

is a permanent part of society, he may as well as asso-

ciated with the profitable side of it. Although the hypo-

critical English pretend to dislike the ponce, he says,

they are actually using him as a "clear, social, respectable,

alibi" (p. 321) for a sin they would rather not admit to.
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The Wiz makes only one additional appearance between

his announcement of his professional intentions and the

last chapter of the book. However, this scene--the

brief meeting during which the Beginner asks him to

help prevent the racial trouble that eventually breaks

out--shows that a dramatic change has come over him.

The care that he must now take to avoid being caught by

the police has caused him to refrain from getting involved

with anything that might draw public attention. Para-

doxically, he has lost his fascination with his job and

confides to the Beginner that he wants to get out of it.

But instead of bringing him back around to his former

youthful point of view, his disgust has only deepened his

cynicism: with a "horrible" laugh, he tells the Beginner

that he will abandon his call girl as soon as he has as

much money as he needs (p. 386). By the time he reappears

in the riot scene, he has thoroughly defected to the middle

class: while the Beginner is daringly defending the blacks

by such acts as escorting them home through crowds of

potential attackers, the Wiz is yelling, "Keep England

White!" (p. 437).

With the character of the Wizard, MacInnes is again

demonstrating his capacity for irony: this teenager's

fall from the gracefulness of youth is made even more

striking by two facts in particular. First, he is only
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sixteen, far too young to develop the closed-minded,

cynical attitudes of his parents' generation. Second,

his perception of the situation between the young and

the old is greater even than the Beginner's: he has

moved past the realization that the initial impact of

the teenage revolution is over into a mode of behavior

designed to avenge the "old sordids" (p. 260) who are

bribing his peers with their record albums and other

neatly packaged products. Hie betrayal of the Beginner

and his kind is MacInnes's way of showing how the fresh,

observant outlook of the new youth can just as easily be

subverted into the blind conformity of the middle class

as it can be channeled into a determination to change

things.

Although his actions are quite plausible, the Wiz

does not emerge with nearly the depth and believability

that the Beginner possesses. Certainly this is largely

because the story belongs to the Beginner. Considering

the problems with creating secondary characters that a

first-person narrative imposes, in fact, it is remarkable

that MacInnes is able successfully to present as many

different personalities as he does. Most of them, like

so many of the minor characters in City of Spades, are

flat. But precisely because they are--because they make

no pretentions toward being otherwise--they are actually
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better suited to the one-dimensional roles they are given

than is a character like the Wiz--whom we see little more

of than many of the other minor characters while we are

asked to follow the complicated line of reasoning that

finally brings about a complete change of character.

Several characters, such as Mickey Pondoroso and

Vernon, serve primarily as sounding boards for the Be-

ginner's own views. Others, in addition to serving this

function, are obvious exaggerations of character types

that MacInnes describes in his essays. His father, for

instance, is the older generation's version of a true

English patriot. To the rest of the world he is con-

sidered a failure (though for what specific reason we

are never told). But to the Beginner he is most admir-

able: the son enjoys hearing about the father's youth

in the thirties, portrayed as "a terrible time for the

young" (p. 280). Far happier it is to be a teenager

today: "Believe me, son, in the 1930s they hated life,

they really did. It's better now, even with the bomb"

(p. 281). Not that he has it any better: he considers

himself too old to enjoy things now. But he is able to

identify with his son on one important level--they both

love England and love to see it brought to life through

music. Every year, without fail, they to together to

see the Music Hall production of H.M.S. Pinafore, his
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father's favorite example of a genre that MacInnes the

essayist says was the last musical depiction of the

English world, the last attempt at a cultural self-

portrait before the American idiom took over.

MacInnes's hope that the day will come again when

the English sing about their own kind comes to life with

the successful young singer Zesty-Boy Sift, whose songs

always concern themselves with familiar names and places.

The Beginner recounts this "rags-to-riches fable" with

obvious pleasure and pride (p. 349). But the negative

aspect of the teenage revolution can be found in this

instance as well as many others: had it not been for the

promotional campaign of a paid publicity consultant,

Zesty-Boy probably would never nave risen to stardom.

Cartoon-like names such as Zesty-Boy and the Wizard

are frequently used by MacInnes as an expedient means

of portraying character. Although the device of the

"charactonym" is generally considered to be amateurish

or, at best, a poor imitation of nineteenth-century style,

it fits MacInnes's larger purposes. For one thing, ob-

vious labels are appropriate for flat, obvious characters.

And, more important, the lack of depth to MacInnes's

characters is balanced by an enormous breadth: the

sheer number of personality types that he has portrayed

demands som,. convenient way for the reader to keep them
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straight. Thus we are given, for example, the "Kid-

from-Outer-Space," the Beginner's secret nickname for

one of his peers who has already joined the middle

class and so might as well exist on a different planet

from him. We meet the Ex-Deb-of-Last-Year, the smiling

representative of England's decaying upper classes, as

she clings to Mr. Call-Me-Cobber, who invites an in-

formal familiarity on the screen but fades into anonymity

as the camera lights pale. Dido Lament--that is purported

to be her real name--truly has reason to be unhappy now

that the rise of television personalities such as Mr.

Cobber is threatening her eminence as a newspaper columnist.

Through these and many other cardboard characters

MacInnes is able to voice precisely and colorfully the

many viewpoints his wide-ranging journalistic eye has

discerned among the people who inhabit London. The fact

that so many of them do have only one side he uses to an

advantage by making them "characters" in the sense of the

word as it refers to someone outlandishly attractive.

Through his sharp, detailed descriptions we are able to

see the difference between modern and traditional jazz,

for instance--a fine but crucial distinction among a

musical world that is an essential 'factor in the lives

of hundreds of teenagers like the Beginner. He isolates

the opposing viewpoints in two very distinctive
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personalities who, he maintains, are as different in ap-

pearance as a uniformed soldier and a sailor:

Take first the Misery Kid and his trad. drag.
Long, brushless hair, white stiff-starched collar
(rather grubby), striped shirt, tie all of one
colour (red today, but it could have been royal
blue or navy), short jacket but an old one (some-
body's riding tweed, most likely), very, very
tight, tight trousers with wide stripe, no sox,
short boots. Now observe the Dean [Dean Swift]
in the modernist number's version. College-boy
smooth crop hair with burned-in parting, neat
white Italian round-collared shirt, short Roman
jacket ver tailored (two little vents, three
buttons), no-turn-up narrow trousers with 71-
inch bottoms absolute minimum, pointed-toe
shoes, and a white mac lying folded by his side,
compared with Misery's sausage-rolled umbrella.

(p. 308)

After a description of such quality, MacInnes need

not have a character undergo extensive action in order to

fix him in our minds. Sometimes, however, he will use a

minor figure to make a short statement or to commit a small

act that will throw much larger incidents into perspective.

Such is the case with Mannie Katz, a Cockney Jew with

literary aspirations whose opinions the beginner highly

values. The problem with England, he says, Is "the total

flight from reality in every sector" (p. 331):

"For centuries," this Southwark Shakespeare said,
"the English have been rich, and the price of
riches is that you export reality to where it is
you get your money from. And now that the market-
places overseas are closing one by one, reality
comes home again to roost, but no one notices it,
although it's settled in to stay beside them."

(p. 303)
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The ill-treatment suffered by the blacks who have come to

England as a result of the country's shifting political

position, the commercial abuse and lack of recognition

that the teenagers must endure even after a revitalized

economy has given them the power of the coin--all of the

problems that are threatening the very fiber of British

society could be alleviated if the common man would but

open his eyes to the world as it is rather than continuing

to exist in the country's imperialist past.

The fact that we must view the reality of contemporary

London through the subjective eyes of a teenager is, of

course, significant. By entrusting the Beginner with the

burden of telling his own story, MacInnes seems to be

saying that the teenagers he knows are certainly worthy

of his countrymen's attention and respect; the thorough-

ness and sincerity of the Beginner's narration, with its

constant attention to detail, , can leave little doubt

that he is being as truthful and accurate a storyteller

as we can reasonably expect. If his chatty and concerned

manner sometimes comes on a bit too strong, it is only

one more example of how MacInnes can sometimes get so

involved with the symbolical import of his own creations

that he loses his sense of literary restraint.

It is befitting of the Beginner's straightforwardness,

for instance, that he should spell damn without the useless
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silent letter (although it is my impression, at least,

that even a first-person story is penned by the author,

not the speaker; the device rings just as false with me

as spelling such as yawl and sez do when they appear in

the dialogue of people who cannot spell the words cor-

rectly to begin with). His penchant for slangy tag words

such as""thing" and "number" and "kick," though, would

have been more effective if it had been more judiciously

handled. Within the realm of the "teenage thing" we

have people getting "on the busy thing" (occupying them-

selves), we hear about the difference between "a head,

bodies and legs thing" (sex) and "wrap[ping] a big thing

up" (marriage, presumably). One begins, after a while of

this roundabout, affected speech, to wonder just how

straightforward and sincere the Beginner really is.

Yet we must finally conclude that he is as truthful

as he is typical of hundreds of London youth: the fact

that he has no name indicates that he could have any name.

Although the trials he must undergo in the end--the re-

apperance of Suze and the death of his father, complicating

his decision about whether to leave the country--seem

rather contrived, his uncertain, painfully wrought reaction

evokes real human sympathies. And his ultimate affirmation

of loyalty to his country speaks well for him as a new,
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hopeful breed of Englishman--as it was no doubt MacInnes's

intention to portray.

The four-chapter structure of the novel, though not

as complex as the format of City of Spades, nevertheless

provides appropriate symbolic framework for MacInnes's

message. The summer months provide the names as well as

the setting for the first three chapters; the Beginner's

slow, meandering pace as he roams about Lond6n is more

credible during the lazy summer season than it would be

during any other. It is likewise appropriate that a

change of seasons accompanies the radical change in the

social climate that the final chapter depicts. Neither

is it accidental that the violence fully breaks out on

the dawn of the Beginner's nineteenth birthday, just after

he had observed the classification of "absolute beginner"

on a dance-studio floor and applied it to his whole class--

"Although me, after my experiences, maybe I'm going to

move up a category or two!" (p. 409). At the moment

when things were looking brighter for the Beginner than

they had since he first heard the disastrous news about

Suze's wedding plans, his hopes for the future are super-

seded by an immediate concern for the wicked world out-

side his window.

Another example of MacInnes's effective use of irony

to point up the hypocrisy of the typical British attitude
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toward troublesome social groups can be found in this

scene. The Beginner's attention is called to a pro-

establishment editorial advocating reverse migration

of the "uncivilized" colored races at precisely the

moment when white teenagers are attacking blacks in the

streets. The absurdity of the unjustifiable attitude

of superiority makes it even easier to see why the

Beginner comes to fall "right out of love with England"

(p. 443).

Despite his understandable outrage at his fellow

citizens, we must remember, the Beginner--"the sharp kid,

the pal of the whole wide world" (p. 301)--decides in the

end to remain in his country and do what he can to ease

the plight of mistreated minorities such as the African

immigrants. If the whole tone of the novel is so much

more bitter than that of City of Spades that its protag-

onist is almost driven out of England, the final outcome

indicates the author's continued, perhaps irrational,

hope for the future of his country and of all humanity.

MacInnes has again managed to construct a vibrant fic-

tional world that makes a valid statement about the con-

dition of mankind without lapsing into what the Call-Me-

Cobber types would call a "docudrama": the image the

reader retains is that of a young man with a "morality
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based on a hopeless love for other people," as one reviewer

put it -7-not that of a littered London street.
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CHAPTER IV

MR. LOVE AND JUSTICE

In Mr. Love and Justice,1 the final part of his Lon-

don trilogy, MacInnes deals narrowly with a problem 
that

had been broadly hinted at (and shallowly treated) in the

previous two novels: the sly machinations of the ponces

and prostitutes versus the even slyer, 
frequently unethical

and illegal, methods of the policemen whose business 
it

is to quell the "easy-money boys" and their puppets.

Neither group is more virtuous than the other, MacInnes

says; both are parasites, the policemen feeding off the

ponces, the ponces making money from the "mugs" who 
patron-

ize their women. Curiously, though, both have an appre-

ciable degree of freedom--are considerably more "alive"--

than the uncaring masses of law-abiding inhabitants of

postwar Britain.

With the booming postwar economy had come bright days

for teenagers, television stars, and many others, as Abso-

lute Beginners showed. But the beginning of a new era

consequently brought the end of an old: it meant the

end of Britain's power as a seafaring nation, which, in

turn, meant fewer jobs for seamen such as Frankie 
Love.

Disdainful of government handouts and disillusioned about

82
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ever finding honest work, this landbound sailor succumbs

without too much persuasion to becoming a ponce. With the

aid of a knowledgeable Stepney prostitute, he is initiated

into the delicate art of keeping a legitimate appearance

while sidestepping the meddlesome policemen.

Simultaneously there appears another novice of sorts:

Edward Justice, who has been promoted from beat officer to

the vice squad. Just as in City of Spades, MacInnes con-

trasts the stories of two social opposites. This time,

however, the narratives are not written in the first per-

son: although the chapters shift in focus as indicated

by their alternating titles of "Mr. Love" and "Mr. Justice,"

they are objective accounts rather than personal narra-

tions. Through the eyes of a rather opinionated third

person, we see Officer Justice close in on his assigned

prey, who eventually becomes Frankie Love.

The bungling Mr. Justice--he is first seen in a men's

room swapping his socks around--is perfectly suited to

the life of a policemen: he craves the order it stands

for no less than he enjoys the power it affords him. But

the demands it makes on his personal life create a formid-

able problem: his superior officer insists that he marry

his girl friend, something Edward wishes to do but fears

to because of the social stigma of her father's being

a convicted criminal. For the moment, he assures the
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detective-sergeant that the situation will be "fixed"

soon; as an expedient move he situates her conveniently

in a Kilburn flat and surreptitiously moves in with her.

Frankie Love likewise sets up a Kilbidrn household

with his girl, who prefers the area over the low-class

Stepney district. His life settles into a methodical

vacuum as he pretends to have the legitimate side-

occupation he intended to acquire but somehow never does.

Despite his determination not to get personally involved

with his business associates, he does become friendly

with a character referred to as the "star ponce," an

experienced professional who offers much-needed advice.

The new vice-squad officer has also received counsel

from a man who will be an important ally: a detective.

Unfortunately, however, he did not learn quite enough,

and his decision to follow up a lead on a brothel without

informing his superior officers leads to embarrassment

and a sharp reprimand from the detective-sergeant. It

seems that the house he has attempted to upset is one

that the police like to keep open so that they can more

easily clamp down on selected situations. Clearly,

Edward has much to learn. However, it rapidly becomes

just as evident that he is as susceptible to bribery and

corruption as the rest of the force. When he catches a

businessman making an illegal gesture in a public urinal,
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he solicits a bribe by asking fifty pounds for a promise

not to press charges.

It is with some justification, then, that Frankie

concludes that criminals and policemen are alike. He

becomes discouraged about his new profession; he feels

that his relationship with his woman is deteriorating.

Leaving her one night to walk back toward Stepney, he

decides along the way that since he must be able to

dominate a woman, the way seamen have always dominated

their wives, he is not suited for poncing. He breakfasts

with a dejected Scots seaman who offers him a berth on a

boat headed for the Argentine. Just as he is about to

accept, however, he is arrested for his suspicious ap-

pearance, convicted, and sentenced to seven days.

Activity around the station house shortly begins to

pick up; the force has decided to come down on the

brothel-keeping madams, and they bring in a "star sleuth"

for special assistance. The sleuth has a definite plan

of action--as well as definite ideas about other things,

including how policemen should behave. He immediately

disapproves of Edward and does him the disfavor of men-

tioning Edward's living arrangement to the detective-

sergeant. (Meanwhile, he advises Edward to drop the girl.)

Then, for no apparent reason or gain, he breaks into the

home of the girl's father.
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A brothel case does arise, without any provocation

from the law, when a madam reports that one of her cus-

tomers has been robbed of a valuable snuffbox. Frankie

and his girl are implicated, because the girl had been

seen with the customer and because the madam does not

trust Franike. Edward, assigned to the case, confronts

the innocent Frankie at his apartment. Again, however,

he twists the law for purposes of private gain: he wants

to retrieve the box and return it unofficially for the

owner's generous reward. Although he acts like a dutiful

policeman when he speaks to Frankie, the star ponce

realizes what he must be up to and warns Frankie about

it--whereupon Frankie takes steps in preparation for

real trouble. He buys an air ticket, slips the box (which

his girl says was given to her) to Edward's girl, sends

a telegram maligning Edward to the police department,

and packs his girl away with her mother.

Edward, too, makes plans: he intends to trap the

sleuth the next time he shows up at his girl's father's

house. The star sleuth has other intentions, though:

he steals the box from Edward's girl's room, taunts

Frankie with it, calls for the arrest of Frankie's girl,

and turns the box over to the detective-sergeant,

bringing with it the story of Edward's plans for it.
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Complication leads to complication until at last

Frankie resolves to get out of town. He is apprehended

by the same officer who arrested him earlier, though,

his whereabouts having been given away by the traitorous

star ponce. Frankie and Edward meet again, this time

with bars between them, and the jumbled pieces of the

story of the snuffbox are put together when Edward ex-

plains that he had been framed. Displaying real sympathy

for Frankie, Edward even goes to the point of refusing

to testify against him, despite the threat of suspension

from (he force if he does not.

In addition to the troubles he has brought upon him-

self through his suspicious behavior as a policeman,

Edward is still under pressure for not having "fixed"

things with his girl friend. Although he has managed

to settle the issue of her father's questionable social

status by sending him out of the country, the girl is

pregnant; and the process of getting a marriage applica-

tion granted is such that if she has the child before

it is completed (which is likely), the application will

be denied. Further, if she has a child out of wedlock,

he will be out of the police force. Pressed for a de-

cision, Edward declares that he loves her enough to

give up his job; and that he decides to do even though

she miscarries.
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News of her miscarriage reaches Edward in the presence

of his malicious cohort the star sleuth, who makes an in-

sulting remark and provokes a fight which leaves Edward

with a severe head wound. This happens not long after

Frankie had been kicked between the legs by his turncoat

friend the star ponce after having accused him of his

act of betrayal. Thus- both men are symbolically wounded:

Edward Justice, who believes not in the- justice of the

law but only in the divine correctness of true love, is

wounded in the head; Frankie Love, who believes love is

a sham compared with immutable law such as that of the

sea, is wounded in the groin. They convalesce in adjacent

hospital beds, bound together by their wounds and by

the realization that they are alike, that lines of dis-

tinction between policeman and criminal break down in

deference to a common quality that Frankie had earlier

identified: "in the upside-down world we both live in

we've got a certain kind of freedom that none of the mugs

outside will ever know" (p. 605).

It is to the "mugs outside" that the novel is directed,

even more pointedly than in the previous novels, and the

intensified didacticism that it contains, unfortunately,

lessens its effectiveness as a work of fiction. Charac-

ters are even more often seen to explain various social

phenomena to one another with elaborate, timely detail--
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down to the price a prostitute pays to post an advertise-

ment. During the first half of the book, especially,

action is often secondary to the exhortatory tone of one

conversation after another.

A major theme of the novel, as a brief considera-

tion of the plot should imply, is the role of the police-

man,. both in relation to the criminal and to the society

whose rights he is endeavoring to uphold; it is an issue

with which MacInnes appears to have become more and more

concerned as he delved more deeply into the problems of

the city's various enclaves of "outsiders." Since any

discussion of a police force naturally involves a look

at the kinds of criminals they encounter, it is logical

that MacInnes deals concurrently with the ways of the

ponces and prostitutes as they are supported by the "mugs"

and are forced to coexist with the policemen in a society

that is entirely separate from that of the average middle-

class citizen. Again, as before, we can turn to MacInnes

the essayist for a concise explication of his thematic

purposes.

In an essay entitled "The Other Man," 2 published in

February of 1960--the year that Mr. Love and Justice came

out--he discusses the "indivisiible" triangle of prosti-

tute, ponce, and client, beginning with an assertion that

the problems it leads to could easily be resolved if the
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very people who inveigh against the ponces would quit

patronizing them. At the end, he lists three possible

reasons for the "hatred of ponces by the virtuous,"3 a

list that would elsewhere be repeated by Frankie Love:

"First, a--possibly unconscious--transference to the ponce

of the client's own sense of guilt at his association with

the prostitute; second, a resentment at having to pay for

what the ponce is paid for; and third, [a] sexual jealousy

of the ponce."' He concludes with a repeated insistence

that none of the three elements of the triangle can be

held responsible for the social disruptions they cause

without a primary realization that no business can func-

tion without a significant number of customers.

Within the essay MacInnes explores the various as-

pects of being "the other man," a ponce--what he does,

what he feels, how carefully he must avoid the law. His

role is demanded by prostitutes, MacInnes says, for both

psychological and financial reasons. The ponce is the

one man whom the woman can really care for amidst the

dozens of nameless men with whom she must daily feign an

intimacy. As for finances, he says, the woman always

dominates the man, even though she may give all of her

profits to him, simply because she is the earner. And,

to her further advantage, the law states that only the

ponce, not the prostitute, is a criminal--even if they
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are married, as they frequently are. Because of her

peculiar position, the woman generally picks her man:

rarely is it the other way around.

Despite these drawbacks, MacInnes says, the ponce

does enjoy considerable advantages, again both material

and emotional. The first is the large, untaxed income

(Frankie Love ends up with more money than he knows what

to do with). Second is the great satisfaction to the

ponce's ego: "Think of it! All those hundreds of mugs

paying up, and I get it all--and get her for free!" 5  In

addition, he notes, the exciting, uncertain atmosphere

surrounding a life outside the law appeals to the tem-

perament of many men.

The essay continues with a detailed outline of a

ponce's day-to-day existence and his characteristics:

he appears to spend most of his time pretending--either

pretending to ignore themale rivals for his woman's at-

tention or pretending to have an honest job in order to

avoid trouble with the police. He will generally prefer

a call girl to a street girl, since call girls are less

likely to be detected. He is usually recognizable, no

matter what his age or physical type, by a certain in-

definable "thing." 6  What all ponces share, MacInnes

says, is a degree of amorality that would be present

even if their occupation were legal: they have "certain
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marked anti-social tendencies" 7 that align them with other

groups of legally employed "parasites" that MacInnes

enumerates here as he had in Absolute Beginners: those

involved with advertising, television, and show-business

management, among others. The activities of a ponce and

prostitute, he is careful to point out, are unworthy and

certainly should not be romanticized. However, he does

proclaim them as more virtuous than many an honest man in

one important way: they are free from the hypocrisy and

spiritual pride that often accompanies the self-serving

attitudes of more "respectable" groups.

Pride to the point of hubris is certainly what dic-

tates the actions of the latest breed of policeman, as

portrayed by Edward Justice's partner and eventual

traitor, the star sleuth. Such trivial actions as ex-

posing Edward's illicit relationship with his girl come

easily to a man who believes that he as a police officer

is the law. A similar attitude of supreme authority

is so pervasive among his kind that Frankie Love even-

tually concludes that "The cop is the priest of the

twentiety-century world" (p. 624), with the significant

difference that his religion lacks a god. At the point

when the sleuth makes this observation, however, it is

clear that the policemen who claim, as Edward does,

constantly to be under great moral stress are in fact
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under no stress except that which is caused by their

determined efforts to maintain the appearance of order,

no matter what the cost.

MacInnes's contention, of course, is not merely to

point out the flaws of the police force. Despite his

prose assertion that the ponces should not be romanticized,

he does show that their lives are as much to be admired,

or at least pitied, as the policemen's are to be scorned.

Frankie Love is depicted as a "prince without a throne"

(p. 484) who is pressured into becoming a ponce by a

typically aggressive prostitute and who remains one only

after he is jailed undeservingly--at which point he con-

cludes that "If the law takes a man in for nothing, he

may decide he might as well get taken in for something"

(p. 539). The sea is his one true love; there he could

perceive an order and a justice superior to any of human

contrivance. Confined by circumstance to the land, how-

ever, he becomes driven by a need for money, for a place

in society, for all of the things that a conventional

man seeks. It is his unhappy fate that he is drawn into

a life of crime. But again, according to MacInnes's line

of reasoning, it is in a sense a victory for the criminal

society that the underworld is thriving enough to have

room for Frankie when his efforts at seeking employment

through the government bureaucracies have been unsuccessful.
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Through Frankie's introduction to the complicated

rules of "the game," MacInnes affords us a detailed

picture of a new set of laws that had recently forced a

reorganization of the society of the ponces. His girl

demands that she be allowed ito quit street-walking and

turn to a strict call-girl operation now that the wording

of the law makes it easy to operate out of private homes.

Her success after she moves from Stepney to the more

respectable Kilburn area, where she has a smaller but

more profitable business, lends support to the narrator's

statement that social changes are not wrought by mere

changes in the law. The only effect the new regulations

have had is to shove the annoying problem out of the

average citizen's daily sight--which is seen to be a

great benefit for the "mugs," for, as the girl herself

realizes, "In England they think that if a thing goes

behind closed doors, it's better" (p. 528). This, of

course, is MacInnes' s main criticism against his fellow

Englishman: when the truth is too ugly to confront, a

consoling illusion will do quite nicely.

Frankie sees the whole of what the British call

justice as an illusion compared to the unquestionable,

transcendent law that rules the sea. With the star ponce,

who is also a former sailor, he agrees that the sea

"teaches you the scale of things: what matters and what
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really doesn't" (p. 509). To begin with, even the routine

procedures are handled better on the ocean: trials at a

ship's court are presided over by knowledgeable judges;

the witnesses' stories have not been tampered with; the

jurors are sailors who can be properly sympathetic. Beyond

that, Frankie believes, there can be found somewhere--

though certainly not in England--an ultimate, intangible

justice. His unfortunate experiences with prostitution

have strengthened his conviction that other abstractions,

specifically love, never conform to their ideal definition.

"I've found it's women and sex that are imperfect--just a

game," he says. "But as for the law--if it's a real law,

a true law like you get on a ship, why! then it's really

something! A thing you can respect and live for" (p. 603).

Edward Justice, on the other hand, believes the

guiding principle behind the universe is love--a binding

emotion that lies beyond the imperfection of a society of

"human beings struggling with one another" (p. 603),

beyond the centuries-old tradition of laws that he is paid

to support. Concomitant with this belief is his insistence

that love and sex are inseparable--"the one and only really

sacred thing that's left" (p. 470). Thus he disapproves

of Frankie's type not because they are "immoral" according

to commonly acknowledged standards of behavior but because

they openly defy his contention that a person's sexual



96

life should be private--and monogamous. Though he ada-

mantly scorns promiscuity, he has no moral compunctions

about making love with his own girl friend; he reasons

that genuine love sanctions what otherwise is a "dis-

gusting" (p. 603) human activity.

Misters Love and Justice debate the matter of sex

and its relationship to love on two occasions: when the

officer questions the accused through jailhouse bars and

when the two are confined to hospital beds. Against

Edward's emphatic assertions that Frankie's profession

"destroys the best thing there is in any man and woman"

(p. 503), Frankie defends his long-standing belief that

love is only a function of sex, that sexual attachment

is the only possible basis for a profound relationship

with a woman--and that a man's experience should defin-

itely extend to more than one woman. Predictably, neither

man is ever convinced of the other's argument.

By raising unanswerable questions about the diffi-

cult concepts of love and justice, MacInnes has finally

shifted his attention from the specific problems of mid-

century London to the broader themes that the title

implies. The ultimate role-confusion between a policeman

given to criminal behavior and a criminal who has definite

virtues becomes easier to understand in the light of the

book's last few pages. What matters in the end is what
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each man chooses to do with whatever situation he finds

himself in, MacInnes says: Frankie Love must find his

own best use for his newly repaired brain; Edward Justice

must be guided by his own principles as he ventures back

into a sexual relationship with his girl friend. No one--

not the detective-sergeant, not a maritime judge, not

anyone--can dictate their actions. Even the doctor at

the hospital where they are treated realizes the limita-

tions of his profession: "The rest of it begins where

healing always ends and life begins: we don't have to

decide the use they'll make of their lives, thank God!"

(p. 626).

The portrayal of believable characters in a story

that is so blatantly allegorical poses an obvious problem

for an author. MacInnes's way of dealing with it, how-

ever, conforms to the stilted but successful methods of

characterization he has employed in the past; once again

he creates a world of unashamedly one-dimensional per-

sonalities to be flashed intermittently between the two

characters who do undergo life-changing experiences,

Frankie Love and Edward Justice. Although we must strain

at times to accept the complementary actions of the

directly opposing pairs of secondary characters, we can

believe in them for the sake of the allegory.
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Frankie Love, as we have seen, is an honorable man

victimized by a changing, confused society. MacInnes

takes care to point out that while he was legitimately

employed as a sailor he thought that ponces were "bums"

(p. 484), and that even after he is thoroughly indoctrin-

ated into his new profession, he tells people he is a

sailor. By this time, however, a change has come over

him and not even he believes that he is a seaman. We

can trace his fall from what he considers a glorious life

to the disgrace of the jailhouse by noting the reasons

given for his various actions and reactions.

Simply stated, he fails to adjust to a legitimate

way of life on land because he is a seaman from beginning

to end. He rationalizes his decision to become a ponce

by saying that if he must be kept from "that great and

utterly dependable she" (p. 485), if he can no longer

have the satisfaction of dominating a ship, then he will

settle for dominating a woman. The code of honor he lives

by is not pictured as necessarily conforming to written

law; Frankie is seen most of all to be proud (too proud

to accept welfare support) and hungry for freedom. When

he finds that he cannot, after all, dominate his woman,

he runs away from her. But his attempt to return to the

sea is thwarted by a needless encounter with the law, and

he is made to realize that he might as well make the best
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of his new position as an "easy-money boy." His final

upholding of the seaman's code as- the only law that

matters is consistent with his unchanging set of values,

despite the fact that he has fallen into a life of crime.

Not even the law of the sea proscribes feelings of

spite and anger, however, especially when they are pro-

voked by the unjust actions of others. The mysterious

ordeal of the snuffbox, during which he suffers point-

lessly for the sake of one policeman's avenging another,

proves to be more than Frankie is willing to take; al-

though he honorably stood by his falsely accused woman

for a while, his sense of decorum breaks down when he is

led to believe that Edward had double-crossed him. First

he wants revenge against Edward. Then, characteristically,

he decides that freedom is sweeter than revenge, and he

starts to flee. That he never makes it to his plane stems

from both an underlying reluctance to leave the unfinished

business of the theft and the sheer persistence of the

policemen who chase him down.

Frankie's various encounters with the London law

officers lead him quite justifiably to conclude that they

are "hypocrites puffed up with spiritual pride" (p. 605)

and thus are worse offenders of society than members of

his profession: he values his freedom much more highly

than the "prim self-righteousness" (p. 605) that he sees
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in Edward Justice. Yet, again characteristic of an

independent-minded sailor--or perhaps showing a cleanness

of conscience that most landsmen lack--he has never feared

the law; and this makes it easier to understand his even-

tual communion with Edward following their mutual realiza-

tion that they both belong to groups of "anti-social

parasites" (p. 605) that keep them isolated from most

of the society they thrive upon while at the same time

granting them the freedom they need.

From the first time we see Edward we recognize him

as the fumbling hypocrite that he repeatedly proves him-

self to be; any feelings of sympathy for a man whose

romantic notions about love are constantly being threatened

by a world of decaying morals are quickly overshadowed

by outrage at his unreasonable sense of superiority. His

words and deeds alike mark him as MacInnes's image of a

perfectly despicable policeman.

Explaining his new duties on the vice squad to his

girl friend, Edward pauses briefly to elaborate on the

role of all policemen: they are not like other citizens,

contrary to what most people believe (and to what was

seen to be the case in Absolute Beginners); such a belief,

he says, is just a "legend for mugs" (p. 467). It is a

hard life, a lonely life: he and his fellow officers

are "like hostile troops occupying an enemy country" (p.. 467).
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Edward's personality betrays more of a childish hero

mentality than it does the peace-seeking demeanor that

one would like to attribute to a policeman. He decides

to raid the brothel that his detective tells him about

singlehandedly rather than with the support of the force

because of a longing for personal achievement and recog-

nition that dates back to his early days with the force:

we are told he "had vivid recollections of his disappoint-

ments when in uniformed days any discovery of his own

produced, if reported, a host of seniors who did all the

fancy work and took all the credit" (p. 497). Later,

while his job is in danger, he takes comfort in turning

to records of long-ago police cases, filling in the spaces

between the lines with "the wealth of probable, actual

details that his imagination and his brief experience sug-

gested to him"; the stories, for him, hold "all the

childhood fascination of 'Once upon a time"' (p. 583).

The deeper function that these old reports serves

indicates precisely what the force means to Edward and

what he, in turn, represents as a character. They con-

firm his faith in the sanctity of the police force, his

belief that "within the Force there is guarded and en-

shrined a principle which is eternal: that power is

given by societies to enforce their order in a state of

secrecy" (p. 584). Secrecy, order, and might Edward sees
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as holy attributes--and wholly valuable in themselves,

regardless of the makeup of the instituion they surround.

If Frankie Love is a prince without a throne, Edward

Justice is a knight who longs for a fortress to defend

and cares not what it really stands for.

Yet he does understand enough about the inner

workings of the police force to realize the value of con-

triving courtroom evidence and committing occasional

acts of perjury for the general maintenance of order.

Most likely using the same, end-justifying-the-means kind

of logic, he constructs a double lie in an effort to

resolve the tension that he encounters with the force

because of his relationship with his girl. Eventually

that sin catches up with him, as do others, including

the bribery incident and his criminal intentions with

the snuffbox, but it is never implied that he feels any

remorse for having betrayed a code of honor. In the end,

he does not even care whether courtroom justice is attended

to: he wishes that Frankie's case could be dismissed,

the box restored to the madam, and the whole business

forgotten about.

During such incidents as Frankie's capture and ques-

tioning, where the issues cannot be separated into black

and white, Edward reveals himself to be what he really is

despite his protestations: an extension of all the dreary
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qualities of a typical Englishman. He craves order, so

he joins the police force. He would rather have the false

appearance of order than face the actual chaos within his

city, so he lies about everything from unfamiliar criminals

to his own personal life. Most telling of all, MacInnes

says, is his love of the conventional: this is seen to be

"the true copper's dominant characteristic" (p. 519). Thus

Edward approves of his girl's choice of the Kilburn area

for a place to live: "There is about Kilburn a sort of

faded respectability, of self-righteous drabness, that

appealed to him" (p. 519). (Significantly, this is a

popular area for prostitutes to attract respectable-looking,

high-paying customers.)

Such a clear parallel should make it obvious that

Edward and his story stand for the whole of British

society and the mistaken path down which it is headed.

Typically, however, MacInnes is not content merely to

equate his protagonist with the common man: he must

make him look considerably worse. During the final

scenes, when Edward's fabrications about his girl friend

have been detected, she is pregnant, and his job is in

danger because of it, he is called down by the detective-

sergeant for the way his life is being manipulated by a

woman: "You know, it is you who's behaving a bit like

a ponce now, isn't it?" (p. 611). His whole history of
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unethical behavior, carried out for the sake of justice

though it sometimes is, adequately prepares the way for

his final confrontations with Frankie Love, during which

it is pointed out that his profession is in many ways

more subversive to society than the ponces and other

criminal fraternities are. The final irony is that though

we are made to realize this, Edward never really accepts

it: Frankie's charges against the policemen's hypocritical

pride are answered with a bored silence. As if the unhappy

fates of Frankie Love and Edward Justice were not enough

to point up the absurdity of the behavior of the vast

numbers of "mugs"--who, both men state at different times,

"just don't want to know" (pp. 530, 623)--MacInnes further

intensifies his message with the opposing characters of

the star ponce and star sleuth. Each serves as a mentor

for his professional novice; each, finally, delivers the

crucial, debilitating wound that his apprentice suffers.

Both, as their labels imply, are proficient in their

trade and thus are quite capable of passing along

valuable advice.

The star ponce is the equivalent of a television

personality among the prostitutes: he is one of the few

who can choose his own women. His good nature also ap-

peals to Frankie, who is willing to learn whatever he

can from the star ponce's various experiences. The main
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point that the ponce has to convey is that a ponce should

never speak to a policeman--under any circumstances. He

has been in jail twice, knows about the frequent injus-

tices surrounding a courtroom case, and has emerged

hardened and cynical as a result.

Besides acting out the qualities of a typical suc-

cessful ponce, the star ponce enhances MacInnes's purpose

by stating from yet another perspective the fact underlying

the existence of his whole profession: "It's a triangle

that won't stand up without any one of its three sides:

client and whore and ponce. If the clients don't like us,

well, it's simple: they should just stop being clients"

(p. 512). Yet he knows this will not happen, since the

problem is as old as the Garden of Eden ("Adam must have

doubled," he says [p. 512]), so he feels certain that

there is a place for him; at the same time he knows the

power of the police force--so he buckles under the slightest

amount of pressure to give theipolice the information they

want about Frankie.

The role of the star sleuth is almost exactly com-

parable to that of the star ponce. Through his assign-

ment as Edward's partner, he is in a position to give

the inexperienced Officer Justice much advice about

dealing with criminals. Curiously, his advice sounds

much like the star ponce's. Silence is a policeman's
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most useful weapon, he says: "If there's one thing most

human beings just can't bear, that thing is silence"

(p. 477). He exhibits an even greater degree of cynicism

than his criminal antithesis does: in his mind, no one

is trustworthy--"All men and women you meet professionally

are criminals" (p. 478). Conversely, he believes that

the laws behind the police force--whatever they may say--

are unquestionable, and that he, simply because he is a

policeman, has ultimate authority to enforce them in what-

ever way he pleases. By such logic he is able to turn

against Edward with no qualms about betraying a fellow

officer.

Again like the star ponce, the star sleuth provides

MacInnes with a voice for defining a specific aspect of

the prostitution problem. The sleuth expounds freely

upon the living arrangements and working habits of the

ponces and their girls. He outlines the advantages of

being a call girl and explains at length how the new

laws will affect the business. In the process of explain-

ing the laws, he delivers yet another version of the per-

vasive theme of lazy hypocrisy among the English. Most

people will call prostitution a problem, he says, but

most also will turn their heads away from it rather than

do anything about it: "IY]ou'd really be surprised, if
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the girl's discreet and chooses her clients carefully,

how little people notice," the sleuth says (p. 482).

The star ponce and the star sleuth, typical of

MacInnes's minor characters, are one-dimensional exem-

plifications of a particular point of view carried to

its logical extreme. The ponce's cynical opportunism

is a result of the ruthless contorting of the law that

people like the sleuth are continually guilty of. Their

eventual commissions of violence against their own kind

indicate the self-destructiveness of their behavior--yet

throughout their portions of the novel it remains clear

that it is the attitudes of the silent middle class that

are at the root of the problem. MacInnes again effectively

takes advantage of a minor voice to make a major point,

though this timewith less articulateness than he attributed

to the Jewish character in Absolute Beginners: the star

ponce is quick to point out to Frankie that he himself

is Cornish, and therefore not responsible for the social

maladies that the English have created for themselves.

In addition to the "star" professionals, MacInnes

offers two other pairs of characters whose parallel ac-

tions form dual commentaries on the personalities of the

two protagonists. Frankie's girl, of course, can be con-

trasted with Edward's girl; the clear lines between pros-

titute and "nice girl" are seen to break down in the same
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way that the lines of distinction between police officer

and criminal dissolve, though to a lesser extent. Then

there is the father of Edward's girl, whose justifiable

disillusionment with the police force that once framed

him can be juxtaposed with the complacent attitudes of

the mother of Frankie's girl, who sees nothing immoral

in her daughter's line of work. (In fact, she sees her

own profession of faith healing as serving the same pur-

pose of providing sympathetic company for lonely people.)

A few individual stereotypical British characters

such as the detective-sergeant and Edward's personal

detective, complete the spectrum with which MacInnes il-

luminates the contrasting stories of Frankie Love and

Edward Justice. In addition, he includes the scattered

appearances of admirable foreigners to further emphasize

the inferior behaviorof the English: the first person

Frankie encounters on land, for instance, is an Asian

who generously offers to buy him a meal; later, he is

beholden to the Bengali landlord at his girl's first

apartment for warning him that the police are after him.

Even when the themes involve strictly English issues,

MacInnes cannot resist reaffirming his respect for

the foreign peoples and contrasting their polite behavior

with the blind inconsiderateness of his own countrymen.
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It is the same Colin MacInnes also who leaves us with

the final, pessimistic thought that the British are ir-

revocably headed down a path of outdated, unjustifiable,

dangerous chauvinism. A new element, however, is his

heavy emphasis on the importance of individual choice--

a theme that is reflected by the fact that only the two

protagonists are referred to by name. The story is

theirs: they are responsible for their actions and they

must suffer the consequences. All of the other characters

are of far less significance and are only acting out the

roles defined by their labels. The fact that they repre-

sent groups large enough to be so easily identified points

up once again the difficulties that individuals like Edward

and Frankie will encounter as they begin their new lives.

The names Frankie Love and Edward Justice, are, of

course, allegorical--almost inexcusably so. But it must

be remembered that the symbolism is ironical: Mr. Justice

believes in love, Mr. Love believes in justice. The com-

pounded ironies of the whole "upside-down" world they

inhabit begins with this basic confusion. As for the

almost geometrical perfection of the allegory as the

characters appear two by two, MacInnes gets away with

such a primitive device for the same reason that he is

successful with flat, exaggerated characters: he offers

it up with no apologies, no unreasonable turns; and it
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facilitates his getting his message across in such a

simplified form that the average reader--the target of

his invective--cannot fail to comprehend it.

The trouble MacInnes inevitably runs into in the

process of combining fiction and social comment is the

tendency to preach rather than to show by example. And

the longer he writes, the more susceptible he appears to

be to this danger. The initial meetings between Frankie

Love and the star ponce, like Edward's first encounters

with the star sleuth, are nothing more than detailed ac-

counts of the tacit laws of the London underworld--lengthy

amplifications of what MacInnes had already set down in

prose with sufficient clarity. Even such an innocent

affair as a tea attended byFrankie, his girl, and her

mother devolves into a discussion. of the new vice regula-

tions.

Further, MacInnes has minor characters point out

qualities in Frankie and Edward that are perfectly obvious

without having extra attention drawn to them. Edward's

detective, for example, points out the same "double look"

(p. 494) that Montgomery Pew had noticed in a policeman's

eyes and immediately follows with an accusation of laziness

and vanity, superfluous in the total context of Edward's

behavior, that sounds remarkably like a statement the

Beginner made about the policemen he knew: they are
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reluctant to chase anyone because they do not like running

and they are afraid their helmets will fall off .

The same scene between policeman and agent exemplifies

another of thebook's structural faults: not only do the

characters espouse an excessive amount of social theory;

the omniscient narrator also makes frequent intrusions

with subjective observations and moral judgments. Three

paragraphs of explanation concerning a detective's great

worth to a policeman are given before their dialogue

begins. And no sooner than it does begin, the narrator

intercedes again to tell us how important first meetings

like this are in establishing a "nark-copper relationship"

(p. 492). He even philosophizes about the significance of

all human conversations: they "hold inside and beyond

them other, and often larger, conversations that remain

unspoken, of which the exchange is just the seventh part

(if that's the figure) of the iceberg that breaks surface"

(p. 493). Though, admittedly, this passage is among the

most serious of his lapses, it nevertheless remains that

a distracting number of chapters begin in a discursive

style reminiscent of W. M. Thackeray as he sets the mood

for Amelia's next entry.

Although we are frequently tempted to appeal to Mac-

Innes for less matter and more art, we are confronted with

a couple of passages in whichwe-must forgive his
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"preachments" in acknowledgement of the larger stylistic

functions they serve. The wrestling match at which Frankie

and Edward first set eyes upon each other, for instance,

is introduced with a digression on the attraction of

wrestling which identifies the sport as both a primitive

(and thus timeless) art and an authentically British

affair in the tradition of the old Music Hall performances.

It is significant that the antagonists-protagonists should

first be thrown together at an event that represents both

eternal strife and a unity based on contemporary patriotism.

Another instance during which the narrator's tendency

to draw lengthy parallels is useful occurs at the beginning

of the final chapter (of which the title is significantly

compressed into "Mr. Love and Justice," rather than the

"Mr. Love and Mr. Justice" used for earlier chapters in-

volving both characters). The hospital is compared to a

prison, both being viewed as allegories of the human con-

dition: "In prison there is the allegory of sin, punish-

ment and (in theory at any rate) redemption. In a hospital,

the deeper allegory of birth, death and (occasionally)

resurrection" (p. 618). Hospitals, even more than prisons,

are feared by the common man: he can, if he chooses, ig-

nore the fact that the prisoners are really his equals--

"one fragment of those outside who save for chance and

technicality might very well be inside" (p. 618)--but he
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cannot escape the business of the hospitals, for "from

the sentences they can pass there may be no release and no

appeal on earth" (pp. 618-19). Frankie and Edward recon-

cile their differences within the walls of the hospital,

with the awesome sense of finality that such walls impart.

These two scenes, though they are digressive and do

imply moral judgments, are also vivid descriptions filled

with the exactness of detail that is MacInnes's real

strength as a writer. Through simple but pertinent

devices such as having Edward accept a ceremonial cigar-

ette from the detective-sergeant upon being told of his

promotion, while having the jailed Frankie refuse a

similar offer as a vacuous gesture of politeness, he

gives subtle yet believable reinforcement to his overall

theme. And through elaborate, perceptive descriptions

of various settings he is frequently able to imply a com-

parison with the larger world of British society itself:

his depiction of the Kilburn area as a "primped-up ex-

terior behind which lurks something dubious and occasion-

ally horrifying" (p. 520) easily serves as a microcosm

for all of London.

MacInnes's concern with tearing down the false

exteriors that the British insist on maintaining is

clearly deeper in this book than it had been in the

previous two parts of his London trilogy; charges of
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"documentary" writing become harder to defend in the light

of his increased tendency to pontificate. Yet somehow,

despite all of the laborious social detail, the novel

stands on its own merit for its timeless affirmation of

life over the spiritual death of the unquestioning masses,

of individual choice over the fatal conformity of anonymous

groups.
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5"The Other Man," p. 143.

6"The Other Man," p. 144.

7"The Other Man," p. 144.
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

The one common denominator that binds all of Mac-

Innes's principal characters is a need for freedom from

the strictures of an inflexible British society. That

the stories all concern members of subcultures of various

sorts rather than the middle or upper classes illustrates

one of the most important of MacInnes's assertions: these

"social exotics," as they have been called'--the blacks,

the volatile young, those outside the law--are the only

ones capable of enough self-examination to avoid falling

into the lifeless routine of the typical "mug." The

middle classes do not go searching for freedom because

they do not realize the need for it: they are content

to go on living as if the Empire were still at its height

and the rest of the world looked to England as a guiding

exemplar of moral, social, and political behavior. When

reality "comes home again to roost," as Mannie Katz puts

it,2 they are confused and upset: rather than trying to

understand the new order of things, they combat the un-

known--passively, though, by refusing to acknowledge

societal changes.
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The social upheaval that has resulted from the com-

pounded errors and misunderstandings of all the classes

becomes obvious with a reading of MacInnes's London

trilogy. Equally obvious is his intense concern that

the "mugs" be shaken into awareness in order that the

damage might begin to be reversed. With each volume

he becomes more adamant about the need for a reassessment

of Britain's position--something that can only happen

when each man and woman, voluntarily, takes a look at

his own life and determines his own values, rather than

letting his actions be defined by the beliefs of a

certain class.

With the exception, perhaps, of the emphasis on

individual choice, all of the themes found in the novels

can be traced back to ideas earlier voices by MacInnes

the essayist. Consider, for example, the belief that

music is "the simplest, most instinctive way by which a

people expresses its own ideas about itself." 3 It forms

the basis for a number of essays concerning contemporary

popular singers, jazz artists, and the old Music Hall

productions. In the novels, it becomes manifest in the

African songs in City_ of Spades and the new teenage lyrics

in Absolute Beginners. The message, through either medium,

is the same: people must have their own songs to sing;

otherwise, if they must borrow songs from another culture
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(like the English who sing about Americans), "then this may

be a sign that [they are] ceasing to be a people in any

real sense at all." 4

Music, the black immigrants, prostitution, teenage

mores--all are dealt with in prose with a journalistic

eye for detail and a compassionate concern that gives a

striking, memorable picture of a country in the middle of

many changes and in need of many more. Given his success

as a social critic, in fact, it is worthwhile to ask just

what caused MacInnes to turn to fiction as a means for

expressing his theories. Nat Hentoff, in his introduction

to The London Novels, offers as sensible an explanation

as I think we are likely to find. He believes that the

restrictions imposed by having to confine himself to facts

proved to be too much for MacInnes to bear. With so many

years of factual observation behind him, he had accumu-

lated a number of theories that, although grounded in fact,

were nonetheless theoretical and could not be purported as

journalism. In Hentoff's words,

As a reporter or analyst, you imagine all sorts of
things about the people you interview and observe;
but if you're reasonably conscientious about keeping
the term non-fiction within bounds, you can include
in your accounts only a small proportion of your as-
sumptions and widely intriguing speculations, and
that heavily weighted down by as much documentation
as you can gather.5

The result, Hentoff continues, is that "you're not -able to

get fully into essences."6
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Through the stories of Johnny Fortune, the Beginner,

and Frankie Love, protagonists whose deeply humanistic

and, in their own way, moral behavior prevails despite

the temptations of a decadent world all about them, Mac-

Innes is well able to distill some valuable essential

truths from a series of timely, sometimes trivial events.

He cites the perils of the unexamined life without

resorting to the overworked Greek aphorism; he praises

the freedom of the individual without having to lean on

factual evidence--indeed, it would have been impossible

to do so on the basis of facts alone.

There comes with the telling of a story a capacity

for liveliness, for making people and places appear more

"real" than reality. This is true especially with places,

and MacInnes uses setting to reinforce the reality of his

message in many instances. Much of City of Spades, for

instance, takes place in decaying buildings left unre-

paired after wartime damages, as do a few scenes in the

other two novels, including the scene in which Frankie

Love is finally apprehended. The importance of this

subtle device is clear: Britain has not cleaned up her

yard since the bombing was halted; she has only relegated

the messy areas to the people outside the predominant

social circles, people who represent still other messy

situations she would rather not confront.
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The various dilemmas of the "outsiders" MacInnes was

able fairly well to describe in his prose essays. "A Guide

for Jumbles" comes immediately to mind, with its powerful

depiction of a lonely black man. But a discussion in the

same essay of the West Indians, who, because of their lack

of tribal identity, are "all the more ready to be 'Brit-

ish," 7 seems cruelly inconsiderate when the same state-

ment, made by Montgomery Pew, is answered by an indignant

West Indian: "Thank you for the compliment to our patriot-

ism. So many of our boy [sic] who serve in R.A.F. would

glady hear your words."8 The personal consequence of

social unrest comes to life in fiction, whereas it is

often overlooked when writers are dealing with impersonal

facts.

Surely it must not by this point be allowed that

MacInnes is a "documentary" novelist. In answering such

charges and in defining his own works, MacInnes himself

had this to say:

I suppose a "documentary" novelist would be
one who selects some social theme that genuinely
preoccupies him and who, after a study of its
outer forms and even inner meaning, clothes this
factual survey in a fictional apparel. If that
is a just description of his experience, it is
not what has ever happened to me.

In my own case a theme, later to be evoked
in fiction, has always "moved in on ''me and has
become, without any deliberate intent, a part
of my life almost before I was aware of it, and
certainly long before I thought of writing it.
During this period of saturation such apprehen-
sion as I have is intuitive, then thoughtful;



the factual "documentation" always comes longafterwards--a check-up on outer shapes of essenceswith which I am familiar. I cannot conceive ofwriting anything about a theme that does not in-terest me profoundly through direct experience. .
As it happens, very few aspects of British life seem

to escape MacInnes's "direct experience." His boundless

curiosity and capacity for wonder are responsible for the
intense feeling for life that keeps his fiction from being
a thin web of plots tangled around a stale collection of
facts. "Fresh," "bright," "accurate," and "vivid" are

adjectives that repeatedly appear among reviews of all

three books in description of his style. City of Spades,
which received overwhelmingly favorable reviews, drew

the following comment from The Manchester Guardian, a
remark that I believe applies to the other two novels

as well: "The book is alive, and the point is that it
derives its vitality from a deep engagement, an obsession

if you like, with its subject-matter."" Absolute Begin-

ners, which earned mixed reviews, was nonetheless remarked

upon even by one critic who found fault with it as

"fresh, bright, exciting work."1' Mr. Love and Justice,

whose moralistic tone was not approved by many and led

one reviewer to wonder "whether what [MacInnes] has to tell
us ought to be in the guise of fiction at all,"'2 neverthe-

less was praised by another for its "vivid and natural

dialogue" and by yet another for MacInnes's "sort of

relentless humanity."' a
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If his curiosity is limited in any way, as Hentoff

notes in his introduction, it is confined to a study of

"how people spend rather than hoard their lives." 4  He is

more comfortable with the Johnny Fortune types, who

believe that "life is given us to be enjoyed,"'5 than with

the stolid middle-class businessmen, whom he roundly

ignores. His only thought concerning the middle classes

is the hope that they will quit their present behavior,

and it is toward this end that the London trilogy is ad-

dressed. One reviewer has described his fundamental

theme as "the perennial battle between life and a living

death."'6 It is easy to tell which side Mac~nnes himself

comes down on; it can only be hoped that his audience

will be guided by his words.

MacInnes, again speaking on his own behalf in defense

of unfavorable criticism, describes City of Spades and

Absolute Beginners--"no doubt flatteringly--as poetic

evocations of a human situation, with undertones of

social criticism of it: wildly romantic in mood, and

as rigorously analytic as I can be, by implication.""

The artistry with which he approached the task of writing

has been emphasized throughout this paper. As a final

affirmation of MacInnes as a capable literary stylist

as well as a credible social commentator, I shall once
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more examine--briefly--the structure of the novels, both

individually and as a whole.

City of Spades is told alternately by Johnny Fortune,

the newly arrived black immigrant, and Montgomery Pew,

who represents an unsympathetic establishment. Twice,
however, the narrations are interrupted by "interludes"

related from an objective third-person point of view.

One critic has likened this technique to holding up a
pair of binoculars first with one eye blocked, then the

other, and twice with the depth of perspective afforded

by both,': To such a reasonable observation it might be
added that, by thus arranging the story, MacInnes is
saying that although black and white people will never

permanently share the same ground, they may occasionally

see things from a common and clearly focused viewpoint.

In contrast stands Absolute Beginners, whose sharp-
eyed protagonist tells his own tale from beginning to end.
A kind of teenage Everyman, he remains nameless to the
reader amidst a circle of colorfully named characters

such as the flighty Dido Lament and the crafty Wizard.

The impeccably moral attitude of this young man commands

our trust in his ability to tell the story accurately

and completely; his being nameless only points up the fact

that his kind is unacknowledged by the average Londoner.
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Precisely the opposite technique can be observed in

Mr. Love and Justice: Frankie Love and Edward Justice

are the only characters whose names are told. This device,
again, echoes the theme of the novel in which it found--

for it is, after all, these two men alone that the story

is really about. The subordinate characters on both sides

of the law whom they must respectively work with or against

are merely character types whose personalities are defined

by their roles. MacInnes, this time telling the story

himself, has placed these two individual personalities

against such a backdrop to reinforce his assertaion that

each man must construct his own moral code in a world

made difficult by the existence of groups of people with

dangerously closed minds.

In its own way, then, the structure of each novel

corresponds to the message. An even wider look at Mac-

Innes's various techniques reveals a concise statement

of the author's sharpening indictment of his countrymen's

behavior. With City of Spades he confines himself to

broad issues of black and white, saying that the British

must desist from their unjustifiable attitudes of super-

iority toward other peoples. Absolute Beginners moves

closer to the heart of the average "mug" by uncovering

a whole lively and intelligent society to which he has

remained serenely oblivious. Mr. Love and Justice,
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focusing as it does upon two men who are seen, despite

their transgressions, to have more life in them than many

a law-abiding taxpayer, will surely encourage the attentive

reader to give some thought to where England is headed,

where his children are headed, and--what may well deter-

mine the answers to those questions--where he himself

fits into a rapidly changing and not always pleasant

world. And that, no matter what country we are from or

at what time, is a question we would all do well to face.



NOTES

'Nat Hentoff, intro. to The London Novels, p. ix.

2Absolute Beginners, in The London Novels, p. 303.

31 Young England, Half English," in England, Half
English, p. 15.

41"Young England, Half English," p. 15.

5Hentoff, intro. to The London Novels, p. viii.

6Hentoff, intro. to The London Novels, p. viii.

7"A Short Guide for Jumbles," p. 14.

8City of Spades, in The London Novels, p. 157.

'England, Half English, p. 147.

"The Manchester Guardian, 17 June 1960, p. 7.

"Anthony Boucher, "A Policeman's Lot,'" in The New
York Times Book Review, 23 April 1961, p. 36.

12The San Francisco Chronicle, 26 June 1960, p. 25,
as found in The Book Review Digest [1961], Fifty-Seventh
Annual Cumulation, ed. Dorothy P. Davison (New York: The
H. W. Wilson Co., 1962), p. 904.

13 James Sandoe, The New York Herald Tribune Lively
Arts, 25 June 1961, p. 37, as found in The Book Review
Digest [1961], p. 904.

14Hentoff, intro. to The London Novels, p. ix.

'5City of Spades, in The London Novels, p. 76.

16D. J. Enright, "New Novels," Spectator, 4 September
1959, p. 312.

17England, Half English, p. 147.

'8Francis Wyndham, "New Novels," Spectator, 13
September 1957, p. 348.

126



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Boucher, Anthony. "A Policeman's Lot." The New York Times
Book Review, 23 April 1961, p. 36.

Enright, D. J.
p. 312.

"New Novels." Spectator, 4 September 1959,

"Epistle to the Mugs." Time, 16 May 1969, p. 114.

The Kirkus Review, 15 December 1959, p. 27.

"MacInnes, Colin." The Book Review Digest [1961], Fifty-
Seventh Annual Cumulation. Ed. Dorothy P. Davison.
New York: The H. W. Wilson Co., 1962.

MacInnes, Colin. England, Half English. New York: Random
House, 1961.

. The London Novels: City of Spades, Abso-
lute Beginners, Mr. Love and Justice. Intro. Nat
Hentoff. New YoiEk Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1969.

The Manchester Guardian, 17 September 1957, p. 4.

The Manchester Guardian, 17 June 1960, p. 7.

Robertson, Bryan.
p. 13.

Wyndham, Francis.
1957, p. 348.

"Perfect Pitch." Spectator, 1 May 1976,

"New Novels." Spectator, 13 September

127


