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Abstract

My project has been to examine how the hierarchical structures of taste implied by the term
‘middlebrow’ were negotiated by the bestselling novelist, Warwick Deeping, 1877-1950.
Deeping is my focus for three reasons: he was immensely popular; his popularity was
perceived by such critics as Q. D. Leavis as a threat to the ‘sensitive minority’; he was prolific.
His 68 novels from 1903 -1950 thus give the cultural historian the unusual opportunity of
tracing the development of an author’s attempts to protect both himself and his readers from a
process of cultural devaluation. After 1925, the best-selling Sorrell and Son and its immediate
successors established ‘a’ Deeping as a product about which both admirers and detractors had
certain expectations. Deeping’s response to these expectations provide an exemplary site
within which to examine how certain cultural distinctions were being negotiated and contested
in England between the wars.

My introduction traces the genealogy of my theoretical approach. The theories of Pierre
Bourdieu have informed my understanding of the ways in which any expression of taste
reflects the class positioning of the consumer. However these theories are concerned chiefly
with patterns of consumption. They do not account adequately for the generation of texts in
response to perceived cultural hierarchies. Deeping’s texts are increasingly explicit in the
ways they dramatise their own questionable cultural status. I use this self-consciousness to
test the limits of the usefulness of available theories of cultural production.

My first chapter historicises the emergence of the term ‘middlebrow’, using the contrast
between its use on either side of the Atlantic to demonstrate the necessity of placing its use in
a particular class and cultural context. My second chapter, therefore, is a short account of
Deeping’s own class positioning, focusing on the way in which his biographical constructions
marketed the writer of popular fiction. My third chapter examines how his first twenty novels
dramatise the kind of fiction that Deeping thought himself to be writing before the term
‘middlebrow’ had currency. My fourth chapter examines the group of novels, preceding
Sorrell and Son, in which the writer is depicted as feminised and declassified. My fifth chapter
concerns the nature of the extraordinary success of Sorrell and Son and what this implies
about the gendered cultural and class positions both of Deeping and his loyal readers. My final
chapter deals with the animosity to which Sorrell’s success exposed the culturally beleaguered
Deeping and with how consciousness of this animosity shaped his later novels.

My thesis seeks to demonstrate that the way cultural hierarchies are established shapes the
nature of the products generated. Although commentators on mass culture have stressed the
homogenous identity of popular texts, the mechanical nature of their production and the
passivity of their consumers, Deeping’s novels imply readers aware of and resistant to such
characterisations. Q. D. Leavis identified this resistance, but she and other self-appointed
members of the cultural elite, failed to recognise that the ‘game’ of drawing cultural
distinctions blunted the exercise of the very quality on which the self-appointed umpires based
their claim to cultural superiority: moral intelligence and discrimination. In a similar way
commentators on the left, anxious to assert their affiliations with the working class, were only
able to register the petit-bourgeois ‘image’ of Deeping’s work from which they wished to
distance themselves. They therefore failed to perceive that it is, amongst many other things,
about class images. The project aims to encourage a greater attention to the particularity of
cultural commodities consumed by the lower middle classes in the 1920s and 1930s.
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Introduction:
The shock of a Deeping

‘The problem of petty-bourgeois taste, culture, and expression remains to this day a
largely neglected question for cultural studies and a formidable obstacle to a left cultural

politics.”!
In 1925 Sorrell and Son was published. It gradually became one of the most enduring?
bestsellers in Britain, Europe and the United States, ‘41 editions and innumerable impressions,
read and re-read long out of its time’.? It was last published in Britain in 1984 following a
successful television adaptation in 1983. The familiarity of readers between the wars with the
name of its author, Warwick Deeping, was principally with this one text but it was only one of
a group of his novels to achieve bestseller status in the 1920s and 1930s.* From the beginning
of his publishing career, in 1903, his novels sold well. The.sixty-eight novels of Warwick
Deeping, published from 1903-1957, are a sequence of texts within which we can trace the
development of an author’s bitter contestation of the place in the cultural hierarchy to which
these texts are being consigned. The study of how cultural hierarchies are constructed and
how texts are generated, within and in contestation with those hierarchies, poses problems for
researchers not least because they are themselves operating within similar hierarchies. This ‘
infroduction is a brief account of how I sought ways of addressing the questions posed by the
salient feature of my material: the acute self-consciousness of the author whose chief subjects

were shame and the threat of humiliation. The nature of my questions derive from Pierre

! Andrew Ross, No Respect (Routledge, 1989), p. 29. _

2 Rosa Maria Bracco in Merchants of Hope (Berg, 1993), describes Sorrell and Son as ‘one of
the most enduring popular narratives of the inter-war years’, p. 137.

3 Ross McKibbin, Classes and Cultures: England 1918-1951, (Oxford University Press,

1998), p. 481.

4 Cader Books web-site, <http://www.engl.virginia.edu/courses/entc312/s98/best20.html>
(19.04.99), lists the top ten bestsellers in The United States for 1920s. Sorrell and Son enters
the list in 1926, stays there in 1927; in 1928 Old Pybus enters and in 1929, Roper’s Row.

There is no comparable record of British bestsellers.
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Bourdieu’s analysis of the relation of middlebrow to highbrow culture but some of the answers

may lead us to challenge certain of Bourdieu’s assumptions.

A useful illustration of the increasing social sensitivity of matters of taste in the 1930s is the
synchronicity of three texts, all written or published in 1932. One is an unpublished letter
from Virginia Woolf, the second is Q. D. Leaﬁs’s Fiction and the Reading Public and the
third is Warwick Deeping’s Old Wine and New, a self-justificatory dramatisation of the

reception of Sorrell and Son (1925) which I discuss later, in Chapter Five.

Virginia Woolf’s letter to one middlebrow novelist, Hugh Walpole, was about another,

Charles Morgan.
I wanted to explain my violence about Morgan. I’m sure I’m wrong, at least I think it
highly likely. I suspected him of wrapping up tame little reputable platitudes in words of
twenty five syllables, and thus posing, and thus undermining the health of English letters,
as Mrs Ward did and others: with their damnable pretence of fine writing: and so threw the

book out of the window half read. But I explode so easily against fiction that I have
hardly any trust in my own vehemence.’

The violence of her reaction to Morgan is matched by Q. D. Leavis’ more sustained attack on
the cultural pretensions of middlebrow authors. Published in the same year as Woolf’s letter
was written, Fiction and the Reading Public lacks Woolf’s graceful self-awareness of the |
disproportionate violence of her response. Leavis assumes the authority of an ‘impartial
observer’ and tries to sustain the apparently judicial tone of one who ‘can hardly avoid
concluding that for the first time in the history of our literature the living forms of the novel

have been side-tracked in favour of the faux-bon.”® Why did Leavis use the term, faux-bon?

3 Virginia Woolf to Hugh Walpole, Sunday 28th Feb 1932 from The Sickle Side of the Moon:
The Letters of Virginia Woolf Volume V 1932-1935, ed. Nigel Nicolson (The Hogarth Press,

1994), p. 25.
¢ Q. D. Leavis, Fiction and the Reading Public (Chatto and Windus, 1932; Bellew

Publishing, 1965), p. 39.
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Is the use of the French a rhetorical attempt to mediate the vehemence of her own reaction to
popular fiction by lending it an air of cultured detachment? For Queenie Leavis and Virginia
Woolf emerge as kin in the barely controlled violence of their response to popular middlebrow
fiction which damnably pretends to fine writing. Woolf acknowledged her lack of emotional
control (admittedly in the privacy of a personal letter); Leavis struggles to contain hers within
the scholarly apparatus of a ‘social anthropologist’ and the high-minded concern of a guardian

of the nation’s cultural health.

The extensive work done by Pierre Bourdieu in the last thirty years to undermine an
essentialist aesthetic and demonstrate that personal taste is, in his words, ‘the practical
affirmation of an inevitable difference’” might have helped these two mutually antipathetic
writers understand the intensity of their shared distaste. No wonder the expression of personal
taste can be so violent for each taste, as Bourdieu says, ‘feels itself to be natural - and so it is,
being a habitus - which amounts to rejecting others as unnatural and therefore vicious.’®
Moreover Bourdieu asserts that the expression of taste is inevitably a class strategy and a
reflection of class position and trajectory. Woolf, whose confidence about her own cultural
capital rested on her family’s dominance of the literary world for at least two generations, can

afford to acknowledge the apparently non-rational violence of her negative assertion of taste. °

7 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste trans. Richard
Nice ( Routledge, 1986) p. 56. First published in French as La Distinction, Critique sociale
du jugement (Les Editions de Minuit, 1979).

8 Distinction, p. 56. Habitus is a term used by Bourdieu to denote ‘an acquired system of
generative schemes objectively adjusted to the particular conditions in which it is constituted’.
Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge University Press, 1977), p. 95.

? ‘Bourdieu defines cultural capital as a form of knowledge, an internalized code or a cognitive
acquisition which equips the social agent with empathy towards, appreciation for or
competence in deciphering cultural relations and cultural artefacts.” Randal Johnson offers this
succinct definition of Bourdieu’s use of this term in his introduction to Bourdieu, 7%e Field of
Cultural Production (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993) p. 7. See also Bourdieu and
Jean-Claude Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture (Sage Productions,
1977), p. 30.
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Leavis and her husband, whose class positioning and trajectory within the literary world were
quite different from Woolf’s, cannot afford such an acknowledgement. Their assertion of
superiority is the more vehement because their cultural capital was of new coinage. The
currency being established in the newly introduced English tripos in 1920s’ Cambridge by I. A.
Richards, the Leavises and others was based on the ostensibly meritocratic and scientific
nature of their literary judgements. The tone and rhetorical strategies of both Frank and
Queenie Leavis exemplify the truth of Bourdieu’s dictum that those whose chief source of
capital is cultural ‘elevate its particular interests to a superior degree of universalization and

invent a version of the ideology of public service’.!

Bourdieu suggests in The Field of Cultural Production that

It is legitimate to define middle-brow culture as the product of the system of large-scale
production, because these works are entirely defined by their public. Thus, the very
ambiguity of any definition of the ‘average public’... very realistically designates the field
of potential action which producers of this type of art and culture explicitly assign

themselves. !

Q. D. Leavis shares this view that the middlebrow writer reflects the prejudices of the ‘average
reader’ or ‘natural m,’ as she puts'it in a revealingly unguarded, and later amended, passage

from the original thesis that was published as Fiction and the Reading Public.'> She also .

10 pierre Bourdieu, Practical Reason, ‘The New Capital’ (Stanford University Press, 1998),
p. 24. This is the text of a lecture delivered at the University of Todai in October 1989. It
was originally subtitled “Introduction to a Japanese reading of the State Nobility”.

11 Pierre Bourdieu, ed. and intro. by Randal Johnson, The Field of Cultural Production:
Essays on Art and Literature (Polity Press, 1993), p. 125. This view is shared by Lawrence
Napper who describes ‘the middlebrow project of expressing the nation through consensus',
‘British Cinema and the Middlebrow’ from Justine Ashby and Andrew Higson’s British
Cinema, Past and Present (Routledge, 2000). He is describing J. B. Priestley’s Good
Companions so his view has justification in its context.

12 In her thesis she writes, ‘The same anxiety to avoid reminding the natural man that there are
any other standards than his own is a part of the contemporary journalist’ (Cambridge: PhD
468, 1931, p. 41) whereas in the book, possibly in response to the unease felt by I. A.
Richards, this passage is replaced by a less Hobbesian and less offensive phrasing: ‘The same
anxiety to conciliate and flatter the “man in the street” is an essential trait of the contemporary
journalist’, Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 26.
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argues, without supporting evidence, that the popular novelist who is able to satisfy the
mindless taste of a large middlebrow readership is identical with his or her public in
background of taste and intellectual environment."” But if her assertion that middlebrow
novelists such as Gilbert Frankau and Warwick Deeping were read by the governing as well as
by the governed is true, then it is impossible that either author can be identical with the
backgrounds of both classes. The focus of my fourth chapter, ‘The Lamed Englishman: the
compromised class position of the popular author’ argues that the social isolation of Deeping’s
class position as a writer for a mass market and his construction of that isolation is one of the

keys to understanding the nature of his cross-class appeal.

Both Bourdieu and Q. D. Leavis characterise the contemporary middlebrow autho.r by setting
up a significant Other. Anachronistically, Bourdieu contrasts Flaubert’s assertion of artistic
autonomy and distance from bourgeois standards of good taste with the position of a French
television writer in the twentieth century who declared that his ‘sole ambition is to be easily
read by the widest possible public.’** Unlike the structuralist Bourdieu, Leavis introduces a
chronological dimension to her definition of the middlebrow. Authors escape the civilised
censure they deserve in the 1920s partly, according to Leavis, because of the development. of
genre markets and the plural constituencies they create. She contrasts the absence of a
common standard of good fiction in the 1920s with the

state of affairs round about 1820 when, though a number of quarterlies and monthlies

existed, yet each with pretty nearly the same sense of responsibility and authority could be
relied on to ‘place’ a novel fairly enough and preserve the standard of opinion.'

13 I will hereafter refer to readers of middlebrow fiction as female because the discussion of the
middlebrow tends to do so and that was one of Deeping’s problems.

1 The Field of Cultural Production, p. 126.

13 ‘Fiction and the Reading Public’, PhD 468 (University of Cambridge: 1931), p. 34.
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However, the inference to be drawn from Bourdieu’s comments on the hierarchies of taste in
France in the 1970s is that the cultural élite still has the kind of power and authority Leavis
nostalgically ascribes to the network of periodicals published in the 1820s. The difference in
the class positions of these two cultural commentators in part accounts for their differences in
tone and rhetoric but in three important respects they seem to agree. Firstly, the middlebrow
author, in contrast to an author with aspirations to high cultural status, cheerfully and slavishly
meets the expectations of the ‘average’ reader; secondly this average reader is happy to be
addressed as such; and thirdly, fiction that appeals to a wide audience is, in Leavis’s words,
‘all of a kind’.'® The central chapters of my thesis demonstrate that Deeping was neither
cheerful nor slavish in his restless attempts to construct new fantasies which addressed his own
anxieties as much as those of a hypothetical ‘average reader’. Nor are his fictions ‘all of a
kind’ as the shifts in the way he constructs class, women and Englishness demonstrate.

Ruth Felski, in a recent article, explores the inevitably defensive nature of most academic
discourse about lower-middle-class culture, rooted as it so often is, in one’s own class
backgrounds.'” Deeping, who consistently reveals himself to be anti-Semitic, terrified of the
working class and often misogynist, is not likely to enhance a researcher’s reputation by
association, but it is not these attitudes that Leavis deplores. She patronisingly approves ‘the
absence of the disquieting’ in the earlier ‘great’ names of popular fiction (Hall Caine, Marie
Corelli, Florence Barclay, Ethel M. Dell and Gene Stratton Porter).”® But Deeping’s fault
was his power to ‘debase the emotional currency by touching grossly on fine issues’."”
Middle brow culture became menacing once it attempted to engage with the comple)dties

which the educated had decided were beyond its consumers. And what was the fine issue that

16 Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 27.

17 Rita Felski, ‘Nothing to Declare: Identity, Shame, and the Lower Middle Class’, PMLA,
January 2000, p. 42.

18 Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 62.

1 Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 67.



Leavis targets as grossly trampled on? Not racial or gender prejudice but Deeping’s hostility

to her own class, the literary and academic.

Deeping came to Leavis’ attention because of another assault on the authority of her class. In
1930 The Sunday Dispatch ran a literary competition inviting readers to identify the
contemporary books they believed would live. Deeping was the author third most frequently
mentioned by the paper’s readers. When we examine the terms in which the organisers of the
competition assert the value of an untutored response, we see that they are, in effect, the

mirror image of Q. D. Leavis’s rhetorical strategies and value system.

The Sunday Dispatch was a paper owned by Lord Rothermere who launched the short-lived
United Empire Party, founded on the single issue of protection for British trade. Its rhetoric
was coloured by disgust for what were perceived as the socialist sympathies of the
Conservative Party. On the 19th January 1930 the paper boasted that ‘The net sale of The
Sunday Dispatch for 1929 shows marked progress and an increasing appeal to the best class
of Sunday paper reader.’ It accounted for its growing popularity by citing its use of all the
finest writers, ... from Einstein to Mussolini,’ and ‘its frank and independent treatment of .

political issues.’*

Q. D. Leavis, like the editor of The Sunday Dispatch, is writing for the ‘best class of reader’
though, unlike a newspaper editor, she is ambivalent about extending membership of that
class. Most self-identified highbrows or commentators on the highbrow imply that the
highbrow is a member of a sensitive minority and the consumers of mass-produced cultural

products an insensitive majority. Yet to understand the appeal of Deeping’s hovels, we need

2 The Sunday Dispatch, 19 January 1930, p. 1.
7



to entertain a notion of a ‘sensitive majority’. The terms of the The Sunday Dispatch

competition hesitantly try to establish something of the sort.

From the outset those terms were ambiguous. It was implied that the readers’ favourite
books would be the best'. The actual terms of the competition were that correspondents were
‘invited to name one work they think immortal, and to give, on a postcard, the reasons why’.*!
No explicitly literary criterion was suggested. The head-line ‘PLUMP FOR YOUR
FAVOURITE POST-WAR BOOKY!’ has a jolly feel which might suggest that the reader is
invited to deélare her preference on the basis of a ‘I don't know whether it's good but I know I
like it’ kind of hunch. However, the sub-heads and text go on to suggest its readers are so
superior that that they will instinctively ‘plump’ for the immortal. This may seem an
inadequate way of establishing a canon but it is paralleled in F. R. Leavis’ Revaluation:
Tradition and Development in English Poetry, published in 1936. As René Wellek objected,
Leavis’ ‘aim was for everything to be implied by description but especially by quotation;
valuation he wanted to be “irresistible”. So Leavis evaluated, but did so without explaining his
norms.’? Similarly, in this competition; the middlebrow readership is being invited to
construct a canon without establishing any basis for it except the superior instincts of readers
already instructed that they are ‘the best’. It is the presumption of such readers that so
irritated Q. D. Leavis. When she looked at the books they valued, one author in particular
seemed out to undermine the cultural authority of ‘the best minds’ and demonstrated a

‘persistent hostility to the world of letters which is quite unprecedented’.? That author was

Warwick Deeping.

2! The Sunday Dispatch, 13 March 1930. p. 13.

2 MacKillop’s account of Wellek’s views in Ian MacKillop, F. R. Leavis: A Life in Criticism
(Allen Lane: The Penguin Press, 1995), p. 171.

B Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 67.
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To locate the sources of Deeping’s ‘persistent hostility’, fully reciprocated by his detractors, I
have been concerned with issues of text generation and how these relate to shifting structures
of cultural status. We owe the fact that there is a debate about the nature of cultural
production to the early Marxist tradition represented by Georg Lukécs and Lucien Goldman.?*
Although the narrow way in which Althusser attempted to relate texts to the class position of
the author has been largely discredited,” much more potent have been the ideas Gramsci
sketched about the relationship between the culture of subordinate groups and the dominant
bourgeois hegemony.” He understood culture as an instrument by which the bourgeoisie tried
to reconcile subaltern groups to their dominated status.”’ Hegemonic culture persuaded these
groups to accept their subordination as ‘common sense’ and proved more effectivg than
violent coercion in persuading subordinated groups to accept their oppressors. The concept
of a bourgeois hegemony must be seen in the revolutionary context of Gramsci’s argument
which was to empower the working class to set up a rival, proletarian hegemony. If this were
to be achieved, a bourgeois hegemony could be replaced by a proletarian one but power

would then be exercised by the working classes to serve ends as totalitarian as those of the

2 Georg Lukdcs, The Historical Novel (Merlin Press, 1962) and Lucien Goldmann, The
Hidden God (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964)

3 Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Blackwell, 1983), pp. 172-173. Eagleton
points out Althusser neglects the process by which the text has often been a site of struggle to
mediate ideology rather than to merely reflect it. Sara Mills, in Gendering the Reader
(Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994), p. 9, observes that one ‘of the problems now seen with
Althusserian analyses of the relation between texts and readers is that the reader is conceived
of as a passive (indeed captive) recipient of the text’s ideology with little or no room for
resistance’.

% See section ‘People, nation and culture’ in Antonio Gramsci, David Forgacs and Geoffrey
Nowell-Smith, Selections from Cultural Writings (Lawrence and Wishart, 1985) and Walter
L. Adamson, ‘Hegemony, Historical Bloc and Italian History’, Hegemony and Revolution: A
Study of Antonio Gramsci’s Political and Cultural Theory (University of California Press,
1980).

27 Roger Bromley’s work derives from this view; see ‘The Gentry, Bourgeois Hegemony and
Popular Fiction: Rebecca and Rogue Male’, Literature and History, 7:2 (1981)166-183.
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bourgeois. Thus, Gramsci’s attitude to working class culture, as he observed it, was bound to
be coloured by the fact that he sought radically to change its status without addressing the

questions of how that culture would change once its status changed. Would it be for ever

tainted by its pre-revolutionary passivity?

Postwar French intellectuals, Janine Larrue aﬁd Jacques Frémontier for example, have been
notoriously reluctant to concede that working culture is anything more than the product of
false consciousness.”® Bourdieu, in the 1960s and 1970s, though committed to the education
of classes he perceives to be dominated, has been criticised for depicting working class culture
as a handicapped culture.” He examines the way in which dominant social classes subordinate
less powerful social groups by making it impossible for members of dominated social groups
to fully assimilate and acquire the tastes of the socially dominant. Bourdieu sought to expose
the class basis of the tastes which the cultural élite wished to assert were badges of natural
superiority. He also suggests that this manipulation of cultural capital serves the interests of
those with other sorts of capital. In this way he deepened our understanding of the way a
hegemonic culture exerts its power. However, he does not communicate a value for working
class, let alone petit-bourgeois culture. Instead he asserts the value of his own professional
group or class, the academic. If only the working class, with the aid of the analytic tools given
to them by their lecturers, could see through the game of cultural distinction so that they are
not dominated by a sense of their own inferiority they would somehow (it is not clear how)

escape their dominated status. It is not uncommon for teachers to overestimate the power of

2 Brian Rigby discusses the readiness of such intellectuals ‘of good will’ towards the working
classes to characterise them as ‘passive’: Popular Culture in Modern France (Routledge,
1991), pp. 68-95.

¥ For example by P. Besnard, ‘La Culture populaire, discours et théories’, in G. Poujol and
R. Labourie, Les Cultures populaires: Permanences et émergences des cultures minoritaires,
locales, ethniques, sociales et religieuses, (Privat, 1979) pp. 53-63 as discussed in Popular
Culture in Modern France, p. 154.
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increased awareness if they cast themselves in the role of gate-keepers to these superior levels

of consciousness. Our social and intellectual strategies are nearly all bids for power, for

ourselves and for our class.

So Bourdieu’s cultural model, unlike Gramsci’s, is not revolutionary. Wheareas Gramsci
sought to replace one hegemony with another, Bourdieu does not challenge the values of the
tastes exhibited by the dominant hegemony. His is essentially a determinist model.
Dominated classes are doomed to produce culture which is robbed of cultural capital and
Bourdieu does not establish another way of valuing culture except in the terms of the cultural

élite. Eventually his cultural capital is that of the oppressors although his political sympathies

are with the culturally oppressed.

If working class culture has been robbed of authenticity by its so-called friends, the fate of the
culture of the lower-middle-classes or the petite-bourgeoisie is worse. Accused of ‘bonne
volonté’, of falling over themselves to assist their social superiors in establishing a bourgeois
hegemony and of sychophantically aping bourgeois tastes, members of the
lower-middle-classes have been accused not of passivity but of excessively cultivating their.
own dominated status in the hope that they might improve their class position.*® This is where
academics are on particularly delicate ground. Rita Felski, in her article ‘Nothing to Declare:
Identity, Shame, and the Lower Middle Class,”® suggests that the distaste on the part of
academics to explore the nature of the culture of the lower-middle-class, can be connected

with the pressures to escape the taint of a culture which is associated in educational

% For example the argument sustained by Alan Swingewood in The Myth of Mass Culture

(Macmillan, 1977).
3! Ruth Felski, ‘Nothing to Declare: Identity, Shame, and the Lower Middle Class’, PMLA,

vol. 115, January 2000, pp. 33-45.
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institutions with conservatism, provincialism and traditional gender roles. An aspiring

academic, especially if from this despised class background, may well seek to distance herself

or himself from a culture with little cultural status.
Shame is thus a relevant concept for analyzing a range of experiences of dislocation,
including those of class. Pierre Bourdieu, one of the few sociologists of culture to
document the habitus of the petite bourgeoisie, notes its particularly strong investment in
education as a means to social mobility. Many of this class’s traditional values - hard
work, deferred gratification, respect for culture - are closely linked to educational
aspirations. Furthermore, because of its acute anxiety about status, it is hypersensitive to
the most minute signs of class distinction. What happens, then, when individuals from

such a background find themselves in an academic milieu that disdains lower-middle-class
cultural values? How do they negotiate the tension between their old and their new class

positions?*?
One negotiating strategy is to avoid the subject matter altogether. Another is to argue that the
literature consumed by the lower-middle-class is not as conservative and inimical to the values
of a liberal education élite as has been previously thought. Critics writing from a feminist
perspective, such as Helen Taylor, Alison Light and Gill Plain (in her work on Margery
Allingham, for example), have persuasively demonstrated that middlebrow fiction is
constructing values that are not as conservative as they might first appear.”® The authors they
examine are women and it is relatively non-problematic to explore sympathetically the extent
to which women negotiate, collude with or subvert a conservative hegemony when the limits
of women’s power have been so manifestly circumscribed. It is the gender rather than the |
class implications of these fictions that are foregrounded in the work of all three authors
although Light illuminates the class implications of the Left’s distrust of sentiment and their

disparagement of the traditionally feminised sphere of the apparently apolitical domestic.

32 Felski, p. 40.
33 Helen Taylor, Scarlett’s Women: Gone With the Wind and its Female Fans (Virago, 1989),

Alison Light, Forever England: Femininity, Literature and Conservatism Between the Wars
(Routledge, 1991), Gill Plain, ‘A Good Cry or a Nice Rape: Margery Allingham’s Gender
Agenda’, a paper given at a conference at Anglia Polytechnic University, ‘The Literature of
the 1930s: The Text in History’, 18 November 2000.
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These studies are exemplary in every sense but none of them can offer a direct model for my
project because Deeping cannot be described as a representative of an oppressed minority.
However, Rosa Maria Bracco, in her Merchants of Hope (1930),* deals with male and
essentially conservative middlebrow writers. Indeed, she implies that to be middlebrow is
necessarily to be conservative. Gender and class issues are not the subject of her book. It
appears in a series ‘The Legacy of the Great War’.*® By placing her text alongside those of
war and social historians, three of them French, Bracco distances her work from ‘the literary
field’ and thus the taint that accrues within that field to the literature she deals with. She
reviews a formidable number of texts, including some of Deeping’s, and concludes that they
are consistently apolitical and individualistic. Most commentators must agree that this is one
of the most consistent features of texts which have been categorised as middlebrovy. Unlike
Light, Plain or Taylor, the tone of Bracco’s discourse is one of cultivated distaste. She
distances herself from her culturally ambiguous material by adopting the role of a historian
rather than a pioneer of gender studies. The focus of her project is the subject matter of her
texts, the war, while the focus of Light and Taylor’s work is the gender of the authors and
their readers. Their positions within these fields protéct their cultural authority. None of

these writers is therefore in danger of losing cultural capital themselves by dealing with such

devalued texts.

Valuable though these previous studies of the inter-war middlebrow writer have been, they
none of them, therefore, provide me with a direct model for my enquiry. I cannot say that I
am sympathetic to the subject positions in the novels nor can I say that I am conducting this

enquiry in the spirit of a dispassionate historian. Although I believe that my work has

34 Rosa Bracco, Merchants of Hope (Berg, 1993).
3 The series is sponsored by the ‘Historial de la grand guerre Peronne-Somme’.
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implications for gender studies and will make some contribution to cultural history my
engagement with this deeply troubling author is dictated primarily by neither of these aims.

Although I make no defence of Deeping’s style it is his tone that interests me and in that sense

the project is essentially a literary one.

It is what Deeping’s tone and rhetoric tell us about the way that cultural hierarchies are set up,
negotiated and challenged that engages me. It was the author and not the field which
prompted my enquiry. It was my reading of Corn in Egypt (1941), pro-German and full of
distaste for the England that the hero laboured to feed, that caused me to seek ways of
accounting for the extremity of his positions, the extravagance of his rhetoric and the intensity
of his fears. As I read more, I was puzzled at the way in which Deeping’s repertoire of fears
seemed to be dominated by anxieties about cultural legitimacy. I questioned why he, a
commercially successful author, and his publishers allowed this theme to predominate in the
inter-war years when, it would appear in retrospect, there were far more pressing fears to
consume both writers and readers. If, as Alan Swingewood argues,* the middlebrow is
imbued with the values of capitalism why should a commercial success, like Deeping, care so

much about his cultural status and why should his readers be engaged by his anxieties?

There are many possible ways of exploring these questions. One is the apparently direct
method of interviewing Deeping’s original admirers, some of whom I sought out and whose
revealing responses are used.”” However a project on the scale of Jackey Stacey’s
Stargazing, which anchored her study of the way female spectators responded to the

Hollywood stars of the 1940s and 1950s in hundreds of interviews, was unavailable to me.*®

36 Alan Swingewood, The Myth of Mass Culture (Macmillan, 1977).
37 My twelve principal informants are listed in my bibliography.
3 Jackie Stacey, Star Gazing (Routledge, 1994).
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My original readers were now in their nineties and more concerned with other aspects of their
personal history and present needs than with books which, though remembered affectionately,
had been largely forgotten. However Stacey’s concern to question ‘universalist claims about
female spectatorship and Hollywood cinema’® in order to challenge assumptions that such
spectators are merely passive victims of a capitalist culture designed to reconcile them to
subservient gender roles is a concern I share when exploring the possible response of
Deeping’s female readership to his apparent misogyny. I may not be able to elicit the response
of his original readers but I do need to respect the individuality of Deeping’s original readers,
avoiding assumptions, often based on class, that such readers were in flight from reality;

reality that is, as defined by those seeking to distance themselves from a suburban ‘Other’.

Dealing dispassionately with the way in which popular fiction was produced and marketed
Joseph McAleer offers another possible approach to the way Deeping dramatised the way he
produced and marketed his construction of himself as a popular author.* However, since
most of the fiction that McAleer deals with is lowbrow and overtly escapist, the process he
describes is the most widely accepted one of popular fiction fitting a niche, directly reflecting
the values of the class which consumed it.* This Althusserian model cannot account for
Deeping’s peculiarities. It is Peter McDonald, in his study of the ways late nineteenth-century
authors sought to improve their ambiguous cultural status, who comes closest to what I am
trying to do in this study. He starts from a similar position, seeking to account for the
explosive quality of Edmund Gosse’s appalled distaste at the ‘half-terrifying’ contrast between

the nobility of Tennyson’s ‘stately burial’ in Westminster Abbey and the vulgarity of the

¥ Stacey, p. 79.
0 Joseph McAleer, Popular Reading and Publishing in Britain 1914-1950 (Clarendon Press,

1992).
‘1 McAleer, Chapter 3, ‘The Quickest Way Out of Glasgow: Adult Reading Habits’, pp.

71-99.
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‘dense and inquisitive crowd’ outside the Abbey scrambling to buy his poetry. Gosse’s
attachment to the existing structures of cultural hierarchy is echoed in the responses of Virgina
Woolf and Q. D. Leavis to the middlebrow forty years later. McDonald uses the analytical
tools offered by Bourdieu to reveal the ways in which such diverse figures as Arthur Conan
Doyle, Joseph Conrad and Arnold Bennett seek to negotiate the structures of hierarchy to
their own advantage. Though McDonald quotes Bourdieu’s comment that his style of cultural
analysis is ‘resolutely historicist’,* in fact McDonald’s case histories are themselves more
resolutely historicist than any of Bourdieu’s own studies, which are essentially synchronic.
Only John Guillory’s analysis of the way Thomas Gray’s Elegy was pitched to work in a
particular cultural context* matches McDonald both for its grasp of the literary field at the
historical moment in which their examined texts were operating and also their awareness of
‘the reciprocal antagonisms’ that exist between élite and popular cultures ‘and the

hierarchically structured networks that make each possible.”*

Throughout my study, I demonstrate the extent to which Deeping’s narrative strategies were
related t<') his perception of his place in the literary field. However, my focus will inevitably be
different from both McDonald’s and Guillory’s. They each deal with texts which, though of
different and changing cultural status, do not raise the kind of problems which face the
academic in dealing with such devalued cultural products as middlebrow fiction from the
1930s. The texts discussed by McDonald and Guillory are still in print and it is assumed that
the reader is aware of their style, content and place in the cultural hierarchy. I can make no

such assumptions about my material. If assumptions are now made about Deeping it is

2 Peter McDonald, British Literary Culture and Publishing Practice 1880-1914 (Cambridge
University Press, 1998), p. 173 quoting from Bourdieu’s Field of Cultural Production, p. 190.
3 John Guillory, Cultural Capital: The Problem of Literary Canon Formation (The
University of Chicago Press, 1993), pp. 85-133.
“ McDonald, p. 173.

16



probably on the basis of the way other authors have sought to place themselves with reference
to him. Part of the purpose of this project is to try to account for the generation of texts which
have entered other texts merely as commodities from which authors with aspirations to high
cultural status wish to distance themselves. This study must therefore inevitably contain more
exegesis of the texts themselves than is commonly the case in a work of this sort. Such
exegesis represents an attempt to get alongside texts rather than perpetuating their

commodification by assuming that they fit the categories about popular fiction that cultural

theorists have bequeathed us.

For Deeping’s fiction challenges various assumptions made by post-war writers about the
appeal of popular fiction and the nature of these assumptions is rooted in the class. position of
each commentator. At every point, in the way Deeping constructed his debates about cultural
capital, in the way his contemporaries valorised or despised him and in the way commentators
like myself have attempted to place him, the status of lower-middle and middle-class culture
emerges as a central issue. Like Light, I believe that the disparagement by the left drove the
literature of sentiment into ever more conservative areas. In Deeping’s case it will not be
accurate, as we shall see, to label his retreat conservative. It was more radical and more
anti-communitarian than that label suggests. Margaret Thatcher’s famous dictum that ‘There is
no such thing as society’ could have been Deeping’s motto. In outlining the particular
character of Deeping’s individualism I hope both to establish the value, not of Deeping’s
vision, but of examining the individuality of a middlebrow writer and to try to break downa
prevalent assumption that lower-middle-class and middlebrow culture was homogeneous and
non-radical, seeking only to justify a bourgeois hegemony. Even Bourdieu, whose theories are
indispensable to anyone studying the negotiation of cultural capital, makes statements about

the middling cultures which do not account for the ways in which a middlebrow writer, such
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as Deeping, did not merely fill a market niche, but constructed a new kind of fiction and
challenged the existence of the hierarchies which assigned him his middling status. ‘High’,
‘middle’ or ‘low’, the words are only metaphors with no objective status and Deeping, who,
like most of his fellow authors in the field, did not use the word middle or middlebrow, tries to

negotiate an identity uncontaminated by the metaphors of hierarchy.

Yet the idea of victimhood at the hands of those in superior positions within the cultural
hierarchy is integral to the power of Deeping’s fantasies; the notion of an oppressive force,
hierarchical or not, is essential to their construction. Theorists, like Gramsci, who equate the
values of popular literature with those of a dominant hegemony cannot account for the fear of
belittlement which characterises the middlebrow fiction of Deeping and his male

contemporaries: H. M. Tomlinson, A. S. M. Hutchinson and Gilbert Frankau.

Where does this acute sense of vulnerabi]ity originate? If a writer like Deeping, himself of
bourgeois origin, makes large sums of money peddling images of false consciousness for his
slavish and deluded and lower-middle class readers why is he not more complacent? It is
permissable for works of high culture to exhibit alienation, angst and pessimism about the .
human condition and the status of the artist but similar agonies in a popular author are rarely
acknowledged. Bourdieu cites Flaubert as typical of the exponent of high culture who is
self-reflexive, somehow set apart from the ideology of the culture of which he is a product.
Despite his assertions to the contrary Bourdieu’s is a Kantian aesthetic** which affords only
canonical art and its consumers the dignity of making artistic choices which are liberated from
their historical moment. Other reductive theories derive from the theories of Georg Lukécs,

the Frankfurt schools of criticism or Louis Althusser. All, as Tony Bennett puts it, advance

 Distinction, pp. 41-50.
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the position that, ‘Literature is not ideology and is relatively autonomous in relation to i,
whereas popular fiction is ideology and is reduced to it.”* An essentialist aesthetic is as
characteristic of Marxian as it is of open advocates of a cultural élite.”” The sense of process
implied in Gramsci’s description of the establishment of a cultural hegemony as ‘a moving
equilibrium’ has sometimes been forgotten by fellow Marxians anxious either to assert their
own ‘timeless’ canon or to demonstrate that in a bourgeois hegemony popular fiction merely
offers ‘substitute gratification ... mass deception’ which is ‘turned into a means for fettering

consciousness.’®

Pierre Macherey seeks to demonstrate how consciousness is fettered at the level of text
production. His essay on Jules Verne mines a classic bourgeois realist text for evic!ence of
false consciousness by seeking the fissures that the text’s illusion of coherence conceals.” Our
job as intellectual fissure-detectors is to map the contradictions and incoherence that underlie
the illusion of a coherent world view fraudulently constructed by the writer. Realism was, for
Macherey, a bourgeois mode because it sought to make ‘common sense’ or coherent the
inequalities and contradictions at the heart of a capitalist model of society. Macherey’s
suggestion that we examine a work by identifying ‘what the work is compelled to say in order

to say what it wants to say’ is partially illuminating in Deeping’s case.”® Deeping prides

“ Tony Bennett, ‘Marxism and Popular Fiction’, Literature and History, 7.2., Autumn 1981,
repr. in Bob Ashley, The Study of Popular Fiction (Pinter, 1989), p. 176.

47 1 use the term ‘Marxian’ to refer to the work of cultural theorists, such as Stuart Hall,
Raymond Williams and others, whose approach may derive from Marx’s theories about the
relationship between classes and culture but is not formally committed to Marx’s theory of
value. My thanks to Dr Paulo Farias for this clarification.

“ T, W. Adorno, ‘Culture Industry Reconsidered’, New German Critique, vol. 6, 1975,
trans.by Anson G. Rabinbach, part reprinted in Bob Ashley, The Study of Popular Fiction: A
Source Book (Pinter, 1989), pp. 52-59.

* Pierre Macherey, ‘Jules Verne: The Faulty Narrative’, 4 Theory of Literary Production
(Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), pp. 159-248.

50 4 Theory of Literary Production, p. 94. '
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himself on creating a unique ideology, independent of the authority of religious, political or
cultural legitimising bodies. The nature of that ideology will emerge in all succeeding six
chapters. The constructs within novels are determined or ‘haunted’ (one of Macherey’s

favourite metaphors)

by the unconscious which is history, the play of history beyond its edges, encroaching on
those edges: this is why it is possible to trace the path which leads from the haunted work
to that which haunts it. ......it is not a question of redoubling the work with an
unconscious, but a question of revealing in the very gestures of expression that which it is
not. Then, the reverse side of what is written will be history itself.”
It could be argued that the forces constraining and shaping Deeping’s constructs are the
agents that determine the silences defining what he is ‘compelled’ to say. Deeping is always
reacting to hostile intent. Freedom from determined behaviour is his goal (though it is arguable
that reactive response is his fate). Macherey’s words can be used to characterise the panic and
anxiety that ‘determine’ Deeping’s enterprise:
The book is furrowed by the allusive presence of those other books against which it is
elaborated; it circles about the absence of that which it cannot say, haunted by the absence
of certain repressed words which make their return. The book is not the extension of a
meaning; it is generated from the incompatibility of several meanings, the strongest bond
by which it is attached to reality, in a tense and ever-renewed confrontation.
What Macherey describes as ‘fissures’ in a set of value-systems are more likely to open and
crack if the novelist aspires to ‘realism’, as Deeping says he does. ‘The realist writer intends to

unify all the elements in the text, but the work that goes on in the textual process inevitably

produces certain lapses and omissions which correspond to the incoherence of the ideological

discourse it uses.’*?

This approach tempted me because it was not hard to identify the incoherence of Deeping’s

constructions. However, this was the problem: it was far too easy. Deeping’s over-insistent

! A Theory of Literary Production, p. 80.
52 Selden and Widdowson, Contemporary Literary Theory, (Harvester and Wheatsheaf,

1993).
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and hysterical tone did not suggest the smug confidence of the swash-buckling bourgeois
(such as Deeping’s contemporary Gilbert Frankau). It gradually seemed perverse to turn to a
theorist so preoccupied with the ‘silences’ of a book when the writer being examined is so
very ‘noisy’. Macherey speaks of a book’s ‘unconscious’: ‘what the work cannot say is
important, because there the elaboration of the utterance is acted out, in a sort of journey to
silence.’®® Not only did Deeping compulsively utter but he compﬁlsively explained and
justified his utterances, obsessed by what he was not and by what he saw himself as
consciously rejecting. However, as Eagleton observes, when discussing Reception Theory,
‘the more information the work provides, the more indeterminate it becomes’.* Each of
Deeping’s many explanations reveal how much more there is to be explained. Deeping’s
passionate floundering cannot be compared to the assured and apparently seamless yarns of
Jules Verne or John Buchan. It may be fun to undermine the pretensions of those ambassadors
of hegemony but Deeping’s seams are all manifestly frayed. We lack the tools to understand

certain texts because it has been assumed that our business is to demonstrate their

inauthenticity.

One of the other barriers to understanding aspects of texts such as Deeping’s has been the .
tendency of Cultural Studies research to focus on genre when discussing popular literature.
This tendency too reflects the residual power of the Marxist ‘common sense’ view that mass
produced fiction is inauthentic, a commodity produced to satisfy an ideologically imprisoned
readership rather than a site of creative mediation. The extent to which genre determings the
nature of individual products has combined with theories, such as Bourdieu’s notion of the

habitus, to depict the production of cultural goods and especially massively popular works as

3 A Theory of Literary Production, p. 86.
% Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Blackwell, 1983), p. 77.
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essentially uncreative. The public are conditioned to like certain kinds of art, therefore the
commercial producers will produce artefacts that satisfy those desires. Jenkins has
commented that Bourdieu’s theory of the social functions of taste and cultural distinctions is
curiously undynamic.” His work would seem to suggest that the writer of best-sellers would
find his market and exploit it. But the process seems more dynamic, less mechanical, than that.
However writers such as Roger Bromley have acknowledged ‘the complex negotiations

established in the mediations of popular fictions’.*® And some of Gramsci’s assertions suggest

he recognised this.

The key issue raised by my individual enquiry is the problem of how texts are generated. The
relationship between cultural production and consumption and of the ‘oscillation’ jbetween the
reader and the text®” must necessarily be historicised. Cultural negotiation or the process of
literary interpretation are determined not only by the historical context of producer and
consumer but by the reader’s sense of what she has come to expect from the author of
previous products. His consumers read ‘a’ Deeping based on what they had come to expect
but in fact the constructs in his novels are constantly shifting. To adapt Iser’s comment on the
sentence, every novel ‘contains a preview of the next and forms a kind of viewfinder for what
is to come; and this in turn changes the “preview” and so becomes a “viewfinder” for what has
been read’.®® Each of Deeping’s texts is a commentary on his previous texts. Many other
bestselling authors, Edgar Wallace, Dornford Yates or Edgar Rice Burroughs for example,

maintained a constant flow of novels but the way the values within those novels are

55 Richard Jenkins, Pierre Bourdieu (Routledge, 1992), pp. 80-84.
% Roger Bromley, ‘Hegemony and Popular Fiction’ Literature and History 7, 1981.
57 Discussed by Wolfgang Iser in The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Johns
Hopkins University Press). 4
%8 Wolfgang Iser, ‘The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach’, New Literary
History, 3, 1972 repr. in ed. David Lodge, Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader
(Longman, 1988), pp. 212-228.
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constructed seem to remain fairly consistent. It is interesting to note that the work of such
authors has dated in an entirely different way to that of Deeping’s. Modern readers may read
the previous three authors as period pieces, and derive a kind of entertainment from them not
unlike that experienced by their original readers. But Sorrell and Son was read in an entirely
different way from the above authors. It does not match obvious genre specifications. Its class

attitudes are both embarrassingly dated and irreducible to hegemonic conservatism between

the wars.

To understand the power of a novel which had what McKibbin calls a ‘talismanic’ quality® for
its world-wide readership what is needed is to recast the debate, to turn it upside down.
Instead of starting with the notion of a ghostly hegemony whose existence we assume and
invoke to explain cultural phenomena we could start from the bottom up. Of course products
are conditioned by the forms of the game, the syntax of the structures in which they
participate. But in order to understand how those structures are changing, and might change,
we need to e;(amine sites of growth, even if those sites are morally, politically or culturally
distasteful. And that word should remind us that our embarrassment and distaste are radar

detectors of the process of cultural change and of where we place ourselves in the value

systems we are examining.

In the introduction to The Generation of Plays, a study of a Nigerian travelling theatre
company, Karin Barber discusses the notion of ‘generative materialism’.® This is a term
loosely derived from Henri Lefebvre’s 4 Critique of Everyday Life.®' Although Lefebvre, like

the other French theorists mentioned earlier, felt that the belief systems exhibited by dominated

% Ross McKibbin, The Ideologies of Class (Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 482.
60 Karin Barber, The Generation of Plays (Indiana University Press, 2000).
8! Henri Lefebvre, 4 Critique of Everyday Life (Verso, 1991).
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classes exhibited false consciousness, he did not proceed as though this false consciousness
was imposed from above. Instead he asked the question ‘How did those illusions which were
formulated into ideas ... take shape in the depths of the social sediments and ‘strata’, in the
heart of the ‘masses?’? 1 am not an anthropologist. Unlike Barber, I cannot live and work
with the generators of the texts I am studying But what I do have is sixty-eight novels and
numerous short stories written over nearly fifty years which afford me an opportunity to track
the shifting way in which a particular author evolved a set of constructs which were
recognised as ‘authentic’ by their vast readership. The author was trying to resolve conflicts
which were real to him. The satisfactions these texts offered were real. When Deeping started
to write Sorrell and Son his choices as to what he would write were as endless or as
constrained as they were for Dostoevsky. I am not arguing for the value of one over the other
but for equal authenticity. I may, in some respects, find Deepings’s texts repulsive but I also
find them surprising. As Barber puts it, ‘Generative materialism focuses on potentiality.’®
‘All models of textual or cultural production which base themselves on the idea of
permutations of existing, given elements’ (such as formalism or structuralism) ... ‘miss the
thing that in some way that makes these ... texts worth listening to: the sense that in some
way, however slight, they might surprise you.”® What the popular author who is the focus of
my inquiry did was to surprise me and he continues to do so. That sense of surprise has been
the spring of my research. My task has been to identify those ‘living growth points’, the
‘meristem’ as Barber terms it, where any writer, writing for any class, in any genre, seeks to

exceed what has gone before.

82 Lefebvre (1991) p.146 quoted in The Generation of Plays, p. 6.
8 Barber, p. 8.
¢ Barber, p. 9.
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In my first chapter a comparison of the way the debate about the value of the middlebrow
differs on either side of the Atlantic helps to set up a specifically English and particular historic
context for my later discussion of Deeping’s attempts to declassify himself. My second
chapter further particularises the debate, demonstrating how Deeping’s strategies for
constructing his biographies both within and without his novels puts the status of the author at
the centre of his project. Neither Deeping’s life nor his works have been extensively mapped.
Although my primary purpose is not to account for his life and works, an attempt to
familiarise the modern reader with both will help us in future to read him, as much as is
possible, in his own terms. My third chapter explores the extent to which his early fiction,
relatively at ease with the place to which it is assigned by reviewers, nevertheless tries to free
the author from the expectations which are being created about the kind of fiction the critics
feels he is bound to produce. My fourth chapter is an explicit discussion of the class
implications of Deeping’s fictional strategies to free both himself and his readers from their
stigmatised positions within the hierarchies of taste. My fifth chapter deals with the reception
of Sorrell and Son (1925) and with the way in which Deeping’s later novel, Old Wine and
New (1932) attempts to mythologise the creation of his earlier bestseller, not to increase its
cultural status but to set it apart entirely from the hierarchies that would diminish the text, its
author and its readers. My final chapter illustrates the anguish which attended Deeping when
dealing with the status of his authorship and seeks to challenge notions that the author of high
cultural status has the monopoly on the travails of creation. My Appendix contains illustrations

of images discussed within the text of the thesis.
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Chapter One
The shame of the middlebrow: Deeping’s
cultural context

They are birds of passage, out of sight out of mind. Their influence is ephemeral, though
they have an influence. On their socal and ethical values are constructed the social and
ethical values of the great midde-classes.
By setting the use of the term ‘middlebrow’ in the different historical and social contexts in
which it has been used, this chapter aims to prepare the reader for my subsequent chapters
which discuss Deeping’s response to the ways in which he was being classified by diverse

members of the cultural élites. By comparing the use of the term in two linked contexts, those

of Britain and America, I hope to establish the cultural specificity of the term ‘middlebrow’

and to chart its shifting meanings.

‘No laughing matter’

Pierre Bourdieu has dealt over a long period with the relationship between ‘barbarous’ and
‘legitimate’ culture and how this relationship relates to the economic and social patterns of
dominance. His most useful work, for my purposes, is Distinction (1979)? which, as its title
suggests, charts the process of making cultural distinctions in various fields and how this
process relates to class and occupation. The consonance of patterns of taste in different fields
(homologies) relate in a consistent way to patterns of occupation and trajectory, whether an
individual seems to be declining or increasing in status within his class. Much of Bourdieu’s

work is concerned with the strategies with which a particular class attempts to legitimise itself

! Winifred Holtby, ‘Why We Read It’, Left Review, 1.4 (1935), repr. in Literary Taste,
Culture and Mass Communication, ed. by Peter Davison, Rolf Meyersohn and Edward Shils,
14 vols (Chadwyck-Healey; Somerset House, 1978) X1I, 209-212 (p. 210).

2 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984).
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by asserting canons of taste. Taste is therefore not a matter of simple personal preference,
but of a social strategy related to class. The way in which Bourdieu has characterised the
delimiting power of social structure over cultural tastes is suggested in a staterﬁent at the end
of Distinction. Bourdieu says his work seeks to establish a ‘social semiology’ which attempts
to decipher meanings and bring to light the cognitive operations whereby agents produce and
decipher them. He aims ‘at grasping, not “reality”, but agents’ representations of it, which are
the whole “reality” of a social world conceived “as will and representation” >.*> Any cultural
artefact is thus part of this whole ‘reality’, not merely a representation of it. It is authentic in

that it is a personal negotiation rather than a passive reflection of a perceived reality.

It is for an acknowledgement of the authenticity of their negotiations that popular writers
yearn when they haul the term ‘reality’ into the titles of what are obviously romances.
Deeping’s mother, Marianne Davidson, had written a short story entitled ‘The Dream and the
Reality’ rejected for publication by Woman’s Life." Marie Corelli, with whose novels Q. D.
Leavis linked Deeping’s and Gilbert Frankau’s, subtitled one of her many romances, The Life
Everlasting, ‘A Reality of Romance’.” But whereas Q. D. Leavis supposes that the ‘high-level
reader of Marie Corelli and Mrs Barclay is impelled to laugh, so ridiculously inadequate to the
issues raised is the equipment of the mind that resolutely tackles them’ shé finds that the
similar claims made by Deeping are ‘no laughing matter’ ‘for the sensitive minority’ because
he is read ‘by the governing classes as well as by the masses’.® She clearly sees the male

novelists, Frankau and Deeping, as a far greater threat because they are being legitimised by

3 Distinction, pp. 482-483.
4 Marianne Davidson, ‘The Dream and the Reality’. The story and Woman'’s Life’s letter of

rejection of it in Box 15 Item 7 #12 The Warwick Deeping Collection, Dept. of Special
Collections, Boston University.
5 Marie Corelli, The Life Everlasting: A Reality of Romance (Methuen, 1911).
8 Q. D. Leavis, Fiction and the Reading Public (Chatto and Windus, 1932: Bellew, 1990), p.
66.
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the social class of some of their readers and, I suspect, because the ‘reality’ which Deeping in
particular sought to represent was not one that Q. D. Leavis saw ‘fit’ for legitimisation.
Bourdieu argues that the dominant classes display their dominance by asserting the
‘legitimacy’ of any distinction they choose to make, hence the ‘freedom’ of the culturally
dominant classes to find beautiful whatever subject they choose; it is their cultural standing
that enables them to impose legitimacy on the basis of individual choice. Perhaps because of
the Leavises’ nostalgia for a pre-industrial society, it is difficult to find an author who deals
with the urban or suburban lower middle class of whom they approve. They successfully
helped to undermine the cultural value put on H. G. Wells and Arnold Bennett, for example,
who, like Deeping in the 1920s, often deal with the anxieties of the lower-middle class and

appealed to large numbers of lower-middle class readers.

It is the cultural distinctions made by this class that Bourdieu treats most exhaustively. The
French petite-bourgeoisie of the 1970s is not entirely homologous to the English
lower-middle-class in the 1920s bﬁt much of what Bourdieu says about their tastes is
app]icéble to both groups. Bourdieu feels that the petite bourgeoisie is, in part, defined by its
pretensions. ‘The lower positions - and, correlatively, the dispositions of their occupants -
derive some of their characteristics from the fact that they are objectively related to the
corresponding positions at the higher level, towards which they ‘pre-tend’.”” This is true of
much of the way Deeping constructs his characters’ aspirations: a place of their own, land to
do with what they wish, an income that is not dependent on the whim of an individual
employer or an economic system which they do not understand. But it is important to note a
position adopted by Deeping which Bourdieu does not fully explore pérhaps because it is more

a feature of the English lower-middle-class than it is of the French petite-bourgeoisie. That

7 Distinction, p. 123.
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position is defined by resentment and an aggressive refusal to be embarrassed by a sense of the
limitations which are imposed upon it by the ‘legitimising’ classes. Much of Deeping’s venom,
once he had established his commercial power base in the 1920s, is directed against those who
seek to delegitimise him. Yet his most explicit critic, Q. D. Leavis, was herself encamped
outside a bastion of cultural authority which sought to exclude ‘the Leavisites’ from any
citadel of legitimacy. I note below some reservations I have about Bourdieu’s methods, clarity
and lack of historicity. However, his focus on the strategic function of taste in the battle of
the individual to maintain class position and to justify the class with which he or she identifies
reveals why the battle between a now-forgotten author and his spiteful detractor is significant.
As Bourdieu puts it,

Tastes (i.e. manifested preferences ) are the practical affirmation of an inevitable
difference. It is no accident that, when they have to be justified, they are asserted
purely negatively, by the refusal of other tastes. ....... Aesthetic intolerance can be
terribly violent. Aversion to different life-styles is perhaps one of the strongest
barriers between the classes; class endogamy is evidence of this. The most intolerable
thing for those who regard themselves as the possessors of legitimate culture is the
sacrilegious reuniting of tastes which taste dictates shall be separated. This means that

the games of artists and aesthetes and their struggles for the monopoly of artistic
legitimacy are less innocent than they seem.?

This absence of innocence is apparent in the positions which both middle and highbrow writers
take in the 1920s in relation to issues of class. Deeping and the Leavisites are in fact united by
their refusal to own membership of ‘a class’. This widespread reluctance to admit group
membership is perhaps commoner in England in the 1920s than it was in the France of the
1970s, the subject of Bourdieu’s analysis. In France, central legitimising bodies of various
sorts have always had more authority than they have had in England. Although Rigby argues
that centrist institutions like the Academie Francaise or the Gaullist Maisons de Culture’ have

had less influence than the academicians or ‘animateurs’ would have cared to admit, nothing

8 Distinction p. 56.
® Brian Rigby, Popular Culture in Modern France (Routledge, 1991), p. 6 and p. 134.
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like these legitimising institutions has ever been established in Britain. The hysteria and venom
of the debate between Deeping and his detractors perhaps stems partly from the inexplicit way
in which cultural authority is e);ercised in England. It was, and still is, left very much to
individuals to differentiate themselves from other individuals or groups who might taint them
by association. Although class and group discourses emerged in the twenties and thirties, a
rhetoric of individualism dominates the discourse of many groups who claimed cultural
authority at the period. The structure within which cultural distinctions were made in the
1920s was particularly complex and fluid, the struggle to establish cultural authority therefore
the more bitter and anxious. However, Bourdieu seems to define the cultural patterns of the
groups he examines as though they were fixed and unchanging. It is true he relates patterns of
taste to an individual’s social trajectory, whether the subject’s occupational or economic ;
status is declining or advancing. But he seems to ignore the changing patterns of the
legitimisation of taste. Richard Jenkins argues that weaknesses in Bourdieu’s approach (both
the neglect of any theory of cultural production and of historical process) stem from his
grounding in structuralist anthropology:
as a synchronic method, concerned to identify or construct models of invariate or slowly
transforming structure, structuralism precludes diachronic or historical analysis. It is a
quest for law-like systemic or relational properties - binary oppositions, for example -
rather than an attempt to understand social process over time.!°
My analysis of the relationship between a middlebrow author, his readers and their detractors
from the world of ‘legitimate’ culture must be a diachronic analysis. As I hope to make clear

when I discuss how Deeping and his readers respond to one another, this pattern of response

can only be understood as a developing process.

10 Richard Jenkins, Pierre Bourdieu (Routledge, 1992), p. 31.
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Deeping’s novels reflect a significant set of shz'ft;'ng constructs which can usefully be placed in
their cultural context. The extraordinarily prolific Deeping provided his readers with nearly
seventy novels over a period of forty seven years. Though there are recurring patterns in his
work, a ‘habitus’, which seems to be reflected in other forms of contemporary cultural
expression, Deeping saw himself as struggling to change ways of thought and to combat
values he felt to be alien and in the ascendant. In this struggle he maintained a shrewd sense of
the tone his readers would find acceptable and of the values that his readers might share or be
brought to share. When Kingsley Amis listed the range of popular prejudices to which Sorrell
and Son appealed he commented that the

neatness with which all this is tailored for one kind of reader tempts another kind to think

in terms of efficient market research, but any such imputation would be unfounded.
“Sorrell and Son” fully upholds the tradition claim of the best-selling novelist that he

writes straight from the heart."
It is not enough to see Deeping as the mouthpiece of a certain fraction of the lower middle
class expressing a hegemonic and static ‘ideology’. It is necessary to try to examine the extent
to which he was shaping or championing the values of those readers and in so doing
challenging the forces of legitimate culture, contributing to changing patterns of taste. Q. D.
Leavis identified more accurately than anyone else the tone of self-righteousness and venom
that revealed Deeping’s perception of himself as a champion of the culturally dominated. To
understand why this tone is also characteristic of her own rhetoric it is helpful to compare the

way the conceptions of the middlebrow emerged on either side of the Atlantic.

"' Kingsley Amis, ‘Pater and Old Chap’, The Observer, 13 October 1957, p. 15.
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“The Second Multitude’:"? transatlantic comparisons

The term ‘middlebrow’ has become a web of conflicting meanings in which Deeping and so
many others have been caught, fixed and destroyed. A brief historical account of how these
meanings have evolved and how they relate to one another serves as a context in which to
examine the resistance of both Deeping and his readers to the values implied by its use. This
resistance endures to the present. Sebastian Faulks can still suggest the isolation of a fading
French refugee, in a socially and culturally substandard London, by the Deepings and
Walpoles on her landlord’s bookshelf.® Deeping is going to live on in the work of historical
novelists for his name still has the power to evoke the fusty world of the inter-war
middlebrow. Martin Amis tries to earn the reader’s sympathy for the pathos of a professional
literateur’s task in ‘backing his way into the first senteﬁce of'a 700-word piece about a
700-page book about Warwick Deeping’,* and Bill Bryson, always quick to date the cultural
shelf-life of commodities, evokes the ‘wonderfully gloomy English-language bookstore full of
cobwebs and musty smells’ by the presence of ‘old forgotten novels by writers like Warwick
Deeping.’”® The deadliness of Deeping (and presumably the poor author who has taken him
seriously enough to write a book about him), serves to heighten the reader’s sense of the wit,

irony and vitality of the contemporary writer whose works we are privileged to be reading.

Our sense of the middlebrow emerges more frequently from the way writers place themselves
in relation to what they perceive as devalued cultural commodities than it does from explicit
discussions about what it is. Explicit discussions of the term are rare, either between the wars

or now. Rosa Maria Bracco’s Betwixt and Between (1990) and Janice Radway’s 4 Feeling

2 A. C. Ward, The Nineteen-Twenties: Literature and Ideas in the Post-War Decade,
(Methuen, 1930), p. 190.

13 Sebastian Faulks, Charlotte Grey (Hutchinson, 1998), p. 57.

4 Martin Amis, The Information (Flamingo, 1995), p. 15.

15 Bill Bryson, Neither Here Nor There (Black Swan, 1991), p. 50.
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for Books (1997) are valuable exceptions. How.inexplicit an identity the term had, even in the
early 1930s, is demonstrated by the absence of reference to any level of brow in the 1933
edition of The Oxford English Dictionary.’® Of the ten different ways in which the noun
‘brow’ was used none of them included either high, middle or low brow although the 1976
supplement to the OED records that it was first used in a printed source by Punch in 1925."
The OED does not reference the source exactly and its provenance is revealing. It occurs in
| the list of throwaway aphorisms that were ¢compiled under the title ‘Charivaria’: “The BBC
claim to have discovered a new type, the ‘middlebrow’. It consists of people who are hoping
that some day they will get used to the stuff they ought to like.”'® The sneer is comprehensive:
at the gullible middling sorts who demonstrate their pitiable lack of cultural confidence in
looking to the BBC to guide their vain attempts at self-education; at the BBC for taking the
cultural aspirations of such consumers seriously and at the assumptions of superic;rity amongst
the highbrow guardians of British Culture. It exemplifies the truth of Furbank’s remark that
class terms ‘are essentially, rhetorical concepts.’’® From its apparent inception the term
‘middlebrow’ is being used to heighten the cultural distinction of the users of such a term.

The readers and authors of Punch are the careless inheritors of the traditions of good taste
defending this privilege from those who, like the editors at the BBC, sought to widen access
to established ‘goods’ or from those who, like the Leavises, presumed to redefine what those
goods might be. The cultural manoeuvres at work in this, and most of the rhetoric in the
Punch of the 1920s and 1930s, exemplify Bourdieu’s argument that it is in the interests of the
dominant class to portray their tastes not as class specific but as inherently superior to those

of the classes.

16 The Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University Press, 1933)

Y 4 Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary, (Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 941.
18 Punch, 23 December 1925, p. 673.

19 P. M. Furbank, Unholy Pleasure (Oxford Unversity Press, 1985) p. 5.
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This unease at the threat represented to the cultural élite by the emergence of middlebrow
culture is more often enacted in judgements about individual texts than in extended discussions
about the nature of the middlebrow. Q. D. Leavis’ is much the most extended discussion of
the nature of the term. Virginia Woolf’s often quoted definition of the middlebrow as ‘betwixt
and between’ was never sent to the paper for which it was written” so cannot have
contributed directly to the public debate. Leavis, whatever one might make of her cultural
élitism, at least had the courage to raise a debate usually muffled by shame and class
resentments. The basis of these resentments in class fears can be illuminated by contrasting
the development of attitudes to middlebrow culture in America with its counterpart in English
society. The distinctions between the two traditions need to be made, partly because my point
is that each debate is rooted in a particular class structure, and also because much of the
aggressive British rhetoric towards mass culture in general focused on the perceived
Americanisation of British culture. Deeping himself was a bestseller in America, printed by a

publishing house with very respectable cultural credentials, Alfred Knopf.

Joan Rubin has done the most comprehensive work on the notion of the American middlebrow
in the first half of the twentieth century. It is clear from her The Making of Middlebrow
Culture (1992) that initially, in the late 1920s and 30s, American commentators were
predominantly uncritical of the readership being designated as ‘middlebrow’. Van Wyck

Brooks, described a ¢ “genial middle ground” on which cultural life could thrive.”? In 1933

2 Virginia Woolf, ‘Middlebrow: unpublished letter to the editor of the New Statesman’, The
Death of the Moth and Other Essays (Hogarth Press, 1942), pp. 113-119.

2 Joan Shelley Rubin, The Making of Middlebrow Culture (Chapel Hill and London: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1992) p.xii. She is citing Van Wyck Brooks, ‘America’s
Coming-of-Age’ in Three Essays on America (E. P. Dutton, 1934), pp. 13-112.
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Margaret Widdemer identified as middlebrow thé ‘men and women, fairly civilized, fairly
literate, who support the critics and lecturers and publishers by purchasing their wares’. These
readers belonged neither to ‘tabloid addict class’ nor the ‘tiny group of intellectuals.” The
middlebrow represented, in Widdemer’s view, simply ‘the majority reader.”” Rubin suggests
that those educators Who, like John Erskine, fostered middlebrow taste were animated by a
belief that their Arnoldian enterprises would improve their readers, leading them ever upward
towards more demanding reading. However, Rubin argues that Erskine was less concerned
with helping his readers enter a superior cultural world than with fostering their intelligence,
so that their reading might turn a ‘key to the lock’ that imprisoned them within the modern
world. Their newly developed intelligence would enable his readers to escape the ‘prison’ of
the ‘modern world’. This she sees as an Emersonian framework in which reading delivers
self-realisation rather than self-advancement. The power of Erskine’s vision of an e;xpanded
readership is reflected in his popularity as a lecturer at Columbia University in the years
leading up to The First World War. In Rubin’s words, ‘Erskine dazzled the Columbia
undergraduates who flocked to his course on Elizabethan literature.”” One of those ‘dazzled’
undergraduates was Alfred Knopf, Deeping’s American publisher. When Storm Jameson
persuaded Knopf'to read and then to publish Sorrell and Son in 1926* he might well have
identified it as a text offering a key from the prison of the modern world. However, when he
published Deeping’s previous and subsequent novels after 1926, he is unlikely to have found
the way that Deeping identified himself as a middlebrow author entirely consonant with
Erskine’s public-spirited vision. In 1940 Deeping’s anti-Semitism was explicitly recorded by

Knopf when he included J. L. Teller’s article from The Jewish Chronicle in his file on

2 Margaret Widdemer, ‘Message and Middlebrow’, Saturday Review of Literature, 18
February 1933, pp. 433-34.

% Rubin, p. 160.
% Curtis Brown to Alfred Knopf, 14 October 1925, The Alfred A. Knopf Inc. Collection, The

Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin.
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Deeping. However, there is no record, in the orderly and apparently comprehensive archive,
that he passed this document on to Deeping. He cannot have put any pressure on Deeping to
respond to such criticisms, since in the late forties there is no hint of discord in Deeping’s
warm letters to Knopf and his subsequent novels, of the late 1940s, are frequently
anti-Semitic. It could be argued that the high-minded justification by Canfield, Erskine and
others of what came to be called middlebrow literature was also moved in part by commercial
reasons. They were all making a living from the Book Clubs which promoted such literature.
It can also be argued (as Belgion was to)? that America’s greater social fluidity meant that
the kind of cultural capital that middlebrow literature could confer also had commercial value
to its readers who hoped that their familiarity with such works might bring them closer to the

culture of their employers.

The arguments about the debasement of taste due to ‘mass culture’ and the culture of the
'best-seller’ need to set in the kind of context that Rubin, Macdonald and Guillory supply, the
analysis of the way particular institutions such as periodicals, publishing houses, book clubs
and authors negotiated the value of the literary product at a particular time. As Gans noted in
1974, ‘the existence of the critique of mass culture’ has less to do with changes in high and
popular culture than with the position of intellectuals in society, particularly those intellectuals
who are or feel themselves to be part of the ‘Establishment’; over time, the critique has
appeared when intellectuals have lost power and the status that goes with power, and it has

virtually disappeared when intellectuals have gained power and status.?

% Montgomery Belgion, ‘British and American Taste’, English Journal 17, (1928), repr. in
Literary Taste, Culture and Mass Communication, ed. by Peter Davison, Rolf Meyersohn
and Edward Shils, 14 vols (Chadwyck-Healey; Somerset House, 1978), v, 207-215.

% Herbert J. Gans, Popular Culture and High Culture (Basic Books, 1974), p. 7.

36



When the American attack on the middlebrow came, it came much later than the onslaught in
Britain, because the class status of the intelligentsia waxed and waned at different times in the
two cultures. In 1960, Dwight Macdonald’s influential articles on ‘Masscult and Midcult’,”
in Rubin’s opinion, ‘irreversibly heightened that term’s pejorative connotations’ and ‘it also
licensed the scholarly neglect of middlebrow efforts in the past.”® The desire of the American
left-wing intelligentsia to be identified culturally with the avant-garde serves us with another
example of betrayal in the cause of cultural distinction, analagous to that of Knopf'in the cause
of commercial capital. Andrew Ross chronicles the refined distaste with which American
communists distanced themselves from the middlebrow qualities of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg

as evidenced in his The Death House Letters of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg.”

The positive connotations of the middlebrow as described by Rubin were peculiar to the early
decades of twentieth century America, when culture was seen as another good, like material
possessions, which could be acquired by, and signal, wealth. In the 1950s, writers for the
left-wing Partisan Review began to be identified with the academic institutions which were
rapidly constructing literary studies as a site of specialism. These writers may have been
socialist guardians of the educational aspirations of the ‘masses’, but they were also
gate-keepers to fields whose élite qualities it was 1n their professional interest to protect.
Thirty to forty years earlier Henry Canby, founder of The Saturday Review of Literature, and
John Erskine, proselytiser for his list of “great books”, had more in common with Victorian
men of letters in that they built the basis for their cultural authority outside the educatignal

institution (though Erskine taught at Columbia University 1909-1927). Their democratic view

77 Dwight MacDonald, ‘Mass cult and Midcult: I’, Partisan Review 27 (Spring, 1960) pp.

203-22.

28 Rubin, p. xiv.

® The Death House Letters of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg (Jero, 1953) discussed by Andrew
Ross in Chapter I of No Respect: Intellectuals and Popular Culture (Routledge, 1989).
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of the desirability and feasibility of the middlebrow reader ‘graduating’ to the timeless classics
was, of course, influenced by their commercial dependence on the appetite of the greatest
possible number for a constant supply of new titles. It would be tempting to see the transition
from the sages of the American Book Clubs to the scourges of mass culture in the Partisan
Review as an accelerated version of the following process described by Collini in Britain

between 1850 and 1930.%°

The British public moralist in the second half of the nineteenth century was able to adopt a
sweetness, if not lightness, of tone because he (there were few female public moralists who
were not novelists) had not yet been corralled into an educational institution whose specialist
and élite status its members were bound to defend. The Victorian moralists of independent :
means could afford to offer the uneducated the hope that their present cultural goods did not
debar them from acquiring goods of a higher status. When, in 1886, a public dispute broke
out between Gosse, as defender of the culture of the ‘man of letters’ and John Churton
Collins, as one of the new academics defending improved academic standards against the
ageing dilettante, it was with the old man of letters that the popular novelist Rider Haggard
sided. Haggard protested that though he did not know much about the eighteenth century, . ‘I
do know what conduct one gentleman has a right to expect from another.”® This kind of
cultural alignment was to change as the power of the middlebrow grew. In the 1930s, in
Britain, we find that that Leslie Stephen’s heir to inherited cultural capital, his daughter
Virginia Woolf; is as virulently hostile to the middlebrow as Churton Collins’ successors, the
Leavises. Only Hugh Walpole, whose modesty about his own accomplishments was matched

by his delight at the accomplishments of his cultural betters, attracted Woolf’s approval. In

30 Stefan Collini, Public Moralists: Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain
1850-1930 (Clarendon Press, 1991).
31 Collini, p. 223.
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America, the Walpole attitude to high culture was far more characteristic of the middlebrow
throughout the first half of the twentieth century. In part this must be because there was a
general consensus at this period that everyone was entitled to cultural goods as the reward of
application and that these goods could be acquired through educational institutions,

independent of the student’s social background.

The situation in modern America has radically changed as Guillory points out.?> The loss of
literature’s symbolic value is reflected in the growth of a new professional, technical and
managerial class who use the university to acquire vocational skills which will enable them
make a living in institutions where cultural capital has no economic value. The chief
consumers of literature courses are those whose economic capital is secure enough to allow
participants the luxury of acquiring capital with negligible economic benefit. Thus the
question of ‘who reads wha’t is ceasing to generate debate or passion. The very notion of
culture as capital is being undermined. However the boom in inspirational texts, fostered by
American Book Clubs, such as Oprah Winfrey’s, does perhaps suggest that the culture of the
spirit rather than the mind still generates capital for the producers of such texts. The
movement reflects the Emersonian rather than Arnoldian strand in literary middlebrow culture.
Oprah’s books tend to be offered as the means to self-realisation as an individual rather than as
goods which will, in themselves, be a passport in themselves to a more powerful class. It is

within this Emersonian rather than Arnoldian tradition that Deeping is most usefully placed.

32 John Guillory, Cultural Capital: The Problem of Literary Canon Formation (The
University of Chicago Press, 1993).
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‘Without truth, without compulsion’: The British Middlebrow*

In Britain, or rather England, the positive value of the middlebrow was never asserted as
vigorously as it was in America. The geographical metaphors which characterise this debate
are nearly all rooted in London’s urban landscape and the countryside of the home counties.
Nearly all the best-sellers of the twenties were set in the Home Counties. Hugh Walpole is the
exception, as he was in so many other ways. When Winifred Holtby tried to counter the
value-laden nature of the debate about why people read what they do ** (by asserting the
economic rather than moral basis of our tastes) she anchored her readers in London.
Shoreditch reads ‘Love - the Trespasser, Ealing Sorrell and Son, and Bloomsbury To the

Lighthouse.” The concepts of the middlebrow and the suburban are never far apart.

In the late 1920s the debate about middling culture tended not to contain the term,’
‘middlebrow’. Throughout the debate occasioned by Gilbert Frankau’s attack on ‘the
highbrow’ in a broadcast lecture early in 1926,% it is the term ‘highbrow’ which is handled
gingerly, with passionate attachment or contempt. The word middlebrow is used neither by the
irate highbrow, Leonard Woolf, nor the genial but patronising Ivor Brown who distances
himself both from Woolf and from the self-declared champion of ‘what-is-not-highbrow”’,
Gilbert Frankau. Unfortunately, the text of Frankau’s lecture does not seem to have survivéd.
However, it must have been talked about sufficiently to be worth Leonard Woolf’s lengthy
riposte, Hunting the Highbrow, produced by the Hogarth Press in 1927. In this

uncharacteristically arch and irritating monograph, Woolf argues that

33 Graham Greene, Journey Without Maps (Heinemann, 1936), pp. 14-15.

3 Winifred Holtby, ‘Why We Read It’, Left Review, vol.1, 1935, repr. in Literary Taste,
Culture and Mass Communication, ed. by Peter Davison, Rolf Meyersohn, and Edward Shils,
14 vols (Chadwyck-Healey, 1978), X11, 209-212 (p. 212).

35 Gilbert Frankau, ‘Mr Frankau and his Critics’, The Saturday Review, 30 January 1926, p.
123 and Ivor Brown’s discussion of Frankau’s views in ‘When Brow Meets Brow’, The
Saturday Review, 26 March 1927, pp. 463-464.
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nearly all the literature which is popular with those who are not highbrow fades and is
forgotten within a generation or so; that it is the highbrow who recognises and acclaims
the great author and goes on acclaiming him until the general public, for the sake of
appearances, joins in the chorus and the great author's fame is firmly established among all
men, though perhaps not many of them read him.*
As an editorial from The Bookman points out, this simply is not true - in the case of Keats,
Shelley and Wordsworth, for example. Woolf as much as Frankau (for Woolf quotes large
sections of Frankau) argues by assertion. Woolf also tries to intimidate with his knowingness,
setting up Latin terms for different species of ‘altifrons’. Unsurprisingly, this bravura
demonstration of the highbrow’s capacity to establish the terms of the debate is most
vituperative when Woolf turns his attention to the ‘subspecies of real highbrow’ whom he
loathes more fiercely than any of the hunters of the highbrow.
The altifrons altifrontissimus var. adephicaus ... is a curious small subspecies which has
made its appearance in recent times. An extraordinarily highbrow highbrow, it runs about
all over the place attracting attention by proclaiming itself to be just an ordinary man, and
how much better Life is than Intellect, and how deplorable highbrows are.*
The debate in England continued to be characterised by this focus on drawing the boundaries

against individuals or classes that most nearly threatened the authority of one’s own,

presumably, in this case, admirers of D. H. Lawrence. However, the term ‘middlebrow” is

notably absent from the debate.

It is also absent from Ivor Brown’s response to Woolf which focuses on the aspect of the
debate that so frequently escapes those engaged in it at the time: the way in which all
participants lose their sense of the proportionate importance of the issues contested. The

present excursion was started by an alarum-bell whose ringer was Mr Gilbert Frankau. Mr
Frankau, it seems, thinks poorly of High-brow, a judgement which is sometimes
reciprocated with a disdainful knob or two attached. I am unfortunate in lacking
acquaintance with Mr Frankau’s fiction, which I understand to be rich in Human Interest.
In the Press, however, I can read his pronouncements from time to time. From these I

3 The Bookman, May 1927, p. 127.
37 Leonard Woolf, Hunting the Highbrow (Hogarth Press, 1927), p. 52.
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conjecture that he is magnificently John Bullish, a red-blooded, Anglo-Saxon he-man, a
veritable John Peel who winds his horn and saddles his horse for the pursuit of all cranks,
intellectuals, cosmopolitans, and other vermin. I picture him yoicking though life with the
scalps of countless high-brows dangling at his waist. Let but one of those modern painters
of ugly pictures leave his earth in Chelsea and Mr. Frankau will have his brush in no time.
I lay down my paper blissfully convinced that while such a warrior is standing on the
bridge we are all quite safe. The heathen cultures, the aliens and the intellectuals and the
artists may rage, but they will not pass. But when I look at Mr. Frankau’s photograph,
which frequently accompanies his pronouncements, my knees are loosened. Can this be
Nimrod and Horatius rolled into one? Is this the front of Jove to threaten and command?
Can Philistia’s Mussolini display so mild an eye? Surely not. He looks so kind, so wise.
He might even be a crank, an intellectual, an artist.”®
The tone of this is important. Brown patronisingly laughs at Frankau (and the literature ‘rich in
Human Interest”) but he quite seriously rebukes Woolf. The target of magazines such as The
Saturday Review and The Bookman (both organs which the Woolfs might justifiably describe
as middlebrow) is the highbrow. Both fit comfortably into the tradition of the American
bookclubs, promoting both classics, some avant-garde fiction and giving praise to novels by
authors soon to be labelled middlebrow. But at this time the term middlebrow seems not to

have had currency with either its enemies or friends. The term ‘mid-brow’ makes a fleeting

appearance in the exchange of opinions described above.

In 1928 Montgomery Belgion compared patterns of popular taste in Britain and America in a
journal aimed at American teachers of English * Although his views are not mentioned by
Rubin, the article reflects her sense that a popular readership was, on the whole, not an object
of horror to American cultural commentators in the 1920s. The article is also helpful in
placing the date when ‘middlebrow’ became popular currency. Although the kinds of fiction

Belgion describes, (works by Deeping, Frankau and Hutchinson), were soon to be described

38 Ivor Brown, ‘When Brow Meets Brow’, The Saturday Review, 26 March 1927, pp.
463-464.

¥ Belgion Montgomery, “British and American Taste”, English Journal, 17 (1928), repr. in
Literary Taste, Culture and Mass Communication, ed. by Peter Davison, Rolf Meyersohn and
Edward Shils, 14 vols (Chadwyck-Healey; Somerset House, 1978) Vv, 207-215.
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as middlebrow, he nowhere uses the term. His account of the differences between English
(sic) and American novel readers is dispassionate without the crusading passion of Erskine or

- the vituperative tone of Q. D. Leavis. He observes that: the American novel-reading public is
more omnivorous than its English equivalent; it is also more fickle, seizing on the latest
best-seller and then abandoning its author for another; newly rich Americans seize
indiscriminatingly on any new novel in the hope that it will deliver them cultural goods
commensurate with their newly acquired material goods. Warwick Deeping’s success with his
‘problem story, Sorrell and Son, which everybody simply had to read and discuss’ is noted but
he observes that Deeping, like Michael Arlen and Phillip Gibbs has not repeated his first
success. However, in England these authors attract a more loyal audience which then forms a
public separate from that associated with Forster, Woolf or Huxley. His explanation for the
fragmentation of the British reading public is the lack of social mobility in Britain. Reading
cannot deliver a change in social status. The terms high, middle or low brow are nowhere

used. Deeping is neutrally grouped with authors who are perceived to be responsible for one

best-seller but not others.

The debate begins to have a triadic structure from the 1930s onwards as cultural
commentators reflect on the phenomenon of the 1920s. Although A. C. Ward still does nof
use the term ‘middle brow’, his notion of ‘the second multitude’ heralds the disparagement of
the middlebrow rather than the lowbrow that is to flourish in the 1930s. In his ‘Inquiry into
certain popularities’ he concludes that there are two multitudes (apart from the élite
minority): the first is the innocent, naive multitude who buy because recommended by word of

mouth but the repulsive

second multitude, smaller and more fickle-minded, reads whatever happens to be praised
by the critics, or chosen by book societies, or talked about at the moment. It is only
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entertaining in the speed with which it makes haste to depreciate an approved book that
becomes popular with the larger multitude.*

This is the same romanticism abdut the uneducated displayed by Q. D. Leavis. The totally
uneducated are innocent of pretension but the semi-educated are denied the privilege of
personal engagement with a text, driven, in the writer’s view, simply by desire to ape their
‘betters’. The pathetic first multitude whose female novel readers are “visited by few save
plain young butchers and plain young bakers’ are excused their reading habits because they
‘need’ or ‘deserve’ escape.”’ But the desire of the second multitude to increase their social
status is regarded as disgusting. This seems to justify Belgion’s characterisation of the
differences between the American and English attitude to middlebrow culture.” It also echoes
the Marxist rhetoric of the time, for example Christopher Caudwell’s contempt for the
aspirational culture of the petite bourgeoisie that occasions their ‘peculiar suffering...that they
are called upon to hate each other (sic).”®® There is a gender issue here: the lower class

readers can be affectionately patronised because they are assumed to be female and desire only

escape.

Defence of the middlebrow was, in Britain, usually indirect, more usually taking the form of
deflating the pretensions of the highbrow as represented by T. S. Eliot, the Woolfs or the
Scrutiny group. Wynard Browne, for example, focuses his attack on F. R. rather than Q. D.

Leavis in the lengthy article, ‘The Culture Brokers’, in The London Mercury.** He echoes the

9 A. C. Ward, The Nineteen-Twenties: Literature and Ideas in the Post-War Decade

(Methuen, 1930), p. 190.

 Ward, p. 193.
2 Montgomery Belgion, ‘British and American Taste’, English Journal 17, (1928), repr. in

Literary Taste, Culture and Mass Communication, ed. by Peter Davison, Rolf Meyersohn and
Edward Shils, 14 vols (Chadwyck-Healey; Somerset House, 1978), v, 207-215.
% Christopher Caudwell, Studies and Further Studies in a Dying Culture (Monthly Review

Press, 1971) p. 78.
# Wynard Browne, ‘The Culture Brokers’, London Mercury, September 1933, pp. 436-445.
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many metaphors about monetary value in Fiction and the Reading Public, arguing that the
Scrutineers are aiming to set themselves as cultural stockbrokers with the aim of securing their
own marketability as arbiters. Just as Ivor Brown had devalued Woolf’s claims for the
omniscience of the highbrow, Wynard Browne comically exposes the claims of the Scrutineers
as guarantors of a solid investment by exposing the flimsy investment for the future
represented by the poetry of Ronald Bottrall. Both Brown and Browne are guarding the
self-respect of the readers of the magazines in which they published, many of whom would

unashamedly have called themselves middlebrow. Yet there are few explicit defences of the

middlebrow.

However, in 1937 there is an interesting response to Q. D. Leavis’s attack on the middlebrow
in G. M. Young’s Daylight and Champaign.® Young, like Leavis, also mourns the loss of
what he calls a ‘unitary culture’. Unlike Leavis he places the time when the educated shared a
common frame of cultural reference in the 1850s. From the 1860s onwards, this common
culture ‘was doubly fractured: vertically, into professionalism, laterally, along its weakest
stratum into - let us adopt the later word and call it highbrow and lowbrow'.*® But unlike
Leavis, Young insists on the central importance of what he calls a middlebrow culture.

A true, a sound, a social culture rﬁust be middlebrow, the highbrow elements serving aé

exploratory antennae, to discover and capture new ideas for the middlebrow mass to
assimilate. The better it is fed, the freer, and more various its diet, the less likely it is to

get poisoned or lose strength.”
This analogy of the middlebrow readership as a flock of rather passive, but essentially
harmless, sheep being fed by benign shepherds has much more in common with the conception

of the middlebrow audience in America between the wars. Young sees Leavis not as a

* G. M. Young, ‘The New Cortegiano’, Daylight and Champaign (Jonathan Cape, 1937)
repr. in Davison et al., v, 3-21.

4 Davison et al.,V, 9.

47 Davison et al.,V, 14.
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shepherd but as a wolf, ‘the standard bearer’ of ‘the terrorists of the higher culture’. Leavis’s
venomous denunciation of the middlebrow allied to the insistent difficulties of modernist texts
unite to drive the middlebrow audience away from the springs of difficult but not inaccessible
literature. By calling Q. D. Leavis ‘a terrorist’ Young deftly indicates the disproportionate
and highly destructive effect of her intervention in the debate about the value of the
middlebrow. Young is defending not the middlebrow as it is but as it might be, if it were not
for the terrorists. Young deplores the success, for example, of Hutchinson’s If Winter Comes.
He owned that its popularity ‘made me miserable, and what the Christ Child was doing in its
Blurbs I have never yet been able to make out.”® He suggests that there is something untrue,
unsound about present middlebrow taste but he implies that it is the arrogance and nature of
the attacks of the professionalised critics, like Leavis, which have contributed to muddy its
waters. Certainly, when we read Deeping’s Blind Man’s Year, published in the same year as
Young’s polemic (1937) and which deals explicitly with a popular author beleaguered by
‘terrorists’, both from a non-literary family and the representative of the ‘higher’ cultures, we
observe the process described by Young. We must ask why middlebrow readers should aspire

to the tastes of Leavis when she so wholeheartedly despises everything about them.

Young’s defence of the middlebrow is essentially a negative one in which the absence of
tolerance and respect of different tastes amongst the highbrow community is held responsible
for perceived deficiencies in the sensibilities of middlebrow authors. Thus this does not
amount to the kind of sustained defence in the 1930s of the function of these middling sorts of

literature that had been conducted in the 1920s in America.

*® Davison et al., v, 15
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The intelligentsia, on the whole, felt much more. comfortable with fiction that did not pretend
to deal with the serious issues with which they, the intelligentsia, believed themselves uniquely
equipped to deal, because of their finer moral, intellectual or political purity. In the late 1930s
and 1940s there evolves a common rhetoric on both sides of the Atlantic amongst left-wing
critics which echoes that of Q. D. Leavis. Dwight MacDonald’s enjoyment of his nightmare
vision matches hers: ‘There is slowly emerging a tepid, flaccid Middlebrow Culture that
threatens to engulf everything in its spreading’.* He portrays the middlebrow as kitsch, so
that all middlebrow art is simply a debased copy of the highbrow, presumably because its
consumers, the petit-bourgeois are intent simply on aspiring to bourgeois taste. This is a
model also used by Bourdieu and which this thesis hopes to challenge. However, because of
his focus on the evils of the industrialisation of culture, MacDonald seems to conflate the low
and middlebrow. He also deplores ‘the chewing gum’ of popular fiction like G. A. Henty who
produces an article that is ‘solely and directly an article for mass consumption’.” Both
middlebrow and Henty (surely never to be regarded as middlebrow) are examples of mass
culture which is the opposite of highbrow. MacDonald and English socialists like Guy

Chapman deny authenticity to any sort of mass culture, unlike Leavis or Woolf who maintain

their patronage of the lowbrow.

Virginia Woolf endows the lowbrow author with extraordinary qualities. By a ‘lowbrow is
meant of course a man or a woman of thoroughbred vitality who rides his body in pursuit of a
living at a gallop across life.””® Whether by accident or not Rebecca West uses the same

metaphor, lending the glamour of the equestrian landed gentry denied by Compton Mackenzie

¥ Dwight Macdonald ‘A Theory of Mass Culture’ in Mass culture: The Popular Arts in
America, ed. by Bernard Rosenberg and David Manning White (Macmillan, 1957), p. 63.
30 MacDonald, p. 59.

5! The Death of the Moth and Other Essays, p. 197.
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to the ‘solid’ Deeping.”> West is exasperatedly t.olerant of the low-brow as exemplified by
Ethel M. Dell.® But unlike Woolf she is not romantic about it; she observes that the
establishment accepts the perverse behaviour of Dell’s characters but bans ‘the not for one
second disgusting The Rainbow’.** West has no illusions about the nastiness of Dell’s heroes
but she, like Woolf and Q.D.Leavis, concedes a vitality to the lowbrow, wistful about the
freedom their lack of aspiration to literary status allows them:

For even as one cannot walk on one’s own trudging, diligent feet if one desires to attain to

the height of poetry, but must mount Pegasus, so one cannot reach the goal of best selling

by earnest pedestrianism, but must ride thither on the Tosh-horse.”
‘Sincerity and vitality’*® are conceded by writers as diverse as West, Woolf and Leavis to
lowbrow writers. But only West, with her passionate praise of the ‘delicacy’ and ‘magic’ of
H. M. Tomlinson’s Gallion’s Reach (1927) offers an appreciation of a middlebrow text.*
Positive attitudes to the middlebrow focus on a particular novel or author, usually in journals
like The London Mercury, The Bookman or The Saturday Review, which had to aim at a wide
readership and would have had no interest in drawing attention to the ways in which such a
readership were increasingly despised by the intelligentsia. There appears to be no sustained
defence in the 1930s of the function of these middling sorts of literature as there was in

America in the 1920s. The debate is enacted, rather than conducted, by the implications that

accrue from the increasing frequency with which middlebrow titles are used to characterise the

52 Compton Mackenzie, Literature in My Time (Rich and Cowan, 1933), p. 225.

3 Rebecca West, ‘The Tosh Horse’, The Strange Necessity: Essays and Reviews ( Jonathan
Cape, 1928), pp. 319-325.

5 Perhaps it is a mark of the change in status of Deeping’s fiction that in 1909 he was able to
explore the plight of a woman whose physical gender is highly ambiguous and escape the
censor relatively unscathed. Once Sorrell and Son, this “solid book appealing to solid people’
(Compton Mackenzie, Literature in my Time, p. 225), had established him as an author with
social significance, his themes, though often transgressive, are less daring.

55 West, p. 320.

56 West, p. 320.

57 Warwick Deeping also paid tribute to Gallion’s Reach in Exiles (1930), p. 54. An
alcoholic admires either the author or the hero, perhaps because of their greater manliness:
“There’s a man who could take his medicine’.
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suburban or petit bourgeois qualities of their readers. After 1932 Warwick Deeping’s novels
are particularly prominent on the shelves of characters depicted by authors who fear mass

rather than explicitly middlebrow culture.

For example in Greene’s Journey Without Maps (1936) on board ship ‘one became conscious

of people ...who preferred something comforting.’
Something like a Village in a Valley by Mr. Beverley Nichols, which was in the small
library. One reads strange books in a ship, books one would never dream of reading at
home: like Lady Eleanor Smith’s Tzigane, and the novels of Warwick Deeping and
W.B.Maxwell: a lot of books, written without truth, without compulsion, one dull word
following another, books to read while you wait for the bus, while you strap-hang, in
between the Boss’s dictations, while you eat your A.B.C. lunch; a whole industry founded
on a want of leisure and a want of happiness.*®

This feminised and class-conscious image of the consumer of both low and middlebrow fiction

was to haunt the way Deeping viewed himself as an author. Such a reference serves to flatter

the reader of Greene’s text. The implication of Greene’s words is that, unlike the mass

consumer, the consumer of his text is of the classes that can afford to be leisured and are

therefore endowed with a morally deserved happiness.

Perhaps the absence of extensive or explicit discussion of the nature and the value of ‘the
middlebrow’ accounts for its frequent absence as a term in accounts of the reading matter of
the period. Robert Graves, in a curious chapter entitled ‘Reading Matter’ from his review of
English cultural life between the wars published in 1940, omits the term middlebrow entirely
from his discussion, although low and high brow are cited as ‘Amercan terms first popularized
in England by H. G.Wells.”® Instead, he uses a term unique to him, the ‘mezzo-brow’.®° This

term is used to describe a level of taste to which the former readers of the lowbrow had

58 Graham Greene, Journey Without Maps (Heinemann, 1936), pp. 14-15.
% Robert Graves, The Long Weekend (Cardinal, 1940).
% Graves, p. 52.

49



graduated, their critical sense sharpened by ‘sﬁcker cinema-pictures’. With the hauteur
characteristic of those of his educational background, he comments that ‘the mezzo-brow
“Book of the Month” choice of the dailies became (through the Twopenny Libraries) the
shop-girls’ reading too - or such of them as did not sweep all modern fiction aside as
“capitalistic dope” *.8"  (Unlike Greene he is at least able to envisage that there are shop-girls
with enough vitality to ‘sweep all modern fiction aside’.) His complete neglect of the
bestselling authors of the 1920s and 1930s is as eloquent as Leavis’s and Woolf’s full-frontal
attack. His ‘mezzo-brow’ differs from the former lowbrow only in being less earnest and
more sophisticated. His contempt for the reading habits of shop-girls extends to complete

ignorance of what they read.

In 1923, before Deeping was a household name, he sketched a portrait of a man whose
cultural tastes suggest that, at this point, Deeping was free of some of the cultural anxieties
that will soon come to characterise his more successful fiction. At the beginning of one of his
earliest novels dealing with shell-shock, Deeping sketched a portrait of the doctor who was to
cure the hero of his mental disorder. This ideal physician, a type more common in the first half
of Deeping’s career, is represented as a man of broad cultural sympathies: ‘Robin Beal spent
his evenings in his library on the first floor, a room of cream and of old gold, calm, gracimis

and very still’.*?

This opening sentence leaves the reader in no doubt that the room’s occupant is a paragon of

good taste. Deeping’s portrait is of the kind of Englishman whom Belgion © was to describe a

81 Graves, p. 52.

62 Deeping’s The Secret Sanctuary (1923), p.14.

8 Montgomery Belgion, ‘British and American Taste’, English Journal 17, (1928) repr. in
Literary Taste, Culture and Mass Communication, ed. by Peter Davison, Rolf Meyersohn and
Edward Shils, 14 vols (Chadwyck-Healey; Somerset House, 1978), v, 207-215.
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few years later, one whose taste in interior decoration infallibly accompanied sound literary

taste.

The shelves were of oak, and Beal’s visitors had often noticed the fact that there were no
purely medical books upon these shelves. Everything worth reading in psychology was
here, and beside the psychologists the novelists had a place. Or you could take down
Mosso on Crete, or one of Stephen Graham’s vividly personal pilgrimages, or the Life of
Burton, or a volume of Keats, or a book on tapestry or English water-colour art. The
humorists had a shelf to themselves in this varied and very human family of books, such
masters of sly joy as Neil Lyons. If there was one thing Beal hated it was pedantry,
especially the pedantry of superior people who will deign to write essays on the dead but
lift a pompous leg over the living.*
The passage also substantiates Belgion’s opinion, that the cultivated English enjoyed travel
books, evidently a manly taste along with the oak shelves. However, in two respects these
ideal bookshelves differ significantly from the bookshelves of Deeping’s future heroes. In the
1930s it would be difficult to imagine him finding a place for anything on psychology. ‘The
much abused Jung’® will be the only psychologist to survive in the library of one of Deeping’s
heroes. Freud, Adler and Havelock Ellis are vigorously dismissed. ®® Modernist or
avant-garde literature, however, is never entirely dismissed. It is interesting to note the
ambiguous treatment of D. H. Lawrence in Smith (1932). Lawrence’s frank treatment of
sexuality seems to attract Deeping but he is finally dismissed as a dreamer. In the first thirty
years of Deeping’s fifty year career he seemed to see himself as a modern. In The First World
War an injured friend of Anthony Powell’s was to find that the doctor on duty, Warwick

Deeping, was to sneer at his patient’s taste for Milton as ‘strange old-fashioned stuff”’.” At

8 The Secret Sanctuary (1923), p. 14.

8 Blind Man’s Year (1937), p. 219.

% Freud and Adler in The Memoir of St Johns to be discussed in my next chapter. In Fantasia
(1939), p. 121, the blackmailing villain hides his safe containing letters from the liberated
manageress of a holiday development, with whom he has had an affair, behind ‘half a dozen
copies of Havelock Ellis’. It is implied that such works have provided a spuriously intellectual
justification for his licentious behaviour. In the same novel the new woman (vulnerable to
blackmail because of her promiscuity) ‘belonged to a Freudian generation, and was all for
self-analysis, and catching complexes as our grandmothers caught fleas’, p. 227.

§7 Anthony Powell, To Keep the Ball Rolling (Heinemann, 1982: Penguin, 1983), p. 157.
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this point, Deeping’s perception of those of high cultural caste was of those who favoured
‘stuffy’ old authors rather than those who championed new ones. He seems to align himself
with those open to the new and modern. The idealised reader has catholic tastes and certainly
is not afraid of new science or literature. The shift in Deeping’s attitudes, from the relatively
open and excited response to the new in the 1920s to the bitter distrust of the late 1930s
certainly parallels the retreat of the great missionary of the modern in popular visual arts,
Frank Pick, who in the 1930s turned his back on his great projects in championing modern art
on the London Underground in favour of the “old foundations™ of good crafismanship.®® In
1927 Pick wrote ‘The public like something above their heads, if only it is attainable.”® It is
implied that the reader in Deeping’s idealised portrait would have given a respectful sniff at
the new rather than assume it was the work of ‘a howling highbrow’ " but nowhere in his later
work does he present himself as an author who will assist his readers to aspire to ‘something -
above their heads’. This change in how he conceived of his role in relation to the new is
paralleled by the gradual death of the concept of a lower than highbrow audience who might
aspire to highbrow taste. By the time Deeping wrote his novels of the late 1930s bitterly
contesting the notion that the highbrow was in fact higher in value than the middlebrow, the

word ‘middlebrow’ had almost ceased to be used neutrally; it was nearly always a term of

disparagement.

Unsavoury companions
Deeping had some company amongst those popular authors who claimed high seriousness for

the middlebrow in the 1920s. The four writers who most sincerely flattered a reader’s

68 Michael T. Saler, The Avant-Garde in Inter-War England (Oxford University Press, 1999),

p. 154.
% Frank Pick quoted in Saler, p. 100, from LTM B6 Box 4, Copy A, ‘Underground Posters’.

" Fantasia (1939), p. 192.
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delusion that s/he was capable of thinking seriously about the world were Deeping, Gilbert
Frankau, A. S. M. Hutchinson and H. M. Tomlinson. They all affronted the sensibilities of
those who insisted that the middlebrow reader had no right to concern herself with issues

beyond the comprehension of the petite bourgeoisie or the suburban masses.

Q. D. Leavis groups Frankau with Deeping as working ‘to debase the emotional currency by
touching grossly on fine issues’.”! However, she persuasively characterises Frankau’s strident
defence of his values as ‘the business man’s self-dramatisation’. She sees him substituting for
Corelli’s and Barclay’s piety ‘another set of strings, the loyalties of the club, the regiment, and
the Public School’.” Peter Jackson, Cigar Merchant: A Romance of Married Life (1922)
attracted the same degree of venom from Q. D. Leavis as Deeping’s novels and even the less
agitated A. C. Ward described its successors as ‘hectic and unsavoury’.” Frankau, with the
confidence of his class, conducted a very public defence of the middlebrow.™ It would be
unproblematic to see the way Frankau resolves the mental and sexual crisis of the
shell-shocked Peter Jackson as supportipg a bourgeois hegemony. The wife temporarily
assumes economic control of the family by establishing a chicken farm and, after applying to
her father, an illustrious specialist in neurasthenia, is advised to act like a whore in the
bedroom when she has finished tending to the chickens. Once restored to mental and sexual
health the husband takes over the running of the chicken farm his wife has established. There
is little in Frankau’s fiction to challenge the notion that ‘the middlebrow genre of fiction ...
produced best-sellers that ... offered an interpretation of reality based on the upholding of

middle-class world views’.”

" Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 67.

"2 Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 198.

3 The Nineteen-Twenties, p. 194.

™ See the previous discussion, in this chapter, of the response of Ivor Brown and Leonard
Woolf to his views.

75 Rosa Maria Bracco, Betwixt and Between (History Department: The University of
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A. S. M. Hutchinson’s If Winter Comes (1921), like Sorrell and Son and Peter Jackson, deals
with a crisis of masculinity. It aﬁpears to challenge conventional morality. However it does
not trouble Leavis as much as the work of Frankau and Deeping. Hutchinson’s work, like that
of Wells, is done ‘with a decent honesty’.” In spite of what A. C. Ward calls ‘its fantastically
bad literary style’, Hutchinson’s novel seems generally to have been regarded as ‘innocent’
because of its ‘patent sincerity’.”” (It also endorses the superior moral refinement of the upper
class woman who is the object of the school-teacher’s affections.) Deeping’s style is more
frequently grotesque and patently as sincere as Hutchinson’s but is ignored entirely by a
commentator such as A. C. Ward. (Graham Greene is the only commentator to comment in
any detail on Deeping’s style.)” Compton Mackenzie was frankly baffled by the appeal of
Hutchinson’s book to women readers and accounts for the success of best-sellers ih the 1920s
to the American epidemic of vigorous marketing, ‘an influenza’.” However, the triumph of
the bookish hero in If Winter Comes, in first challenging convention by taking in a fallen
woman but still surviving the social storm to marry the local lady of the manor, seems a
gender reversal of many of the romantic fantasies in which the bookish heroine outshines her
more confident and extrovert competitors.® Hutchinson may have taken his story seriously
but his autobiography suggests that he was surprised by its success.® He never challenges the

place to which he was assigned in the cultural hierarchy.

Melbourne, 1990), p. 75.

™ Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 70.

" The Nineteen-Twenties, p. 195.

8 ‘Fiction’, The Spectator, 22 September 1933, p. 380.

7 Compton Mackenzie, Literature in My Time (Rich and Cowan, 1933), p. 222.

% There is more to be said about the way in which the inter-war masculinist fantasies reverse
the gender roles of nineteenth century fantasies of female fulfilment but that is not the object
of the present study.

8t A, S. M. Hutchinson, Bring Back the Days (Michael Joseph, 1958)
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H. M. Tomlinson’s venom and violence comes chloser to Deeping’s than any other author’s.
His novel Gallion’s Reach, the bestseller of 1927, asserts the value of his hero’s lonely and
tragic masculine dignity in contrast to the feminised metropolitan modernists who engulf the
woman he loves. However, a discussion of his fantasies would demand a consideration of
notions of gender and Englishness rather than the processes of cultural classification.
Tomlinson has been called ‘a poor man’s Conrad’, # and the bulk of his novel is concerned
with bleak and exotic adventures in the sea and jungle where the author’s masculinity is tested
by the uncertainties of the terrain and the mysterious otherness of alien tribes and exotic
women. His fiction challenges some of the stereotypes of middlebrow fiction but the exotic
nature of his locations and a relatively assured tone perhaps explains why his novels slipped
under the radar of the faux bon detectors. The quality of his fiction is not seen as contentious
in the inter-war period. However, hackles rise at the mention of Deeping’s name m a wide

variety of texts in a way that appears to confirm his own sense of the vulnerability of his

authorial status.

For the compelling quality of Deeping’s fiction is the way it focuses on this unease about the
status of his writing. Responses to Deeping’s novels and the distinctions made within them
seem to be generated chiefly by two emotions: embarrassment and resentment. The unease
these linked emotions signal is chiefly social, for Deeping seems, despite his sentimentalisation
of ‘the inner man’, preoccupied less with individual psychology than the anxieties of the
individual within a group. Writers as diverse as Graham Greene, John Betjeman and Simon
Blumenfield® use the possession of ‘a’ Deeping in order to characterise someone as part of the
passive ‘herd’. This suggests the embarrassment that might be felt by.a reader who aspired to

be ‘part of the ‘sensitive minority’ at possessing one of his works. Even another ‘middlebrow’

8 PD.Y. Morgan (1919-2001), pers. comm. to Mary Grover in July 1998.
8 1 discuss these references more fully in my last chapter.
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writer, Monica Redlich, characterises the shallowness of her heroine by her compulsion to
read ‘the new Warwick Deeping’ instead of getting on with her studies of English Literature.*
When Q. D. Leavis included Deeping amongst her list of ‘the faux bon’® she was revealing
not only where she placed Deeping in her hierarchy of the ‘bon’ but also where she placed
herself in relation to the ‘faux’. The Scrutiny group’s assumption of the role as guardian of a
literary and cultural gold standard has been well researched.® Less fully examined has been
how the middlebrow authors and their readership responded to a growing sense that their
tastes were not only inadequate by standards regarded as absolute by such groups as the
Scrutineers, but actually regarded as a threat to them. The isolated wife of a commercial
salesman who spoke to me of the way in which Deeping’s novels alleviated the loneliness she
felt in a remote Cornish village amongst her social ‘inferiors’,*” would have been astonished to
read of Q. D. Leavis’s conviction that a taste for Deeping was impinging directly. on the
world of the [sensitive] minority, menacing the standards by which they live.”®® My informant
also perceived herself as one of a minority threatened by sub-standard people. Many of the
consumers of Deeping’s fiction, ‘consumed’ by their own sense of economic and social
vulnerability, would have been increduloué of the notion that they were powerful enough

collectively to threaten the culture of England by reading the ‘superior’ fiction of Warwick

Deeping.

8 Monica Redlich, Cheap Return (Hamish Hamilton, 1934), p. 45.

8 Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 39.

% Francis Mulhern, The Moment of Scrutiny (NLB, 1979).

% From an interview with Mrs Mallett in Darwin House, Sheffield 28.03.97. She was born in
13.15.06 and read Deeping avidly in the thirties. ‘The little grocer’s there used to have a
change-the-book every Monday morning ... I had as much as they would let me take and I was
anxious to get there on a Monday morning. I don’t know what other people did [read] )
because you don’t mix with other people’. She and her only son took turns in reading to each
other throughout his childhood. He eventually became a High Sheriff of Sheffield.

8 Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 67.
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Deeping’s novels are apposite in examining botﬁ the vulnerability and power of such
consumers and the way in which cultural distinctions in Britain between the wars were part of
the struggles for dominance in economic and social spheres. The narratives are explicitly
concerned with social validity and self-justification and the rhetoric is both defensive and
aggressive, like that of the writers who dismiss them. Deeping and his detractors are
condemned to define themselves in opposition to the enemy yet both sets of protagonists
assert their ‘freedom’ and their value as ‘individuals’. The assertion of the legitimacy of
middlebrow tastes and values is bound to be undermined by the reluctance for members of the
economic groups from which these readers were principally drawn to acknowledge their

membership of any economic, social or class group.

- Conclusion

The repackaging by Q. D. Leavis of ‘simplicity’ and ‘ordinariness’ as simple-mindedness and

banality is a devaluation of the pretensions of middlebrow readers that the present generation

has tended to endorse. One of the ironies of this research project is that the most likely reader
of ‘a Deeping’ now is the cultural historian, a member of the very kind of establishment which

sought to undermine his original readers’ assertion of his value.

Of course Deeping, himself; lost his battle for cultural legitimacy as the use of his name in The
Information illustrates.*® But one of the uses of embarrassment to a cultural historian is the
way it signals cultural change. Not only did Deeping assert the dignity of the middlebrow; he
also challenged ’genre boundaries. On the one hand his novels seem to lie within the feminised
genealogy of writers of sentiment but they also belong within the mo*e masculinised tradition

of ‘the roman & theése’. The fuzziness of the genre boundaries of his work, the tension between

% See the reference on p. 32 of this chapter.
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the feminised and masculine narratorial positions in his narratives and his shifting sense of how
he should address his readers all signal how fertile a field his novels are in tracing the

provisional, contested and brittle nature of the cultural distinctions being made in the period.

Deeping’s contemporaries used a triadic classification of culture: the low, middle and
highbrow. The fact that he never ‘takes on’ the lowbrow in his novels suggests that he is
secure that he will not be classified as such. The binary opposition with whose terms he
struggles is that between the middle and high brow. Deeping seeks to evade classification
altogether with increasingly wild gestures. I suspect that the extravagance of those gestures
suggests not that they are mechanistically determined by historical context (as Althusser might
have perceived them) but that they are driven by successive responses to a complex set of
constraints and denials. His novels are full of qontradictions, mutually incompatible assertions.
In my subsequent chapters I will identify the pressures he was under to make such
contradictory assertions. This will inevitably involve a discussion of the social, cultural and
historical context from which these constructs derive and the readership which ‘bought’ them.
My discussion will be governed by the awareness that we can never be sure what it is that a
reader was ‘buying’. Was it the illusion of coherence? The value sytem itself? Book jackets,
reviews and above all, the relation of these to the way the novels are constructed and deveiop,
give us a sense of what the reader thought he or she was buying. Deeping tried to construct a
version of his life (through his brief autobiographical statements, his house and his non-literary

pursuits) which may relate to the philosophy he thought his reader identified in his books.

Many other bestselling authors, Edgar Wallace, Dornford Yates or Edgar Rice Burroughs for
example, maintained a constant flow of novels but their tone and the way the values within the

novel are constructed seem to remain fairly consistent. An understanding of the nature of the
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commodity they produced has also remained fair.ly consistent. All three, unlike Deeping, are
still requested in secondhand bookshops.” These authors have dated but in a way that is
entirely different to the way Deeping has dated; their period qualities possibly constitute part
of their charm despite the fact that many of the attitudes (racism, homophobia and snobbery,
for example) are as evident in their works as they are in Deeping’s. They attract both the
general reader and the academic in the way he does not. The pace and plotting of an Edgar
Wallace still earns the respect of thriller readers; for some readers it is possibly the very lack of
apology for his unabashed snobbery that lends to Dornford Yates a period charm® and
Disney’s Tarzan has contributed to the cult of Edgar Rice Burroughs.”? Modern readers,
familiar with the genres within which Wallace, Yates and Burroughs wrote, may read them as
period pieces but may also derive entertainment from them that is not unlike that experienced
by their original readers. Wallace and Burroughs have also attracted the attention of academics
working on post-colonial, gender and feminist issues. Yet, as a spokesman for Rare and Racy
(a secondhand bookshop in Sheffield) says, Deeping is ‘a dog” while the other three are not.”
Sorrell and Soﬁ, taken more seriously than any of the above texts both by its author and by its

readership seems now to be ‘of his period but ‘embarrassingly’ so.

Deeping’s commercial success for half a century, and the spiritual value attributed to his most

popular novels, made him ‘visible’ to a ‘readership’ which felt the need to engage in the

% The fashion for Dornford Yates seems to be passing, perhaps because he is the only one of
the three not a precursor of any current product of popular culture.

9! The author of the UK Bibliography of Dornford Yates on the site sponsored by ‘A Book for
all Reasons’, <http://www.abfar.co.uk/bibliogs/dy bib.html>, emphasises the ‘light and
humorous’ style and the charm of the snobbery: ‘it is easy to lose oneself in the idyll that he
creates’.

%2 See the numerous Tarzan web pages on the internet.

% The bookseller used this expression to denote an author who would not sell. His discussion
of the reasons why the other three authors maintained their place on his shelves was very

helpful.
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process of evaluation and therefore of interpretation. My examination of Deeping’s novels is
determined by my preoccupation with the interplay on the one hand: between Deeping, the
implied authoritative author, and his ‘dominated’ readership; on the other, between Deeping
and the cultural hegemony which sought to dominate and devalue him. To understand the
increasing hysteria of Deeping’s debate with the off-stage ‘Other’ it is useful to consider him
as the purveyor of an artefact whose value is threatened by a group whose cultural capital is

considerably higher than his own.

There are at least three interpretive communities™ that Deeping is addressing in his novels and
the way in which he interpellates® each is governed by anxieties which compel him into using
frequently coercive forms of rhetoric. My next chapter will deal a readership of one, the author
himself. Deeping himself, as this next, biographical chapter suggests, found constr.ucting
himself as an author problematic. His problems are closely connected with the feminised status
of the word and the book in the class from which he came. Throughout his work he asserts the
superiority of deeds over words yet he was a compulsive writer of books whose commercial
success provided him with the money to establish and project himself as the ‘doer’, handyman
and farmer. Another irony which haunts his work is that although he ignored his own family’s
origins in the brewing trade, he spent his life in trade himself, selling commodities which he

produced, not in the leisurely fashion of a member of the landed gentry to which he hinted he

% 1 use ‘interpretative communities’ in the sense suggested by Stanley Fish: ‘interpretive
communities are made up of those who share interpretive strategies not for reading (in the
conventional sense) but for writing texts, for constituting the properties and assigning their
intentions.” This definition is from Stanley Fish’s, ‘Interpreting the Variorum’, Is There a Text
in the Class, repr. in Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader, ed. by David Lodge, p. 327.

% The passage in which Louis Althusser explains what is involved when ideology interpellates
a subject is extracted from ‘Ideology and the state’, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays,
(New Left Books, 1977) trans. B. Brewster, in Modern Literary Theory, ed. by Philip Rice
and Patricia Waugh, (Edward Arnold, 1992), pp. 54-62. For my purposes ‘interpellating’
means ‘addressing the reader in ways which imply assumptions about the identity and possible
response of that reader’.
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belonged, but at the fevered pace (frequently tW(-) books a year), of the industrialist. Trained
as a doctor, like his much-admired father, he turned his back on the profession and, probably
dependent on his father’s financial support, initially set out to earn ‘real’ money from writing.
Deeping implies that consumers of his novels share his own ambivalent attitude to the process
of producing them. An important contradiction which this highly conscientious author
attempted to resolve was that he was adopting a tone of high seriousness for an audience for
whom reading and writing were not essentially serious occupations. His anxiety about this is
particularly evident in the novels of the 1920s which often place the writer at the centre of the
book, seeking reassurance from the older man who is a touchstone of morality and
‘common-sense’. In Old Pybus (1928), the aspiring author rushes back from London with his
manuscript in his natty modern car to receive a blessing for both novel and car from his

long-lost grandfather, now a ‘boots’ in a hotel.

Deeping obviously did not alienate his readership in the thirties by his insistent exploration of
this topic. The passages in which Deeping deals with questions of the value of the popular
author seem to have been dictated by his need to persuade himself that his vision was
coherent. The potential embarrassment of modern readers is at the author’s overt vulnerability,
at the nakedness of the confusion which he attempts to clothe. This embarrassment points |
another irony which is that the pathos Deeping works so effectively in his most successful
novels, like Sorrell and Son (1925), Old Pybus (1928) and Old Wine and New (1932), is
inadvertently created by the spectacle of the author enmeshed in the net of his own conflicting
aspirations and his fears about the validity of writing any kind of fiction. A sense of the
inauthenticity and triviality of any kind of writing may have been what drives Deeping, and so
many other middlebrow authors, to assert not their verbal skill but their freedom from the need

to acquire such skill because it was not the author ‘who had set these words on paper, but
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some other intelligence, a shadowy communicator speaking by and through him. Life was that

communicator.’”

In his novels with a contemporary setting Deeping was to insist on the faithfulness of his
stories to life as his readers knew it. His heroes responded to a hostile economic environment
whose hardships many of the detractors of the middlebrow refused to acknowledge. By
dramatising the stoic patience and detachment of these ‘forgotten’ men, Deeping attempted to
establish himself as a source of moral and spiritual wisdom. To most modern readers, these
claims would be compromised by his impatient venomousness and the embarrassingly
intimate quality of his relationship with his readers. This intimacy is grounded in the extent to
which the novels are dialogues with himself (his primary readership of one) but it contributed
to the appeal of the novels to his original readers (thousands of them) who in their masses
desired to be admitted into an exclusive world of ‘ordinary’ people, deriving a sense of
personal value from significant intimate relationships with ‘the chosen few’ rather than from

any sense of belonging to a dominant or supportive group.

One of my most useful correspondents has been Stanley Brain. He was only in his seventies
and a passionate admirer of Deeping’s novels. He not only ‘identiﬁes passages he calls “Words
of Wisdom’ in the novels but has also collected anecdotal evidence about Deeping’s life which
seem to corroborate the image he has of the author of the novels. The first of Mr Brain’s many
jobs in the service sector was as a bell-boy in The Savoy Hotel, the same kind of job in which
Deeping so often places his war veterans. The inspiration gained from the novels is reflected in
the almost personal relationship Brain has with their author: ‘I always imagined Warwick

Deeping to be a very happily married man who possibly “gloated” over his wife. I may be

% Old Wine and New (1932), p. 270.
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completely wrong but that’s how he appears to me.””” Though he seems to have avoided
literary journalism and was reported to declare that “attending literary dinners’ was ‘one of his
aversions’,” Deeping still managed to communicate to his admiring public a biography

consonant with the image it received of him from the novels.

It is this readership, consistently disparaged by those on the right and the left, that forms the
secbnd interpretive community, the community which Deeping is overtly addressing. Their
loyalty to him grew gradually from the commercial success of his first novel Uther and Igraine
’in 1903, peaking in the late 1920s and early 1930s with the success of the group of novels
dealing with ageing and economically vulnerable heroes. A man who felt a failure at school
and seemed to make no mark in the medical profession, either when training or in the First
World War, was more comfortable addressing a class whose position was inferior to his own.

It is possibly this consciousness of class superiority that enables him to establish his rhetoric:

vatic, authoritative and assertive.

The third interpretive community is that of his detractors, many of whom would never read
these attacks upon them, thus adding to the author’s sense of authorial impotence.” In his
novels he frequently, after the phenomenal success of Sorrell and Son, abuses the detractors
who, as he complained so bitterly, never read his books. There is a curious attempt to wound
an enemy that is hostile by its absence. The resentment aroused by the contempt with which he
was held by most of the literary establishment increasingly defines the tone of his novels in the

early 1930s when the success of nearly every book is flaunted in the face of his critics. Writers

97 Letter from Stan Brain to Mary Grover, 14 April 1998.
% Warwick Deeping: Author of Old Pybus’, Wilson Bulletin, April, 1929, p. 562.
* See the story, ‘Mr Verulam’s Weekend’, in the anthology, Two in a Train (1935).
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of every political and artistic persuasion use him to place characters shallow, sentimental and

lacking in engagement with the ‘real’ world.

There is another interpretative community, neither implicitly nor explicitly addressed by
Deeping: his readership in Nazi Germany. The only other research done on Deeping is a thesis
by Dr Ingrid Wotschke of Magdeburg University.'® The thesis, entitled Das Bild des
Engleschen Menschen in Romanen G. W. Deeping’s (University of Halle 1969), is a survey of
seventeen of Deeping’s novels which deal with the notion of the English Gentleman. Dr
Wotschke had the subject imposed upon her in the 1960s by a supervisor who defected to the
West while she was writing it. She then became the object of political suspicion and failed her
PhD in 1969, only to gain it in 1972 once she had introduced passages of Marxist discourse
which, in her opinion, had no organic relationship to her discussion. She said that Deeping was
one of the most popular English novelists in Germany before the Second World War, partly
because he was so widely available. The translation and publication of many of his novels in
Germany at a time when the translation of foreign books was tightly controlled by the
Reichsschriftumskammer, set up by Goebbels in 1933 to supervise the production of culture,
suggests further political and cultural implications of Deeping’s work. There are elements in
the way Deeping constructs his world which can be rather loosely described as fascist.!” The
lecturer in English literature who inflicted Deeping upon Dr Wotschke in the 1960s was a
genuine admirer of Deeping’s works, presumably encountering them in the 30s when they

were widely available in Germany.

1% Dr Wotschke has been extremely helpful, not only in sending me the thesis but in talking
fully about the background to it.
' These are discussed in my fourth chapter which deals with individualism and class.
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The way that Deeping’s rhetoric does or does n(;»t respond to change during the 1930s and
1940s illustrates how important it is that my analysis of his cultural significance should be
diachronic. Not only does his construction of Englishness and its relation to ‘the foreigner’
shift in response to historical events and social change but so does his construction of the
feminine. During the 1920s and 1930s the images presented of powerful capable women from
the lower middle class who support the vulnerable hero are increasingly replaced by more
threatening images of powerful career women from whom the hero has to shrink. He
rebuilds his fragile masculinity by breeding chickens, never children. The contradictory nature
of many of these constructs not only reflect the incoherence of the ‘common-sense’ of the
ordinary man who is the implied reader, they also reflect the struggle Deeping made to adapt
to constantly changing evaluations and constructs within his own world and that of his
consumers. It is here that we find the deepest contradiction of all. Deeping is intr(.)duced by
the clergyman who asked him to write his ‘memories’ of the parish church where his father
taught, as ‘a keen observer and student of human values’. However, the observer in his novels
is in no way detached and the tone is not that of the student, but of the teacher. The author
and his heroes see ‘through’ the alcoholic, the modern woman, the homosexual; the perception
of these examples of humanity as ‘unreal’ legitimises the violence which so often eliminates

them (the wayward bus or an impulsive blow from the ‘gentle’ hero).

This shaping or deforming version of reality is, of course, like every version of reality, a
personal and social construct. The shape of the narrative and the author’s tone reveal that the
author’s 'realism'’ is another conjuring trick, used to flatter both the prejudices of the author
and a certain readership. Deeping constructed myths more self—consc.iously than most of his
contemporaries (except, perhaps D. H. Lawrence). However his skill as an author was in

presenting this personal construct as based on detached ‘scientific’ observation. Of course,
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there were those who (in Deeping’s own defensive phrase) labelled him ‘The Sentimentalist of
the Slums’,'? but it is an interesting reflection on the age that so many people felt that
Deeping’s world was theirs, that his reality reflected theirs. However it is his rhetoric,
attempting to persuade the ‘ordinary’ reader that to be ordinary is to be both superior to and
more ‘real’ than those in a more privileged social position, that must have been exceptionally
persuasive at a time when the value of the individual was under threat throughout the world. I
will examine where Deeping leads his readers, having endowed them with a sense of the
exclusivity of the ordinary, common-sense sage. I think that we will find that he tucks them,
like his heroes, into private utopias separate from a world which will continue to ignore and
despise them. No wonder ‘everybody read Sorrell and Son’ in 1926, but no wonder that we
cannot now echo the words of the relative who told the sister of the adapter of Sorrell and
Son for Yorkshire Television in 1984 that ‘if she read only one book, it should be Sorrell and

Son’ 103

102 The phrase used to denigrate Scarsdale, Deeping’s fictional author of the bestseller Smith,

in Old Wine and New (1932), p. 375.
183 Rosemary Wilson, pers. comm. to Mary Grover, 11 November 1996.
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Chapter Two
‘Simple Simon’?: the strategic functions of
biography

Unlike Gilbert Frankau, A. S. M. Hutchinson and Ernest Raymond, his middlebrow
contemporaries, Deeping did not seek to justify by publishing an autobiography.! Nor did he
attract biographers like John Buchan or Edgar Wallace whose works, though dated, still offer
narrative pleasures acceptable to a modern reader.” This chapter seeks to construct a short
biography of Deeping. The temptation to explore more fully material generously made
available by Deeping’s copyright holder, Barbara Nickalls, was great. However the principal
purpose of this part of my enquiry was to explore the way in which Deeping represented his
life to himself. These representations, in brief autobiographical statements, vignettes of his life
in style magazines and the house and garden he created, all reflect his anxieties both to protect
and to market his privacy as a writer. The guarded nature of these representations (in marked
contrast to Frankau’s flamboyant and accident prone self-dramatisations of himself and his
craft) are also in marked contrast to the self-exposure that characterises the way Deeping, in
bis novels, dramatises the way his fictionalised authors are humiliated. Both biographical and

fictional strategies reveal a huge sense of vulnerability.

Only the name can inherit
By dropping his Christian name, George Warwick Deeping may have hoped to construct a

buttress against any hint of vulnerability. But the name which, when coined, had caused an

! Gilbert Frankau, Self Portrait : A Novel of his own Life (Hutchinson, 1940); A.S.M.
Hutchinson, Bring Back the Days (Michael Joseph, 1958); Ernest Raymond, Through
Literature to Life (Cassell, 1928) and Please You, Draw Near: An Autobiography 1922-1968
(Cassell, 1969).
? Susan Charlotte Buchan, John Buchan: By his Wife and Friends (Hodder and Stoughton,
1947) and Margaret Lane, Edgar Wallace: a Biography (Heinemann, 1938; revised edition,
Hamish Hamilton, 1964).
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immediately successful author no problems can now provoke mirth even among people who
know nothing about the commodity with which it is associated. When Martin Amis was asked
why he used Deeping, an author probably unknown to the readers of The Information (1990),?
as the epitome of all that was tedious and least worth the attentions of a literary critic, Amis
replied that 'The simple answer ..... is that it was all in the name'.* Is it the transparency of
the name’s pretensions to solid worth and depth that arouses hilarity in a social group which
prides itself on its knowingness rather than its earnestness? In his confident dismissiveness
Martin Amis echoes the contempt his father felt when he annotated the text of Sorrell with
'piss and shit' but the father’s judgement was based on having read Sorrell and Son and Amis
Snr, acknowledged its narrative power: 'Its sensibility was very crude but it delivered'.®
Kingsley Amis 'got engaged in the book and stopped writing things' in its margins. The son’s
amusement at the author’s name will, like that of most of his contemporaries, prol;ably be

based on ignorance of the texts themselves.

Amusement today, can be triggered 'simply' by the name. Yet this coinage became a brand
name which so aptly reflected the nature of the commodity it denoted that 'a Warwick
Deeping' was repeatedly used by writers of every 'brow' as a prop to define the character
caught reading one. When Derrida tried to redeem Nietzsche’s name from its inheritance he
called it ‘a name of death’. In a less sinister way this is true of the name of any author whose
name comes to inscribe a set of valués. “What returns to the name never returns to the living.’¢
While Deeping was alive he constructed his authorial name, marketed his style of Hfé and then

created an authorial persona within his later novels in a bid for the kind of immortality usually

* Martin Amis, The Information, (Flamingo, 1995), p. 15 as discussed in my previous chapter.
4 Martin Amis, letter to Mary Grover, 16 October 1997.

* Diary of Eric Jacobs for 3 November, 1992, extracts of which appeared under the title 'Amis
on writers and writing', The Sunday Times, 31 March 1996, p. 2.

§ Jacques Derrida, The Ear of the Other, (Schocken, 1985), p. 7.
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denied authors so promiscuously industrious.” In examining the ways Deeping fictionalised his

own biography, we need to start with the name under which he wrote his first novel.

The transparent solidity of that name tells us a great deal about the uncertainties of the readers
to whom Deeping was attempting to appeal; its lack of effectiveness today tells us much about
the kinds of confidence implied by our distaste for transparency and scepticism about any
claim to solid worth. The stigma of naiveté that the name now attracts was almost flaunted by
Deeping. He dramatises the scorn heaped upon him by the highbrow in the novels about
aspiring writers, and represents the so-called naiveté as honest straightforwardness which he
markets in defiance of the tide of contempt rising around him. But in 'marketing' that naiveté
and simplicity, Deeping demonstrates how acutely aware he was of the nature of his
readership; in fostering their shared identity with the author as 'simple’, 'common-sense' and
exposed to the ridicule of those claiming cultural and moral superiority to both author and
reader, he claimed kinship with his readership. He and they were to be stigmatised by the
'highbrow'. His significant function within the complex and often confused way in which the
highbrow constructed the middlebrow can be illustrated by the inaccuracies of the way the
left-wing author, Simon Blumenfeld, used Deeping's place on a bookshelf (along with Ethel
Mannin, David Garnett, Arthur Symons, Shakespeare, Dickens, Shaw, Wells, Macaulay) to
characterise the owner of such a selection of novels as a reader desirous of forgetting that
'there were such mundane things on earth as employment queues for example, and labour

colonies, and filthy East End slums'.®

" Dickens, often invoked by Deeping, may have been a model.
8 Simon Blumenfeld, Jew Boy (Jonathan Cape, 1935: Lawrence and Wishart, 1986), p. 133.
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The potency of Deeping’s fantasies depends up(;n the reader not forgetting what the hero is
escaping from; the dole queue and the East End slum frequently threatens to engulf the
identity ‘of Deeping’s heroes. The escape is frequently offered explicitly as a route out of the
dole queue, for example in Sorrell and Son (1925), Old Wine and New (1932) and Smith
(1932). Even George Orwell, who as a bookseller must have sullied his hands with hundreds
of Deepings,” uses his name in both Keep the Aspidistra Flying and The Clergyman’s
Daughter to brand a particular kind of reader but fails to identify accurately the kind of fantasy
being marketed. He notes in ‘Bookshop Memories’ that Deeping was second only to Dell in
popularity but seems to deduce from this fact that he offers a comparable kind of escape from
the drab world of decay which both fascinated and disgusted Orwell himself.’® In ‘Inside the
Whale’ Orwell denies Deeping’s popularity any contemporary significance by lumping the
‘Barries and Deepings and Dells’ as part of ‘a huge tribe’ who ‘simply don’t notice what is
happening.’?  Although Deeping’s historical romances may seem to have very little to do with
anything, let alone the period in which they are set, the novels with confemporary settings not
only deal with the threat of unemployment but with: social work and medicine in the inner city
slums (Roper’s Row ( 1‘929), The Impudence of Youth (1946) and Paradise Place (1949)),
gender ambiguity (The Return of the Petticoat (1909)), alcoholism (4 Woman’s War (1907),
The Woman at the Door (1937) and The Dark House (1941)), euthanasia (Sorrell and Son
(1925) and The Dark House (1941)), wife abuse and justifiable homicide (7/e Woman at the
Door (1937)), shell shock, (The Secret Sanctuary (1923)), rape (The White Gate ’(l 913)) and

the pollution of the civic water supply (Sincerity (1912)). The list could be extended in a way

® In 1934 during his time at the Booklovers’Corner, 1 South End Road.

1 George Orwell, ‘Bookshop Memories’, Fortnightly, November 1936 repr. in The
Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell, Vol. 1, An Age Like This,
1920-1940, ed. Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus (Penguin, 1970), pp. 375.

! “Inside the Whale’, New Directions in Prose and Poetry, 1940, repr. in The Collected
Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell, Vol. 1, An Age Like This, 1920-1940, ed.
Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus (Penguin, 1970), pp. 570.
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that would be beside the point if we were tryiné to characterise either Barrie or Dell, Orwell’s
other examples of authors who ‘don’t notice what is happening’. It is unlikely that Storm
Jameson would have urged Knopf'to publish Sorrell and Son if she had judged it to have a
purely escapist appeal. Deeping’s agent, Curtis Brown, knew that Deeping’s appeal was
 partlyasa ‘problem" novelist. In his letter to Knopf, Brown points out that Sorrell and Son
ends with ‘a bang at the end that will probably cause a good deal of discussion in America.’*
However, Orwell’s inclusion of Deeping with the Barries and Dells in a ‘tribe’ of fantasists
betrays the evolutionist colouring of Orwell’s thought, characteristic of any discussion of

cultural hierarchies between the wars.

Both Orwell and Blumenfeld are typical of most of Deeping's highbrow critics in that they are
convinced that they know to what species Deeping belongs without having read any of his
books. This was to rankle with Deeping so deeply that books like Old Wine and New (1932)
and the short story, ‘Mr Verulam's Week-end’ (1935), dramatise the reviewer's failure to read
the books he dismisses.”® Deeping seeks to persuade his readers that they are superior in
judgement to his critics, because they are actually reading his texts. The readers of the Daily
Mail and Evening News in the late 1920s and 1930s must have been so persuaded because the
Fiction Editor at that time, Cecil Hunt, lists Deeping as one of a group of authors that
demonstrate that, as editor, he had not been guilty of promoting ‘tripe’.
Now my authors in serial and short story pages included O. Henry, Daudet, Milne, Wells,
Wodehouse, Buchan, Coppard, Manhood, Margery Allingham, Pirandello, Sabatini, A. E.
W. Mason, “Sapper”, Wills Crofts, Dorothy L. Sayers, Frankau, Noel Coward, Wheatley,
Deeping, Oppenheim, E. H.Young, Kathleen Wallace, Agatha Christie, Ronald Knox, and

many others of similar distinction. Any of these authors would have been judged by the
critics worthy writers for their library list. All the scripts I published were written as books,

12 Curtis Brown to Alfred. A. Knopf, 14 October 1925 (The Knopf Arch1ve)
B Two in a Train (1935).
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not as serials, and subsequently appeared in the first planned form. So much for the taunt
9 14

of “tripe”.

For the audience for which Hunt is writing the ‘branding’ process works to Deeping’s
advantage. Three of these authors were, for Q. D. Leavis, the falsest of the ‘faux bon’
(Frankau, Deeping and Sayers), but Hunt nevertheless parades them as lending distinction to
his taste as Literary Editor and to the Mail’s readers as consumers. Even Orwell, in 1935,
acknowledges that Deeping had to be accorded more cultural status than the American
popular author Gene Stratton Porter, for example. When Dorothy, Orwell’s eponymous
Clergyman’s Daughter, cycles out to the Mothers’ Union tea, her many cares include the fact
that there were no more Stratton Porters to read to these ill-educated women. She briefly
considers Warwick Deeping only to dismiss him as ‘too highbrow perhaps’.”® Orwell,
aspiring to offer a different kind of critique of contemporary cultural life, offers his readers the
calling card of his status as a commentator of distinction: a mocking reference not only to
Deeping but to the readers who suppose that, by reading him, they are superior to the

uneducated who merely read Stratton Porter.

To his detractors, Deeping needed to remain ‘just the name’, a name with which to evoke an
inferior species of culture. But to his admirers his name became synonymous not only with
their literary taste, but, after the success of Sorrell and Son and the subsequent focus on the
way in which Deeping lived rather than what he wrote, with a desirable style of living and set
of values: both were identified as admirably English. This link with Englishness is reflected in
the naming, in 1934 of the armed anti-submarine trawler, The Warwick Deeping.’* A more

recent legacy of this commodification of the perceived Englishness of ‘Warwick Deeping’ is

1 Cecil Hunt, Ink in My Veins (Robert Hale, 1948), p. 71.
1 George Orwell, 4 Clergyman’s Daughter (Gollancz, 1935; Penguin 1964), p. 262.
16 Letter from J. R. Cranny to Mr Geoffrey Gillam, 21 August 2000.
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the decision of Declan Kelly Homes to name their modest new estate of mews and ‘cottage
style’ courtyard housing in Ottershaw, Surrey, ‘Warwick Deeping’. The name, according to
the present agent who had never heard of Deeping, conjures up a sense of age, ‘a nice, rustic,
old-world feel to it with nooks and crannies.” The estate is semi-rural; perhaps ‘Deeping’
suggests that the Memorial Field opposite is more ‘deeply’ rural than it first appears.”” Still a

name to conjure with.

When George Warwick Deeping published his first novel, Uther and Igraine (1903), he
replaced his Christian name with his mother’s maiden name to create Warwick Deeping, a
name which may sound excessively solid today but which at least two reviewers originally
thought suggested a female author.'”® Perhaps 'George' was abandoned because it failed to
evoke the dreams suggested by the Arthurian title and pre-Raphaelite foliage on the cover of
the handsomely produced romance. "Warwick', on the other hand, has both the chivalrous
connotations of the castle of the King-maker and the undisputed Englishness of its position in
what the Tourist Board now call, euphemistically, the Heart of England. Deeping’s forebears
did indeed come from the Midlands, not from Warwickshire, with its associations with
Shakespeare's forest of Arden, but from Newark in Nottinghamshire. In Newark the name
Warwick is still well known because of its connection with the brewing firm, Warwick and
Richardson’s, successfully expanded by Deeping’s great uncle Richard Warwick.” Although
Deeping continued to visit his relatives in Newé.rk until the later years of his life,® Newark,

also geographically in 'the heart of England', was not represented in his novels, unusual in an

17 Simon Stone, estate agent at Curchod Estate Agents, Ottershaw, 30 March 2001.

18 A reviewer of his first novel, Uther and Igraine (1903) was uncertain of his gender (The
Star, 7 November 1903, Mrs Deeping’s scrap-book).

1 Tim Warner, ‘Novelist mentioned family brewing background’, Newark Advertiser, 19

March 1999, p. 32.
% Midge Cuthbert, niece of Deeping’s cousin (William Arthur Warwick), in conversation with

Mary Grover, 1 November 1997.
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author who let no other part of his life go to wa;e,te. When he does describe a Midlands town,
the rain-soaked ‘Navestock’ in Sincerity (1912), it is a squabbling and divided community of
ignorant working classes and exploitative middle classes. His only reference to his successful
relatives in the brewing trade is to persuade his readers of the inferior quality of the hero’s
mother in Valour (1918) by reference to her gross materialism and wealth derived from her
family’s business interests in tanning, hops and malt.* His name, his autobiographical
statements and his novels were constructed to establish Deeping as profoundly English. Of
course it was a partial and limited kind of Englishness but the rhetoric of the narrator attempts
to persuade the reader that what is being described is 'the only Englishness' worth identifying
yourself with or worth fighting for. The authority of this narrator is created by a rhetoric of
the sage and visionary to which the surname 'Deeping' contributes. It lends an aura of
profundity to the popular fiction being marketed. For his readers, the name 'W@ck
Deeping' may have reﬂectéd both the 'common sense' and 'privileged sense' that Deeping's
narrator assumes. The name was not a naive construction; it was a skilful platform for

Deeping's aspirations as spiritual guide as well as best-selling novelist.

As we work with the facts of Deeping’s life as we know them, reading the autobiographical
articles which recycled the same limited number of biographical details, looking at the
photographs of himself, his wife and his garden, and encountering what seem to be thinly
fictionalised versions of his own experience in his novels, it is clear that we are dealing with a
master of marketing. The bespectacled and bow-tied author who looks out at the reader of
The Wilson Bulletin is the epitome of reliability.”? Like Tolkien’s hobbit Deeping is

inseparable from his pipe. He is often pictured alongside the pipe-rack that he made himself.

2! Valour (1918), p. 6.
2 Anon., ‘Warwick Deeping: Author of Old Pybus’, Wilson Bulletin, April 1929, p. 562.
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Deeping frequently implies that, unlike 'bookish' .authors who attend the literary dinners to
which he has 'an aversion', he is creating worlds so close to 'real' life that they are scarcely
fictional.? Their moral authority is rooted in the persona of the author living 'a regular,
secluded life, cherishing his garden and his golf.”* The perceived realism of the contemporary
novels also contributes to the sense that Deeping merely transcribed what he observed.
Geoffrey Gillam, secretary of The Warwick Deeping Appreciation Society, has written an
article that demonstrates how thinly Deeping fictionalises apparently trivial circumstances in
his life.* The accretion of passages whose ‘truth’ could be attested underpins the faith of
loyal readers that the wisdom accompanying such descriptive passages is as authentic aé the
topography of Islington or Southend. Because it is implied that this authority rests on
practical observation rather than 'book learning’, 'common’ sense rather than arcane
philosophy, the basis for this authority must lie in the author's life. Deeping claims that he
‘met’ Sorrell and Old Pybus, two of his most popular heroes.? It is the strategic purpose of
such claims rather than their validity that is the focus of my enquiry in the rest of this chapter.
Dea Birkett, in her biography of Mary Kingsley talks of the difficulties for the biographer in
taking account of the gaps between what is written autobiographically by the subject and what
she actually does.” In Deeping's case we are working with ‘acts’ which, like the texts, are
constructed by the subject to protect what Deeping ﬁequéntly termed a ‘separative’ sense of

self® The interplay between the public biographies, (with their stage-managed lack of

2 The Wilson Bulletin, ibid.

# The Wilson Bulletin, ibid.

% Geoffrey Gillam, ‘Locations used by Warwick Deeping’, The Warwick Deeping
Appreciation Society Newsletter, No.3., November 2000, p. 3.

% The Wilson Bulletin 1929, p. 562, 'At different times Mr Deeping met Sorrell and Old
Pybus at country inns, and was so struck by their qualities as men that in each case a novel
resulted'.

%" Dea Birkett, Mary Kingsley (Macmillan, 1992), p. xxiv.

% In an undated autobiographical source entitled ‘Simple Simon’, Deeping describes himself as
‘a happy child but “separative’ (item C in Box 15 of The Warwick Deeping Collection in
Boston University).

75



inwardness) and the narratorial presence in the ﬁovels (which dramatises the sacredness of the
private) construct the iconic status Deeping claimed and was, by many, granted. He was able,
to an extent not possible for writers today, not only to coin the vocabulary with which he was
to be described, but to construct an image of the smiling private man which would find a home
in uncritical publications. This identity asserted an extra-textual authority for the status of an
author whose childhood experience of bullying and intimidation was to be replayed just at the

moment when he seemed to have gained the means to protect himself.

‘Not gorging on municipai pleasures’; a childhood in Southend

Deeping's own class background appears, at first, less ambiguous than the bitterness and class
consciousness of his novels might suggest. Yet both the society in which he grew up and the
one in which he was schooled were unstable in ways that reflect the transitions occurring in
Britain before the First World War. These instabilities and tensions are reflected in his novels
before the First World War though increasingly so in the novels of the 1920s. Although the
main focus of my research is the novels of the 1920s, the values constructed in those novels
were the product of Deeping's Victorian childhood. Like many ‘Edwardians’, Deeping's acute
anxiety was forged in the nineteenth century and found its voice in the 1920s when the fears of
his childhood were proved to be demonstrably justified. That this experience is not peculiar
to Deeping suggests that his particular experience was, in some ways, characteristic and
reveaﬁng of the confusion and anxieties generated by the social structures of England in the

last twenty years of the nineteenth century.

George Warwick Deeping was born in 1877. Although he described himself as 'the son of a

country doctor'  and is described as coming 'from a family of country doctors' in The Surrey

¥ Twentieth Century Authors, ed. Stanley J. Kunitz and Howard Haycraft (The H. W. Wilson
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County Journal in 1948,% in fact his family ﬁvéd in Southend.*” Southend was undoubtedly
more rural in 1877 than it is now, but Deeping is guilty of slight distortion in suggesting either
that Southend was a country practice or that his family lived in the country.® In fact, the
houses lived in by the Deepings were not only in the middle of the town but were smart 'town'
houses in the Regency terraces on the sea front. One is now a boarding house and the other a
disused hotel. However in Deeping's childhood the houses in these terraces, on the whole,
residences for the professional middle classes. From the window Deeping would have looked
out on The Shrubbery, a sizeable bank between the terrace and the sea which insulates the
residents of the terraces from the visitors to the beach and the pier below. In his personal
memoir for the church of St. John's, Southend, Deeping included a sketch of himself as a
winsome boy skipping down to the beach with his shrimping net by way of The Shrubbery
gates (Illustration I). The town was, even by 1877, a popular holiday resort and not precisely
what we might infer from his description of his father as 'a country doctor' in his

autobiographical sketch for Twentieth Century Authors.

In 1909 John William Burrows wrote Southend-on-Sea and District: Historical Notes.
Written soon after the Deepings had moved away from Southend, it is a valuable document.
Some of the attitudes Burrows adopts seem close to Deeping's own. The defensive tone of
the preface echoes Deeping's own defensiveness at the strictures of the self-appointed

guardians of good taste. Burrows wrote ‘to counter the too prevalent and erroneous

Co. 1942) p. 361.

30 Surrey County Journal, vol.1, January - March 1948, p. 183.

3! Mr Bernard Jacobs, A History of Eastlands, 1984, states that he was 'born in Southend to a
family of local landowners'. How did this impression come to be created?

32 Jacobs, p. 13.

3 John William Burrows, Southend-upon-Sea and District Historical Notes
(Southend-on-Sea: John H. Burrows, 1909; n.p., S.R.Publishers, 1970)
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impression that Southend and district possess lit;cle or nothing of interest relating to the past’.
It is possible that, even today, those, for example, who mocked Southend as the lair of 1980s
Essex man might be surprised to find the terrace where the Deepings lived still as described in
the 1824 guide, as ‘a handsome range of buildings standing on a bold and commanding
situation, fronting the sea, and finished in a neat and uniform style’.* The embarrassment
among 'the genteel' at the swiftly growing reputation of Southend as the playground of
London's Eastenders was probably only matched by complacency at the money those visitors
brought in. This tension between snobbish contempt for the visitors and delight at the
commercial opportunities they presented is obvious in the novels about Victorian Soutilend

which Deeping wrote in the last decade of his life.”

By 1794 Southend was already an 'inviting spot' where 'commodious inns and lodging houses
were quickly raised' * but it had aristocratic pretensions. An 1824 guide stresses the medicinal
value of the waters.”” The guide boasts of the 'Eminent medical men of the day regularly
visiting the town with their families'. Perhaps it was this reputation which drew Dr Rollinson
Warwick from Newark earlier in the second half of the nineteenth century. From 1833 to
1884 Disraeli stayed in Southend and defended the place against its early detractors. ‘You.
could not have a softer climate or sunnier skies than at abused Southend’.®® Burrows also

quotes an extract from an advertisement for the sale of a farm which describes it as being

% Burrows, p.182. A
 The Dark House (1941), Slade (1943), Mr Gurney and Mr Slade (1944) and Caroline

Terrace (1955).

% Burrows, p. 5. The original source, ‘T. C.” in The Gentlemen's Magazine stresses its
aristocratic connections: ‘even in its infancy, nobility had deigned there to join in the mystic
dance’. This unexpected use of the word ‘mystic’ is a strange echo of Deeping's promiscuous
use of it.

*" Tronic in the light of all the problems Southend had, and still has, in disposing of its sewage.
3 Burrows, p. 185.
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‘within one and a half miles of that increasingly fashionable bathing place, Southend’.* The
claims to classiness were always bound to be in tension with the desire to attract a greater
number of visitors, tensions to be paralleled in Deeping’s novels which assert the exclusivity of

the reader in order, paradoxically, to create a more extensive readership.

The sense of an exclusive retreat being encroached upon both by consumers and by those who
grew rich in serving the needs of those consumers is expressed by Deeping in his guide to St.

John's.

The old Southend front was - to my way of feeling - infinitely preferable to the new

one. You were right on the sea at once, with the beach and the groynes, and the

bathing-machines welcoming you...... The whole scene was more simple and natural.

Development may become more commercial exploitation. When I look at the picture

of old Regency and Georglan South End, and compare it with the modern splurge the :

gorge of the artist rises in me.*
From a man who commercially exploited his own anxieties about commerce this is
disingenuous. However, his fantasies, that naturalness and simplicity are synonymous and that

nature extends a personal 'welcome' to the discerning few, are not confined to middlebrow

romantics.

The two events which undermined the reputation of Southend as exclusive were the buﬂding
of its famous pier over a period from 1830 to 1908 and the construction of the London,
Tilbury and Southend Railway, completed in 1889. The arguments for extending and
improving the pier were usually baéed on the need to attract more peoplé to Southend before
the railway reached it. The Local Board bought it in 1873, with the approval of most of the

ratepayers and in 1885 built the new pier, longer than the old in order to enable the

¥ Burrows, p. 185
®© The Parish Church of St. John’s, p. 11.
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steam-boats to dock in greater safety. Deeping sneers at attempts to make it easier for

'modern' children to enjoy themselves.
I think that I and others were happier playing our own games in the Shrubbery, and
running wild on the somewhat wild cliffs, and paddling, and digging on the beach, and

being much nearer to Nature than many modern children who are gorged upon
municipal pleasures.*!

Presumably a child does not 'gorge' himself on the pleasures of Nature; the appetite for

pleasure becomes gross only if the child is one of 'many' and is being offered that pleasure by

the municipality.

However, once the railway reached Southend in 1889, there was no keeping out the 'many'.
The railway ran from Fenchurch St. Station, so the visitors it attracted were mostly from the
East End of London. Deeping would have travelled against the tide of day-trippers on his way
to and from school in the City of London where he was probably a weekly boarder. Emerging
from the elegance of The Shrubbgry outside the Deeping house with his shrimping net
'Georgie', as Deeping frequently refers to himself in The Guide to St. John’s, would
increasingly have found a beach full of families very unlike his own. The encounter might have
been as fascinating as it was frightening. It must have heightened Deeping's life-long obsession

with and retreat from working-class English men and women as 'hordes' who provoke a feér

which has to be exorcised.

Whatever the origins of Deeping's recurring horror of the urban working class, both the fear
and the fascination may have been fuelled by the extraordinary speed with which Southend
grew and changed after the advent of the railway. S. H. Bridge, in his Foreword to Burrows'

book, writes, ‘The extremely rapid growth of Southend-on-Sea is not always appreciated. In

‘! The Parish Church of St. John’s, p. 12.
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the 1881 Census the population was only 7,979 whilst by the time this book appeared in
1909, it had increased ... to 61,268.* This population explosion coincides with Deeping’s
early life in Southend and his response to it is reflected not only in the last few novels about
Southend, but in every one of his novels which deals with the urban working classes. His
most popular novels, those written after the First World War, deal with the trauma of the
displaced in an era of rapid change. But Deeping’s Golden Age was pre-railway rather than
pre-war. In Mr Gurney and Mr Slade (1944) the sage Mr Slade reflects that 'Southfleet was
ceasing to be pleasantly Victorian, and its flavour was that of the New Age. There were more
first-class carriages on the Southfleet trains, but less first-class people in them."? Slade chiefly
deplores, not the working-class masses, but the men who have made their 'new money' out of
them. The railway which plunged Southend into the New Age' also introduced Deeping to the
kind of people who are both the subjects and potential readers of his most popular. novels.
However, Deeping’s own family belongs firmly to Southend, or as Deeping is careful to place

them, to 'Old Southend which was God's green earth before the later Victorians began to

develop it."

Both Deeping's father and his maternal grandfather, Dr Warwick, must have been, though not
necessarily wealthy, of considerable means. They were respected doctors in Southend.

Deeping mentions Dr Warwick in the guide book.

It must have been in the forties when he came to Southend, for he worked through the
last of the cholera epidemics ... Dr Warwick lived in Prospect House, a bow-fronted
house opposite the Royal Hotel, and my father followed him there. I was born in
Prospect House, now Mr Going's Oyster Palace - I believe.*

“2 Burrows, p. Vi.

“ Mr Gurney and Mr Slade, p. 5.

“ The Parish Church of St. John’s, p. 15.
S The Parish Church of St. John’s, p. 11.
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In a short story, ‘A Waxwork Show’ (1935) Déeping uses the Royal Terrace as the setting
for a spectacular coup de théatre staged by the son of an honest tradesman who 'had refused
to sell anything that was not English' and who had been bankrupted by a cartel of shopkeepers
in 'Barﬂeet'."‘6 The son, now wealthy, drives the corrupt tradesmen out of business by
undercutting them; his revénge also serves the need of the common man. The link between
this story and Deeping's background is not merely topographical as the final flourish of the
wealthy son illustrates. He fills the window of his Georgian house in 'Royal Row' with
waxworks of the corrupt shopkeepers; if Deeping's novels demonise the working class they
also demonise the world of commerce which was transforming Southend from the country
town of Deeping's utopian memory to a thriving resort. The description of Royal Row at the
beginning of the story illustrates how Deeping presented his childhood home. Thé sage-like
Joshua T. Toil returned from America with his hard won riches and
appeared to have an affection for the gardens between Royal Row and the foreshore.
He pottered about them, following the paths as though they were familiar to him.....
He talked to very few people, but he talked with a purpose. He and old George the
head porter at the Queen's Hotel were often in conversation.*’
The honest porter serves the role of many head gardeners and porters in Deeping’s fiction,
members of the working class who can be relied on to provide the middle-class sage with
authentic information on ‘others’ from whom the observer is detached by his peculiar and |
separate status. The porter lists for Mr Toil those who live in 'Prosperity Place'. These
include the contemptuously named "Smellies', 'old Huggins and young Huggins, sir, the big
drapers', 'Mr Corf who's commodore ofthe yacht club, and Mrs Blower whose husband

owned the brewery'.*® The extent to which the Deepings themselves felt that the tone of the

neighbourhood was deteriorating could explain their move to Hastings in 1900 as an attempt

<A Waxwork Show’, Two in a Train, (1935), pp. 97-108.
41 “The Wax-work Show’, Two in a Train, p. 97.
* ibid, p. 98.
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were not going to be part of the publc persona o1 warwick LJeeping.

However, the image of the doctor is one that recurs in Deeping’s novels no doubt because of
his affection for his father and his father’s medical reputation in his community. On 6th
February 1885 Dr Deeping is recorded as attending on the victims of 'experiments with shells'
at Shoeburyness. He and other doctors 'rendered incalculable aid'.” In 1886 Dr Deeping is
recorded as supporting the launch for the Memorial of the Queen's Jubilee - Southend Victoria
Hospital, later to be named Southend-upon-Sea General Hospital . In 1887 he is named as one
of seven trusfees for the hospital and in 1889 initiated the funding drive for the hospital. This
hospital is not only a memorial to the public-spirited Dr Deeping but its status as a voluntary
aided rather than a municipally funded institution provoked a revealing response from
Warwick Deeping in 1924. Peter Finch in his Voluntary Hospitals of Southend-on-Sea
1887-1940 % describes the debate over whether the council should fund the hospital. A report
from the Medical Officer of Health had recommended that the Borough should take
responsibility for the hospital because voluntary subscriptions were failing to maintain it. The
- Council responded by providing a new hospital but to be supported by voluntary contributions

'to maintain it in the glorious tradition of the past by the free gifts of free people rather than by
forced levies through the Rates'. Warwick Deeping obviously shared Peter Finch's distaste for
municipal levies; Finch quotes him as saying in 1927,

If one thinks of such an object as a civic crown, I am convinced that a well-run hospital

can be regarded as the crown on the head of any town or city. It is one of those universal

things. It is neither class nor politics. It is man, woman and child. In it we lose, or should
lose, all prejudice and littleness and discord. The penny and the pound note meet and are

* Burrows, p. 208.
% Peter Finch, Voluntary Hospitals of Southend-on-Sea 1887-1940 (Southend-on-Sea General

Hospital, 1948).
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equal in the spirit. When hospitals are built, endowed, equipped, who need despair of
humanity? **

Perhaps it was his father’s public-spiritedness which inspired what Greenslade calls Deeping’s
‘romantic essentialism’,*? an individualistic view of an ideal world which should exist with
‘neither class nor politics.” Features of Deeping'§ description of his father's efforts to create 'a
sacred thing' are entirely characteristic of the style of his novels: the vatic tone and the

" religious language to mythologise the individual. Deeping often endowed his father with

priestly attributes.

‘The Parish Church of St. John's Southend-on-Sea recollected by the late Warwick Deeping’
was published by the church in 1950, after Deeping’s death. Only twenty-four pages long, this
is the longest and by far the most self-revealing autobiographical account whicﬁ survives. It
was more self-revealing than it need have been. Although the title directé the reader’s
attention to the church, the content is almost purely personal. It is as though the writer had
been liberated by the privacy of such a publication which few were likely to read. It was
written at the request of the vicar, the Rev. J. J. Whitehouse.” Though in the last two years of
his life and still producing two books a year, Deeping’s letters to the vicar are business-like; he
has a clear idea of when he will be able to find time to complete the task and meets the
dead-line agreed. Deeping acknowledges the awkward mixture of personal and ecclesiastical
history and, as so often in his novels, he apologises coyly fdr being personal and then claims
universal significance for his individual experiences. |

I had put the work aside for a week or two and in re-reading what I had written it seemed
to me that there was too much Georgie Deeping in it, but perhaps Southend will forgive

! Finch, pp. 20-21.
% William Greenslade, Degeneration, Culture and the Novel (Cambridge University Press,

1994) p. 240.
3 Copies of the correspondence between Whitehouse and Deeping also survive in the Essex

County Library.
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me. After all, without personality and human gossip history is apt to be what it often is -
dreary stuff made up of dates and murders, wars and regal indiscretions. One hears so
little of the people, the people who worked and mattered, and they should be the live red

blood of history.*

'Georgie' Deepingb is not only unashamed at being personal but swiftly identifies himself as one
'of the people', 'the live red blood of history'. This masculine metaphor for 'the people' is
reflected in the prominence given in Deeping's Memoir and his Southend novels to men. To
the author, his father and grandfather were impressive figures, his mother and sister less so.
His sentimentalised vision of 'old' Southend in the Guide is full of rowdy and 'blokish'
behaviour. 'The old Southend crowd was rougher and noisier, more apt to get drunk and fight,
and to dance in the roadway, and swap hats, but - by Jove - it did enjoy itself.' ** It is curious
that the ageing author, protected from the crowds by his vast estate, should extol the virtues

of a good drunken brawl. The 'by Jove' is typical of the narrator of his later novels in its

forced manliness.

Within the family too, vitality and strength are associated with the masculine. There are no
fictional portraits in Deeping’s novels of a pair of parents of equal worth. Most novels have at
their centre a strong single adult and often a single child. Where there are two parents, the
father is invariably the one to be trusted. The mother is often gross, materialistic and
unloving. Relationships between siblings are not depicted as happy or loving. Deeping’s
tributes to his own father are consistently affectionate and admiring. As well as teaching in
Sunday school, Dr Deeping was also 'a fine shot' and 'a leader of men' but Deeping’s mother is
referred to in a coolly respectful but rather patronising way. When describing an incident from

his childhood when he needed chastening he comments, ‘My mother, dear soul, was the

> The Parish Church of St. John's Southend-on-Sea, p. 19.
% ibid, p. 15.
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negative partner, my father the positive one'.*® Yet, it was possibly his mother’s failed
attempts at writing that offered Deeping a model for his own efforts initially. The fact that she
was serious enough to send off her work for publication and the fact that she failed,”” may
have contributed to his sense, explored in his early novels, that writing was a dangerously

feminised occupation in contrast with the safer and more manly occupations of medicine and

farming.

The portraits Deeping gives us of patriarchal figures in this memoir are not always as
affectionate as that of his father; he was 'rather in awe' of his grandfather Warwick who
rebuked young George for fidgeting. His remarks on Dr Warwick and the Rev. Mr Herbert,
'an autocrat in his way, and intolerant of interference' reveal an ambivalence towards the
punitiveness of the Victorian patriarch. He obviously appreciates the gentle manliness of the
vicar who commissioned the memoir. 'I rather wish Mr Whitehouse had been the Vicar in my
boyish days. He is not the kind of man to ignore children’.®® He contrasts the severity of his
grandfather and his vicar, with the gentle firmness of his father and 'sundry solemn whippings'
he received from him. Typically defensive are Deeping's assertion that he is not to be a
'subject for psycho-analysis' because he received these whippings. Nor did these whippings
produce in me any signs of hysteria or neurosis of father-hatred. Deeping dismisses Adler as
well as Freud at the beginning of this, his most 'confessional’ of published autobiographical
pieces. 'Somehow, I cannot swallow Freud. I did not feel hostile to my father, nor was I
besotted about my mother'.”® He is afraid that even a guide to the church of his native town

might be used by his detractors to dismantle the image of the healthy, wise, old man

% ibid, p.16.
57 A copy of this story is in The Boston University Archive.
58 The Parish Church of St. John’s, p. 11.
% ibid, p. 1.
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constructed over seventy years and sixty-eight novels. These references are also typical of the
way Deeping struggled throughout his novels for a way of presenting both violence and

gentleness as manly attributes, the relationship between the two qualities being constantly

redefined.

The Parish Church of St. John’s also mentions, 'A small sister of mine and twins who had
died in child-birth’. ‘I can remember the scene in the nursery when this small sister lay dying
in her cot, my mother in tears and trying to feed the child with something in a spoon.' ® The
only sibling to have grown to adulthood was his younger sister Kathleen. Curiously, Deeping
cannot bring himself to tell the reader that she was born with a hare-lip.®! Instead, he creates
a fiction, possibly aimed to dispel any fears that his sister’s son, of whom he was very
supportive, might suffer from any genetic taint.
Nurse, I and my small sister were returning to No. 8, and at these steps my sister
stumbled and fell and struck her face on a piece of rough brick. The result was
paralysis of one of the 7th nerves, and in spite of treatment, permanent deformity.
Strange that a child's fall should haunt her all through life, but my sister never escaped
from the consciousness of a drooping mouth and lost muscles. The disfigurement,

slight though it was, gave her - I believe - a sense of vague inferiority.

She carried a stigma, and its secret humiliation was to affect her life in other ways, and
not happily s0.®

Here seems to be a 'fact' which might help us account for Deeping’s compulsion to maim or
deform his characters. Kathleen married a farmer who was never successful. It was Deeping
who paid for his nephew’s education, enabling him to set himself up in farming. The able boy

did extremely well, becoming the Principal of one of the biggest agricultural colleges in the

% The Parish Church of St. John’s, p.12

81 Mrs Nickalls, May 2000, pers. comm.with Mary Grover.

82 Deeping was recorded in the Eugenics Society Annual Report, 1937, as being a fellow of
the Eugenics Society, <http://www.eugenics-watch.com/briteugen/eug_d.html >,

8 The Parish Church of St. John’s, p. 16.
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country, Plumpton, in Sussex. However, Deeping’s inter-war fiction is full of failed farmers,
blinded and maimed in some way.® Not only is Deeping’s account of his sister’s
disfigurement unreliable, its tone is difficult to gauge. It is a strange mixture of the personal
and impersonal. Its context in t}{e Memoir is odd and perhaps accounts for the detachment of
'Strange' and 'slight though it was'. There is the same note of distant disparagement as we find
in his reference to the 'dear soul' of 'the negative partner', his mother. All we can reliably take
from Deeping's references to his mother and to his sister is that the women in his original
family are perceived as very much the weaker vessels in comparison with the 'leader of men',

his father, and himself, little Georgie Deeping.

The account that Deeping gives of himself in this memoir is strikingly 'self conscious.
Throughout the memoir skips little Georgie, attacking strange men with his pea-shooter,
sending love letters to a little girl via his younger sister, playing cricket: in other words doing
all sorts of unremarkable boyish things. There is no attempt to present the author as unusually
sensitive, talented or admirable. This assertion of normality is essentially a defensive posture;
from the very first page there is the sénse that the psychoanalysts and high-brows are waiting
to fasten on any sign of moral or emotional weakness and undermine Deeping's own authority
as 'a leader of men' and shepherd to the hungry sheep who have been despised and neglected
by the highbrow illuminati. Deeping may well have had a happy childhobd; what is interesting
is his insistence on how happy it was. When we conside; that the dominant image in his

novels is of men damaged or under-valued in some way, we must either conclude that his

% For example in Fox Farm (1911) the farmer’s marriage first fails and he is then blinded by
his own incompetence in trying to dynamite a tree; in ‘Jack and Andrew’, Two in a Train
(1935) two comrades from the war nearly kill each other when struggling to succeed as
farmers and in ‘The Wood’, in the same anthology, an office worker is almost destroyed by his
attempt to achieve self-sufficiency in the wood of the title.
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