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Alan Hollinghurst was born on May 26, 1954 in Stroud, Gloucestershire, the only child of a bank manager.  He attended boarding school in Dorset and went on to read English at Magdalen College, Oxford. (B.A. in English 1975)  While at Oxford he shared a house with Andrew Motion, (Poet Laureate 1999-2009). There Hollinghurst completed an MA in 1979 that focused on the work of three gay writers, Ronald Firbank, EM Forster and LP Hartley.  In the late 1970’s he became a lecturer at Magdalen College (1977-78), and then at Somerville College (1979-80) and Corpus Christi College (1981), Oxford.  In 1981 he moved on to lecture at University College London. In 1981 he joined the Times Literary Supplement and from 1982 to 1995 he was assistant editor and then poetry editor. In 1997 he went on an Asia book tour in Singapore.

His acclaimed first novel, The Swimming-Pool Library (1988), (winner of the Somerset Maugham Award) gives a vivid account of London gay life in the early 1980’s through the story of a young aristocrat, William Beckwith, and his involvement with the elderly Lord Nantwich, whose life he saves. Author Edmund White called it “the best book on gay life yet written by an English author”. It has also been called “an extended elegy to a pre-AIDS era of reckless sex”. Hollinghurst acknowledges the deliberate mysteriousness of his titles. The Swimming Pool Library, for example, makes no immediate sense to anyone who was not educated at a prep school where senior boys who wield authority over younger ones are known as “librarians.”  It suggests that a place of physical exercise and sexual cruising might function as the occasion for academic research or the general pursuit of knowledge.
Alan Hollinghurst’s translation of Racine’s play Bajazet was first performed in 1990. It was followed by The Folding Star in 1994, which was shortlisted for the Booker Prize for Fiction and won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize (for fiction).  The narrator, Edward Manners, develops an obsessive passion of his pupil, a 17-year-old Flemish boy, in a story that was compared by many critics to Thomas Mann’s novella Death in Venice and Nabokov’s Lolita, although not always favorably for Hollinghurst.  But Peter Kemp, of the Times Literarly Supplement, praised the novel, saying; “Even in its sexiest moments, it never loses its intellectual poise.  Dry witticisms intersperse sweaty couplings.”  
Spell (1998) is a gay comedy of manners which interweaves the complex relationships between 40-something architect Robin Woodfield, his alcoholic lover Justin, and Justin’s ex, timid civil servant Alex, who falls in love with Robin’s son Danny.  The action moves between the English countryside and London where Danny introduces Alex to Ecstasy and the club scene: dance music, rent boys and affluent gay lifestyles.
Set in Thatcher’s Britian between the elections of 1983 and 1987, The Line of Beauty (2004) traces a decade of change and tragedy and won the 2004 Man Booker Prize for Fiction.  It was adapted into a three part television series for BBC by Andrew Davies and aired on BBC2 in May 2006. 
[If I might be permitted the diversion, I thought a brief history and description of the Man Booker prize would be interesting.  The prize was originally known as the Booker-McConnell Prize after Booker-McConnell began sponsoring the event in 1968.  In its day Booker-McConnell was one of the biggest cash-and-carry (supermarket) companies in the United Kingdom, and also owned the supermarket chain Budgens.  Among other interests, it operated the sugar industry in Guyana, running five Booker Line ships.  Booker had a long history of exploitation of sugar workers until Jock Campbell took over the Chairmanship in 1952.  Campbell’s Fabian social politics transformed the company into a benevolent force providing major benefits for sugar workers.  Jock Campbell was also instrumental in the setting up of the Bookers Author Division, which sponsored the prize for fiction.   In June 2000 Booker plc merged with Iceland plc, now know as The Big Food Group plc. In April 2002 The Big Food Group plc announced that new arrangements had been made for the Booker Prize to protect its long-term future.  The Big Food Group transferred the Booker Prize, with certain safeguards, to a new registered charity, the Booker Prize Foundation which would be responsible for its organization and operation.  Man Group plc has sponsored the Man Booker prize since 2002.  Man is a world-leading alternative investment management business, managing over USD70 billion and employing over 1,800 people in 13 countries worldwide.  Any full-length novel, written by a citizen of the Commonwealth or the Republic of Ireland and published in the year, is elegible for the prize.  The novel must be an original work in English (not a translation) and must not be self-published.  The prize money awarded with the Booker Prize was originally 21,000 pounds, and was subsequently raised to 50,000 pounds in 2002 under the sponsorship of the Man Group.]

The novels each have in common a pursuit-of-the-love-object theme. They offer readers, of whatever sexual orientation, insights into the contemporary gay world, but these are set against a wider backdrop of art in all its form, on obsession – in all its manifestations – with many amusing insights. “From the start I’ve tried to write books which began from a presumption of the gayness of the narrative position,” says Hollinghurst.  “To write about gay life from a gay perspective unapologetically and as naturally as most novels are written from a heterosexual position.  When I started writing, that seemed a rather urgent and interesting thing to do.  It hadn’t really been done. ”I want it to be part of the foundation of the books, which are actually about all sorts of other things as well – history, class, culture. There’s all sorts of stuff going on.  It’s not just, as you would think if you read the headlines in the newspapers, about gay sex.” Chris Smith, the chairman of the Booker judges, felt the need protectively to say that “the fact that it was a gay novel did not figure at all in the discussions”.  Smith perhaps anticipated the Sun’s story headlined “Gay Book Wins”, and the Daily Express’s brief story bizarrely headlined “Booker Won By Gay Sex”.  Hollinghurst has commented, “if only it were that easy”. 
Hollinghurst is usually seen as an austere, detached figure.  When he worked at the Times Literary Supplement in the 1980’s he was known as “Basso Profundo” because of his extremely deep voice.  He originally hoped to write poetry, but says the muse deserted him the day he signed a contract with Faber and Faber publishers in 1985.  “I haven’t written a poem since, he says.  “I would love to.  I would love the quick return of a poem.  I just accept that that’s gone out of my life now.” “When I began, there was an urgency about it which isn’t there now.  Things have changed so much over those 20 years;  attitudes towards homosexuality are so different now.”  Hollinghurst went to the same college as Oscar Wilde.  But he inhabits another world.  

