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"La Boheme," Without the Music, Without the Passion

What moves a story?  Where is the dynamic force that carries the action from A to B, and the reader from page 1 to the finish?  Mystery? Adventure?  Rivalry?  The marriage plot?  One of the characters in tonight's novel remarks that it is the "first duty" of a novelist to tell a story  ─  but there are many kinds of stories, and many more kinds of readers.  George Gissing tells us a story about writers and readers of books, a story laced with authorial commentary on the state of the writing profession in the last decades of the 19th century.

As Gissing introduces us to the principal inhabitants of New Grub Street, we see that all are dissatisfied, to one degree or another, with their circumstances.  Jasper Milvain is ambitious.  His sisters are worried  ─  Maud explicitly, Dora vaguely  ─  about their financial security.  The Alfred Yule family is dominated by a resentful, unsuccessful and stubborn father who vents his bitterness on his wife and daughter.  Edwin Reardon is frustrated by the difficulties he experiences as a rather uninspired and enervated writer of novels.  His wife Amy is dissatisfied with his mediocre reputation and the income to match.   Biffen, subsisting on crusts of bread dipped in grease, tutors unpromising but hopeful clerks in his cold garret  ─  when he isn't writing his grimly realistic magnum opus.  Whelpdale desperately wants a wife.

As an opening, this is promising.  Instability carries potential: something's got to give.  In a Jane Austen novel, the existence of three nubile young women would itself be more than enough to get the wheels turning  ─ think of Mrs. Bennett, with five to find husbands for!  But this is the other end of the century, and Maud and Dora Milvain and Marian Yule have a few more options than Austen heroines did.  Marian does research and writes for her father; for this she gets no credit  ─  no recognition, no money, and no perceptible gratitude from Alfred Yule.  Dora and Maud are encouraged by their caddish brother to occupy themselves writing small stories for small change  ─  to mark time, apparently, until suitable husbands miraculously present themselves.  Meanwhile, their social life is as meagre as their resources  ─  the Milvain sisters and Marian Yule get to know each other, but their visits are constrained by Alfred Yule's animosity for Jasper.

The conflict between artistic standards and worldly ambition seems to promise something.  How will this one get resolved?  Jasper reveals his position at the outset: proud of being a literary man of his day, he aims to "write for the upper middle-class of intellect, the people who like to feel that what they are reading has some special cleverness, but who can't distinguish between stones and paste." (43-44)  If he had the skill, he says, he'd write really trashy novels that sell fifty thousand copies  ─  but do we believe him? Material comfort isn't the only thing Jasper likes.  He cares about appearances and social position, to the point where he consciously takes more than his share of the family income to keep up those appearances while he "studies" his trade.  His ambition is not matched by his taste for work, but he's brimming with notions about the way fame and fortune are developed through connections and personal promotion.

Biffen is perhaps the only character who fits the profile of the uncompromising artist, the bohemian who will not waste much time worrying about poverty until it directly impinges on his ability to finish his work.  His defense of his literary esthetic is almost comical, when he tells Reardon that he will not dramatize or treat vulgarity with humor, as Dickens does  ─ Biffen's idea of a great novel is "something unutterably tedious."  An absolutely realistic depiction of the "ignobly decent" is his aim.  But this drab minimalism excites him, and when fire, indirectly caused by poverty, threatens his manuscript, Biffen is actively heroic in his efforts to rescue it. 

Reardon, by contrast, persists with his writing only because he doesn't know what else to do, and he needs the money.  At some point in the past, before the action of the novel begins, he took some interest and pride in his work, but no more.  He detests writing in past, present and future tenses: the memory of his misery while he was writing, the results which sit on his desk, and the anticipation of the poor reception he knows his work is bound to receive.  He is beyond feeling sorry for himself because his talents are unappreciated.  He honestly believes his writing is awful.  And yet he castigates Amy for not being more appreciative and sympathetic, for not filling the emotional chasm opened up by his self-defeating approach to his life and work. (Psychotherapists have a word for this.)  Amy is exasperated, not sympathetic, and her "helpful" suggestions make matters worse for Reardon because he interprets them as evidence that she doesn't love or admire him for what he is  ─  she wants him to change. 

Unfortunately, we don't see any demonstration of Reardon's real talent. The only evidence we have is the fact that publishers have paid him for his work in the past, and the fact that they are paying him less now, or even rejecting his work, is offered as proof of his decline.  Literary standards are a topic of conversation, but the typical conversation hinges on the resentment of one writer, like Alfred Yule or Edwin Reardon, for the success of another.  In their extreme forms, such as Alfred Yule's vengeful comments, these discussions are centered on ways to get even.  The venue is the review.  Thus a novel in which the principal characters purport to have high standards for fine writing is centered on the secondary issues of publishers' fees and reviewers' opinions.  Esthetic discussions are rare, and they focus on topics like obscure Greek poetry and Biffen's hopes to write something unutterably tedious.  A reader could be forgiven for siding with Amy and Jasper  ─  go ahead, write something trashy that people will actually read!

Gissing wrote in the format that was so ruinous for Reardon: the three-decker, favored by subscription libraries in the mid-19th century. Like acts in a drama or movements in a musical composition, the structural underpinnings ought to shape a work.  Fiction that was originally published in serial form often has a choppy tempo, related to the need to maintain the reader's curiosity from one chapter to another.  Likewise, the three-decker should build sufficient interest to get the reader from one volume to the next.  In New Grub Street, Volume One ends with Reardon in despair, so thoroughly ashamed of his novel "Margaret Home" that he won't consider mixing socially with people who read, lest he be identified with the "rubbish" he has produced. 

The second volume ends with Jasper and Marian talking about love and marriage.  Marian, having been holed up in the British Museum Library doing drab research for her father, is starved for love  ─  spontaneous, passionate, unconditional love.  From Jasper???  Poor Marian meets so few men (let's not count her father's friends) that she has shoehorned her romantic fantasy into the only available vessel  ─  Jasper Milvain.  She knows that money is important to him, but "He must choose her in her poverty, and be content with what his talents could earn for him.  Her love gave her the right to demand this sacrifice; let him ask for her love and the sacrifice would no longer seem one, so passionately would she reward him." (220)  When he does declare his love, at the end of volume two, even Marian detects a preoccupation with practical matters and a less-than-ardent passion for her and her poverty.  Wouldn't spinsterhood be preferable to him? 

I found myself thinking not "what will happen?" but "how will this end?"  Edwin has convinced himself that he is not suited for novel writing; he gets physically sick and writes rubbish.  The task of writing will become more painful, eventually his money will run out, Amy's small store of good will will run out, and his depression will prevent him from reviving his love and his appetite for any of these things.  The reader can predict this.  We only wonder how long it will take. 

Jasper has energy, and it makes him almost attractive among an enervated cast of characters.  At times he displays the sort of candor which might be confused with self-knowledge, if we could really believe he is capable of honest self-assessment.  His energy and ambition carry him from page one to the finish, when he is married to Amy and living well on her inherited income.  At the very end of the novel he learns that he is going to get a plum of an editorship; his cynicism and his cheap literary values have been vindicated. 

In the meantime, Gissing has taken care of the characters who were fading away.  Reardon dies, improbably cared for by his loving but estranged wife, who is grieving for the loss of their son.  (Reardon never paid much attention to his child, but little Willie's fatal illness brings Edwin and Amy back together for a brief and meaningless reconciliation before his own death.)  Biffen dies, a suicide.  Nothing more to do  ─  he had finished his unutterably tedious novel.  Alfred Yule loses his sight, and Marian loses her small inheritance before she even gets it.  The novel, after moving in geological time for three-fourths of its length, suddenly shifts into crisis gear and one catastrophe follows another.

It is fair, in a novel so transparent, to measure the author's success against what he says, either through his characters or directly.  Were you as startled as I was when you got to the beginning of Chapter 31 and read "The chances are that you have neither understanding nor sympathy for men such as Edwin Reardon and Harold Biffen.  They merely provoke you.  They seem to you inert, flabbly, weakly envious. ... why don't they bestir themselves ... take a leaf from the book of Mr Jasper Milvain?  But try to imagine a personality wholly unfitted for the rough and tumble of the world's labour-market.  From the familiar point of view these men were worthless; view them in possible relation to a humane order of society, and they are admirable citizens. ... You scorn their passivity; but it was their nature and their merit to be passive.  Gifted with independent means, each of them would have taken quite a different aspect in your eyes." 462

Go ahead, George Gissing  ─  rub our noses in it!  We've reacted in a predictable manner to your self-defeating, depressive characters, but shouldn't you congratulate yourself on the fine job you did leading us to these conclusions?  Gissing has written a Darwinian plot: Jasper, who sees the book world as a rough and tumble contest for survival, and who conducts his personal life according to the same principles, survives and prospers.  Edwin and Harold, hampered first by their passivity and secondly by their determination to write unpopular stuff even if it kills them, are in fact killed off by their creator, who takes his audience to task for being "angrily contemptuous [of] their failure to get on."  Before you start whipping yourself for your lack of compassion, think about all the protagonists  ─  self-destructive or failure-prone or simply perverse  ─  who have not stirred your angry contempt.  Anna Karenina?  Humbert Humbert?  Emma Bovary? Rabbit Angstrom?  

New Grub Street has its good parts, and certainly its portrait of a self-defeating, depressive personality is well done.  But my final word will sound like your writing teacher: show, don't tell.  Don't tell the reader what to think, and then shame him for it.  Stack the deck  ─  build your novel so that your reader will figure out what's going to happen, and will congratulate himself for being so clever. Don't denigrate Dickens and Zola for "dramatizing".  Take a page from their books, and show the characters in action, as Gissing does when Alfred and his friends try to get Marian interested in underwriting their literary review. (344)  That was one of the good parts.  I wish there had been more.

