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ABSTRACT

Many of the contemporary British novels written during the
Seventies reflect the dispiriting effects of that decade. In
particular, Margaret Drabble's nine novels to date span a period which
saw the optimistic anticipation of the early Sixties decline into the
weary disillusion of the Seventies. Her early novels are circumscribed
by her own experiences, but they do reflect the privileged social
circle of her Oxbridge generation. Although her heroines are
intelligent and literary, they experience an uneasy guilt over their
craving for the glamour and excitement of the early and mid-Sixties.

However, by her third novel, The Millstone (1965), Drabble has become

more sensitive to the every day realities outside the world of
brilliant self-fulfillment.
Her middle novels represent an important stage in her progress.

Jerusalem the Golden (1967) is the summation and explosion of her

youthful aspirations, it is an unambiguously satirical view of the

glamorous life she portrays in the previous novels. The Waterfall

(1969) is Drabble's most personal work in which she appears to explore
her own marriage in relation to her ambitions as a writer. Her
subsequent novels are directed outwards and present an increasingly

complex view of contemporary British society. The Needle's Eye (1972)

extends beyond the privileged social circle of the previous novels, as

Drabble explores the contemporary scene through a variety of social



111,

groups. This novel marks her growing awareness of Britain's economic
and moral decline. In her three most recent novels, she widens her
range still further, but continues to focus on the decaying state of
her country and the apprehension which grips that society. However,
Drabble is unique in that she moves beyond Ther increasingly dark
portrayal of the contemporary scene to suggest the possibility of moral
regeneration through pain and suffering. Throughout her oeuvre, her
detailed, realist style achieves a universality, for she captures the
changing climate of British society as well as the history of an entire

generation.
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CHAPTER 1

"UP IN THE SKY AND SINGING™



In becoming a novelist, Margaret Drabble discovered a profession in
which she could "preserve a balance between work and home. "1 Upon com-
pletion of a brilliant undergraduate career at Cambridge in 1960, where
she received a double first in English, she was married almost immedi-
ately to the actor, Clive Swift. Her own theatrical aspirations were
somewhat frustrated by her marriage,2 so after she became pregnant with
her first baby, she turned to writing. "I wrote my first three novels
while expecting my three children, thereby disproving, to myself at
least, the theory that one kind of creativity displaces another.”3 Born
in 1939, in Sheffield, the daughter of a circuit judge, Drabble was
educated at the Mount School, a well-known Quaker boarding school for
girls in York. Describing her family as "very talented, 1liberal,
middle—class,"4 she notes that both at school and in her family, she
encountered "moral pressure.“5

The influences of Drabble's Cambridge career combined with her
provincial upbringing and Quaker schooling are reflected in her early
work. On the one hand, her heroines, including those who have not been
to university, are intelligent and literary, conveying, at times, an air
of smug assurance. They are either involved, or at least acquainted,
with the bright young people of their privileged elite, particularly
the cocktail set, the theatre crowd, or people from the B.B.C. or the
publishing houses. But, on the other hand, they experience a certain
guilt, both about the ease of their success within this exclusive circle

and about living for pleasure. Thus a tension exists within these early



heroines who, like their author, come from the northern part of England
and are attracted tc what London offers their gifted minds.

In addition, they must cope, sooner or later, with marriage and
children. As intelligent, talented women, they wonder why they allow
themselves to be victimized and constrained by men who are concerned
with their own pursuits, why they are limited by marriage from promising
careers, and why, instead of being glittering, successful, and romantic,
they are reduced by their children to the everyday unromantic. There
is, at times, comedy in these early novels, but also considerable soul-
searching.

Drabble's heroines seem like projections of her own upbringing and
character. She herself admits that "Inevitably my first novels are
circumscribed by my own experience and they are all written in the first
person, from the woman's point of view, and are concerned with the
female experience."6 Yet the aspirations of these early characters are
also representative of an entire Oxbridge generation; Drabble concerns
herself with achievers who measure themselves, positively or negatively
(by opting out), against the highest possibilities society has to
offer. Therefore, her first three novels do not simply portray personal
histories, but reflect a social scene. Essentially, they involve those
opportunities offered during the early and mid-sixties to cultured,
brilliant minds who do not want to become bogged down in the dull,

provincial Englishness of their parents' generation.



For Drabble and her contemporaries, London was the very heart of

the shining, youthful, vigorous New England
which had thrust its way irresistibly wup
through the decaying, class-ridden atrophy of
the old; an England whose destinies were in
the hands of a young, vigorous, Kennedy-style
Government, an England bathed in the dazzling
release of wunprecedented new talent and
energy; the England of brilliant young
playwrights, of irreverent film directors and
television men, of a glittering new classless
culture that was the cynosure of the world.’

In her first three novels, A Summer Bird-Cage (1963), The Garrick Year

(1964), and The Millstone (1965), Drabble captures the flavour and

excitement of this "swinging"” world, for it is one to which she, as a
recent graduate from Cambridge. would have been particularly receptive.

Her first heroine, Sarah, in A Summer Bird-Cage, rejects the idea

of staying on at Oxford because she would much rather embrace the
seductive charms of life in London. Throughout the novel, she expresses
a longing to be like her glamorous sister, Louise, "way off, wealthy, up
in the sky and singing,"8 to be "in with the world" 1like her
brother-in-law (SBC, 49), to know such "gorgeous people’ (SBC, 23). "I
should 1like to bear leaves and flowers and fruit,” she says, with
characteristic optimism; "I should like the whole world, I should like,

I should like, oh I should indeed” (SBC, 70).



Emma, in The Garrick Year, on the other hand, is already a part of

this world; married to an actor, she is surrounded by directors, theatre
people, and "television men."” She herself typifies the swinging London
scene with her "cool professional aesthetic privileged photogenic eccen-
tricity” that finds expression in her penchant for 'wearing eccentric
articles picked up in jumble sales."9

Similarly, in The Millstone, Rosamund works on her doctoral thesis

in London, while associating exclusively with people in the fields of
television, advertising, and writing. 1In addition, the father of her
illegitimate child is an announcer at the B.B.C., which, during the Six-
ties, was "beginning to exercise a special glamour” and a "'dynamic'
vitality" all its own, 10

As first-person narratives, these early novels demonstrate the
relatively limited range of their young author who, at the time she
wrote them, had experienced little of life outside university and mar-
riage. But, as a member of that privileged, educated society herself,
Drabble conveys, through her first-person narratives, the exclusive
nature of her heroines' London circle. Christopher Booker explains in

The Neophiliacs that one of the key characteristics of the Swinging Six-

ties was an eagerness for excitement which drew young people "“to the
glamorous world of 'communications', of the theatre, journalism,
television, films."!l He goes on to say that, as ‘for those smart young
graduates from the older universities who mnight once have entered the
Foreign Office or administered the Empire or drifted into teaching, it

was now becoming more than ever fashionable to aim at the 'young' and



'classless' world of 'communications' -— at advertising, journalism, or,
best of all, the glamorous world of television."12
This, then, is the world that Drabble explores in her first three

novels, her characters are not only surrounded by "glamour,” but are
themselves employed in the field of communications. Sarah, who is
undecided about her future, is hired by the B.B.C., and her sister works

in advertising, "a socially acceptable occupation,"13 until she marries

the novelist, Stephen Halifax. Emma, of The Garrick Year, anticipating

a glamorous job as a newsreader on television, relinquishes that oppor-
tunity in order to accompany her actor husband to a provincial theatre
festival where, of course, she is still islanded by London glamour.

Even The Millstone's Rosamund, ensconsed in the academic world, makes

occasional excursions into the field of journalism where she does "from
time to time a little reviewing and a good deal of reading of friends'
plays and poems and correspondence . " 14

For each of these heroines, London is the centre of excitement and
possibility; the provinces, on the other hand, are scorned for their
drabness and gloomy prospects for self-fulfillment. As Donald Horne

points out in his book, God is an Englishman,

there would be a case for saying that Britain is the
world's most provincial nation, that because of
their location more of its people are condemned to a
sense of dowdy second-rateness... than is usually
characteristic of a people. To live in England
anywhere north of somewhere around Warwickshire is
to be provincial, and although a few escape its
implications by social <class or education, a



majority of Englishmen are born into this second-
rate condition with an overriding sense of being
nothing much at a11.15

This notion of provincial mediocrity is shared by these early hero-
ines especially when they come into contact with provincial elements
that clash with their London world. Emma, in particular, is horrified
at the thought of living in Hereford because London means everything to
me, noise and human beauty” (GY,18), whereas "the provinces have never
appealed to me, except as curiosities” (GY,13). In essence, however,
Fmma never really leaves the London scene because she is still a part of
the theatre world. Perceiving a distinct division between Hereford and
her husband's theatre company, she feels that, since she has been
deprived of her own glamour and excitement, "I had nothing to do with
anything, and yet I was there" (GY,47). Enticed by London's glamour,
Emma admits that "My tastes are shallow; my life is shallow, and I like
anonymity, change and fame. 1In Hereford I could have none of these
things"” (GY,69). Consequently, her boredom compels her into the arms of
her husband's director, an affair which is essentially an attempt to re-
capture the excitement she misses: "With Wyndham,"” she explains, "I
felt life was an entertainment” (GY,105).

In A Summer Bird-Cage, Sarah stands poised on London's threshhold,

but because she is so exuberant both in her wide-eyed expectations and
her utter disdain for anything provincial, she appears to be either
extremely naive or the object of Drabble's attempt at satire. Although
the focus of the novel is ambiguous because of a lack of narrative

distance, it seems that Sarah's attitudes to London and Warwickshire are



meant to indicate her dubious sense of wvalues. On the other hand, as
this is Drabble's first novel, one can perhaps surmise that she is docu-
menting her personal reactions to the London scene in relation to her
own provincial background.

The primary target of Sarah's disdain is her cousin who is a cari-
cature of provincial "dowdy second-rateness,” a quality which Sarah
emphasizes when she describes Daphne's clothes and general appearance.16
Daphne's presence throughout the novel demonstrates the vast difference
between the two social worlds; for example, Sarah is embarrassed to sit
beside her cousin at Louise's wedding because Daphne "looked such a
fright in her ultra-smart dress” (SBC, 31). Similarly, Louise 1is
appalled when her mother suggests she invite Daphne to visit her because
the idea of her cousin and her husband "under one roof" is inconceivable
(§§9, 164). Although her presence within their exclusive circle results
in a definite clash of types, Louise believes that both she and Sarah
shine even more in contrast to their cousin's provincial dullness-17
"London wouldn't be London if it weren't for the provinces,” she claims
(SBC, 166).

Yet Sarah 1is reminded not only of her provincial background each
time she encounters Daphne, but of its limitations. She shudders at the
thought of her cousin's lowly social position as a history teacher in a
provincial town, and experiences a rare moment of exclusion from the
privileged circle herself when, lunching with friends at the Tate, she
feels "as though everyone else was leading a marvellous, progressive

life except me" (SBC, 110). This feeling is intensified by her chance



meeting with Daphne later that afternoon. Afraid of implicating herself

with provincial "second-rateness,” Sarah is at first torn between ack-
nowledging her cousin's presence and ignoring it. After one of her
friends tells her that Daphne cannot help being so dull, Sarah observes
a man and his girlfriend in a speedboat on the Thames, an image of
"life, youth, movement and excitement."!8 1n contrast, Sarah, still
affected by Daphne's recent appearance, feels "stagnant and covered in
0il and dead feathers” (&ﬁ, 113-114). Reminded of the need to free
herself from her own provincial roots, she feels that "Daphne is somehow
a threat to my existence. Whenever I see her, I feel weighted down to
earth. I feel the future narrowing before me like a tunnel, and every-
one else is high up and laughing” (SBC, 114).

In both Emma and Sarah, Drabble demonstrates her own youthful pre-
occupation with the excitement and glamour of London, and the occasional
irony, directed at such blinkered ambition, indicates (as we shall dis-

cover) her unease with a world she both craves for and finds suspect.

The heroine of The Millstone, however, marks her growing awareness of

the realities beyond this charmed circle. Rosamund does not come into
contact with the provinces, instead, she is forced by her pregnancy into
a world completely outside her own realm of scholarly endeavour. The
London she encounters in doctors' waiting-rooms and the ante-natal
clinic is in direct contrast to the "smart, expensive mixed lot" with
whom she normally associates (M, 37). Her pregnancy compels her into
contact with "a scheme of things totally different from the scheme which

I 1inherited, totally removed from academic enthusiasms” (M, 67).
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Rosamund describes her first visit to the doctor as "an initiation into
reality” (M, 36), where she realizes that she can no longer exempt her-
gself from the activities of every day life, nor can she totally dissoc-
iate herself from "the ills of age and worry and penury” of which, it
seems, she becomes aware for the first time in her 1life while sitting in
the doctor's waiting-room (M, 38). It is this increasing sympathy for
more ordinary mortals which marks a turning-point in Drabble's own reac-—
tion to the outside world, a sympathy which accounts for the greater
complexity of the novels that were to follow.

But as members of "the young bright set’ (i@g, 159), these three
early heroines share similar intellectual abilities,19 and each exudes
an aura of confidence concerning her place within a London where "every-
one without exception was 'young' and 'talented', 'creative', 'original'

and 'glowingly alive'."20  Of the three, Sarah, in A Summer Bird-Cage,

is the only one who is undecided about her future, yet throughout her
narrative, we are reminded of her clever mind, her "lovely, shiny,
useless new degree” (SBC, 7), and her attractive looks, "all glowing and

hot with life and energy and hope” (SBC, 168). Emma, in A Garrick Year,

equally confident about the television job she had given up, claims, "I
was to have been a pioneer in this field, and I fully expected to suc-
ceed where others had failed" (GY, 10).

Similarly, Rosamund, in The Millstone, is certain that her illegi-

timate daughter will not hinder the progress of her academic career
because she believes she will succeed "through the evident superiority

of my mind” (M, 112). Nor does she feel she will be socially
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ostracized, being so well-established within her London circle.
Rosamund knows, furthermore, that she will never truly suffer; after
all, she does have well-to-do parents. That the ambulance collects her
from "a good address, and not from a bedsitter in Tottenham or from a
basement in ever-weeping Paddington” (ﬁ, 111) confirms her belief that
the illegitimacy of her child will be overlooked and that she herself
will gain at least some respect. When her doctor, for example, learns
that she is the daughter of Herbert Stacey whom he had known at Oxford,
he immediately becomes more amiable towards her, while the less
fortunate patients "doubtless piled up in the waiting rooms outside with
weary resignation” (M, 123). As she contemplates the success of her
academic pursuits at the end of the novel, Rosamund is certain she will
encounter fewer problems simply because she will be known as "Dr.
Rosamund Stacey,” a form of address which will "go a long way towards
obviating the anomaly of Octavia's existence” (M, 155).

Reflecting Drabble's own Quaker background, however, these charac-
ters all possess a conscience which works counter to the allure of
London and success. Despite their intellectual confidence, they exper-
ience guilt for being so easily drawn into self-indulgent lifestyles.

In A Summer Bird-Cage, for example, Sarah hesitates about grabbing what

she wants, even though, intellectually, she knows she 1s capable of
achieving almost anything. She confidently tells her sister, Louise,
that, "Of course one can have everything...Have one's cake and eat it.
I intend to" (SBC. 60), yet she is still tied by conscience to the pro-

vincial world of her parents.
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Even though Sarah realizes that "there 1is no possibility in my
home" and "the whole set-up seemed so fossilized and gloomy” (SBC, 19),
she is torn, nevertheless, between responsibility to her parents and her
desire "to get out as soon as possible” (SBC, 19). The suggestion of
her friend, Gill, that they look for a flat together in London provides
the impetus she needs to broach the sensitive subject with her mother,
Although this scene is highly comic on the surface, it does pinpoint
Sarah's painful awareness of her duty and responsibility. She intro-
duces the topic, saying, "I think I might go to London at the end of the
week,” to which her mother replies in parental fashion by dropping prac-
tical obstacles in the path of those intentions: "I hear it's very
difficult to find flats in London these days...What will you live on
while you're there?” (SBC. 62). As Sarah sidesteps these concerns, her
mother attempts to strengthen her maternal hold, first, by opposing out-
right her "going off all the way to London without a proper job and with
nowhere to live" (SBC, 62), and second, by responding with rather hurt-
ful sarcasm: “"After all, you won't want to stay here all your life
cooped up with your poor old mother, will you?" (SBC, 63). Sarah's
conscience is finally pushed to its limits, as she gives in to her

mother:- ...of course I'll stay,” she cried, "it doesn't matter to me
at all..." (SBC, 64). This awareness of her responsibility, in addition
to a persistent feeling of guilt, lies at the core of Sarah's hesitation
to grasp the London world. 2l Although her mother eventually agrees to
her leaving home, she scores the final point by inserting yet another

hook into her daughter's conscience* "You go off to London, you'll be
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better off there, it's your duty to get yourself a good job"™ (SBC, 64).
Thus Sarah's departure 1is marred somewhat by the reminder of her
mother's expectations.22 However nonchalantly she tells Wilfred Smee
later in the novel that ‘I will be what I become, I suppose’ (SBC, 137),
her indifference conceals an anxiety about her obligation to her parents
for sending her "off to Oxford' (SBC, 63).

Presenting an interesting contrast, Sarah's sister, Louise, does
not appear to suffer from the pangs of conscience, nor does she "seem to
hear any little whispers from the past ages of morality" (SBC, 142).
Sarah perceives in her a "real old aristocratic predatory grandeur”
(SBC, 9), and acknowledges, with some envy, that Louise can seize what-
ever she wants from the world. In creating a character such as Louise,
Drabble is at least exploring the possibility of living a life totally
free from moral pressure. Sarah, however, is influenced by the dictates
of her conscience, and, therefore, she is shocked and upset when Wilfred
Smee informs her of Louise's adultery. She concludes that, "Perhaps
it's just a hangover from those days before I was ten. When everything
she did affected me. Because I know I'd have to do it too, one day.
When my family were a part of me" (SBC, 141). Shaken by Louise's behav-
iour, Sarah is, nevertheless, aware that she wants all that her sister
has, but is prevented by her conscience from going out and getting it.

In striking countrast to this attitude, Louise informs Sarah that

she married Stephen solely for his money:
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"1 suddenly realized that if I married Stephen I
need never think about need or want again. About
wanting things I couldn't buy...I must have
clothes. I'm only young once, as they say, and I'm
already twenty-four, and if I don't have clothes
now I'd feel I wasn't paying a debt to nature. And
other things like food and theatres. I felt I must
have them" (SBC, 196).

Sarah is both shocked and impressed by Louise's all-out attempt to grasp
everything she has ever wanted. But interestingly, Drabble cannot allow
Louise her unearned success; again, this is a reflection of her own
Quaker conscience. TIronically, Louise is literally stripped of all her
material gains after Stephen learns of her adulterous affair with the
actor, John Connell,. As a result of this hardship, however, Louise
emerges as a more human, understanding character by the novel's end. By
making Louise pay for her easy success, Drabble begins a pattern which
becomes increasingly important in her later novels.

Like Louise, Emma, in The Garrick Year, suffers few qualms about

23
her attraction to London, until an old school friend, Mary Scott, unex-

pectedly arrives on her doorstep. Mary awakens in Emma a recognition of
the frivolity of her inclination to live behind "a glittering dreamworld
facade."24 Questioning the value of such a lifestyle, she feels guilty
because "she had gone off to Italy, and lived in London, and done noth-
ing at all,” whereas Mary had done "useful” things, like finishing uni-
versity and teaching at "a good girls' boarding school in the north of
England” (GY, 75). Forced to analyse her propensity for more obvious

glamour, Emma confesses, "I did not dare to tell her about my
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aspirations towards glossy photographs and television screens. I could
see now, in the cool useful light of her eyes, how paltry, vain, and
valueless all such desires truly were"” (GY, 75-76). However, when Sophy
Brent, that "walking symbol of an actress” (GY,78), drops in during
Mary's visit, Emma sees before her the juxtaposition of two opposing
ways of life, and, despite her nagging conscience, finds herself drawn
more to Sophy's “"technicolor-brightness” (GY, 60) than to Mary's practi-
cal intelligence.

Rosamund of The Millstone is forced by a more pressing circum-

stance, her daughter's illness, to question the importance of her life-
style. Where previously she had resigned herself and her friends to her
impending motherhood and proceeded confidently with her scholarly pur-
suits, she finds that, with this new worry, she cannot concentrate on
her work. When Octavia first shows signs of illness, Rosamund hesitates
to phone the doctor, but is eventually forced to the realization that
"It was not a simple choice between comfort and duty” (M, 117). This
awakening of responsibility towards her child surprises Rosamund, as she
becomes gradually aware that she now has more to contend with than her
work. Thus her concern for Octavia draws her out of her egocentric pre-
occupations, she recognizes that "now for the first time I felt dread on
another's behalf, and I found it insupportable” (M, 120). When she
tries to visit Octavia after her operation and is refused permission,
Rosamund is in a position to see that "It was no longer a question of
what I wanted this time there was someone else involved. Life would

never be a question of self-denial again" (M, 132). She decides to
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take a firm stand, and screams until she is allowed to see her baby.
This is a major breakthrough for her, because rather than "breaking in
two" (M, 134) as she had feared by so forcing herself, she not only
endures the uproar she has caused, but is swept into a room which other-
wise would have remained off limits. Thus Rosamund discovers the advan-
tage of squarely facing an issue; when the nurse, Sister Watkins,
refuses to speak to her, a fact which would have devastated her before,
Rosamund now proudly exclaims, "the twinges of guilt that I felt when-
ever I encountered her were fainter than any I can recollect” (M, 136).

She learns, by the end of the novel, to assert herself and to
endure "the pain of causing trouble" (M, 145). During a conversation
with another woman with a sick child, Rosamund recognizes her own newly-
acquired attitude. This woman used to play down her son's illness in
order "to save other people's feelings" (M, 139), but now she has
learned that "I only have enough time to worry about myself. If I
didn't put myself and mine first, they wouldn't survive" (M, 140).
Rosamund, then, learns compassion from those who must live to the dict-
ates of the every day world and, like them, must learn to fight against
these drab pressures in order to preserve a sense of personal identity.
Such a conclusion marks a decisive stage in Drabble's own battle.

For, while trying to come to terms with duty and responsibility,
each of the early heroines must take into account all the problems that
men, marriage, and motherhood entail. A consistent theme throughout the
three novels is the notion that domesticity jeopardizes one's chances of

becoming a member of "the young bright set” (SBC, 59), that children
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especially tend to draw one away from brilliant self-fulfillment. A

Summer Bird-Cage 1is punctuated with recollections of the idyllic rela-

tionships within "the esoteric masonic paradise” of Oxford (SBC, 8).
Louise, for example, remembers "how seriously we used to take all these
things at Oxford, truth and honesty and being subtle with people and not
trampling on feelings" (SBC, 201). But such relationships are not easi-
ly transplanted beyond the protected confines of university. The mar-
riage of Gill and Tony, two college friends of both Sarah and Louise, is
at first "just a sort of prolonged Oxford but with London instead” (§§£,
39); however, it swiftly declines into dismal reality-" "You don't
know, " Gill tells Sarah, after she and Tony have separated, "what a dif-
ference it makes not to have meals provided. To know that if you don't
start peeling potatoes there won't be any potatoes. You haven't been
out long enough to know" (SBC, 40). Similarly, Louise recalls her
friend, Stella, who, having married the man she loved at 0Oxford, is now
entangled in motherhood. The image of Stella living in a slum, sur-
rounded by wet nappies and plastic toys, compels Louise into declaring,
"...never never never will I let that happen to me. Never will I marry
without money...l want my life, I want it now, I don't want to give it
to the next genmeration” (SBC, 205).

The exceptions to this pattern are Stephanie and Michael, "one of
the steady couples in Oxford, with a predictable career mapped before
them of three years' idyll followed by a July wedding immediately after
finals all of which had, of course, charmingly happened” (SBC, 84).

The underlying tone of this picture of domestic bliss is ironic, since
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Sarah, particularly, feels that the pair have settled for something less
than they might have hadt:Stephanie and Michael are "the sort of people
one might very much like to be , if one didn't suspect that through this
gaining nearly everything one might lose that tiny, exhilarating possi-
bility of one day miraculously gaining the whole lot (SBC, 85). Sarah
herself waits for the return of her fiance, Francis, from America to see
if they can reestablish their former idyllic Oxford relationship. Ulti-
mately, she must consider the reality of marriage, and try to come to
terms with the fact that, as she is not really interested in a career,
she i1s destined to be known as "a don's wife" (SBC, 137), despite her
assertions to the contrary.26 But it is not without significance that
Francis does not appear directly, for it would appear that in her first
novel, Drabble is unable to reconcile personal success with marriage.
Sarah, for example, considers withholding any mention of Francis "on the
grounds that it was irrelevant” (SBC, 73), however, she eventually real-
izes that, by insisting he accept a scholarship to America, she "may

have been simply delaying the problem of marriage” (SBC, 74).

Drabble's second novel, The Garrick Year, is a fictional account of

the year that she herself spent with her actor husband in Stratford with
the Royal Shakespeare Company, where she admits that she "must have been
quite depressed."27 What her heroine must come to terms with is that
her identity, the person that was Emma Lawrence, has become smothered by
both marriage and motherhood. Deprived of a job that would have provid-
ed her with an identity quite apart from her husband and two small chil-

dren, Emma is conscious that she is no longer regarded as being worthy
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of attention because she appears to be just a wife and mother. Meeting
the rest of the festival's cast on the train to Hereford, Emma notes
that "Sophy was not bothering to watch me. I knew why: it was because
I had a baby on my knee” (GY, 36). But when Sophy learns of Emma's for-
mer modelling career, she demonstrates a certain "respect and dislike,"”
where, on the other hand, Emma remarks, "If I had pretensions to
nothing, if I had no interest in the theatre, in entertainment, in
modelling, in television, she would be quite happy to like me" (GY,
62-63).

However, Emma later questions her ability to reestablish herself as
an individual identity, weighed down as she is with two children: "What
chances were there now for the once—famous Emma, whose name had been in
certain small circles the cause for so much discussion and prediction?
They would not think much of me now" (ﬂ , 108). Emma's depression seems
to parallel Drabble's own state of mind during her year in Stratford,
where she found herself "doing this really awful job in theatre,” and,

as "a kind of defiance,"28 wrote The Garrick Year. But within this

novel, Drabble demonstrates a new kind of maturity, as Emma herself
evolves towards a reaffirmation of her domestic role after the near-
drowning of her daughter. Although her children draw her away from the
social scene she craves, she finds her new self in the reality of
motherhood "I have two children, and you will not find me at the bot-
tom of the river. I have grown into the earth, I am terrestrial” (GY,

170). In The Millstone, on the other hand, although Rosamund endangers

her social position by failing to have "an expensive abortion" (M, 59),
she paves the way for future Drabble heroines who raise families or pur-

sue successful careers without a husband.
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Even though these novels are interior and limited, they do reflect
the social scene of the early and mid-sixties. It is important to note,
however, that there is a definite personal and moral progression among
these early heroines. Both Sarah's and Emma's narcissistic, but
conscience-ridden, preoccupations with London glamour find a resolution
in Rosamund's deeper understanding of the mundane rhythms and predica-
ments of every day reality. Each of these novels demonstrates a
conflict between personal success and marriage which culminates in
Rosamund's discovery (first glimpsed by Emma) that children are not
simply a pull on one's career. Where men tend to be constraining and
competitive, children offer a way of caring and of opening oneself,
thereby leading one out to a wider world. By her third novel, then,
Drabble appears to recognize the value of that life which exists outside
the privileged social circle of her elite. This recognition allows her
to look more objectively upon "the ybung bright set” whose shallowness

she is then able to expose unambiguously in her next novel, Jerusalem

the Golden.
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"A GARDEN OF IDLENESS"
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Jerusalem the Golden (1967), The Waterfall (1969), and The Needle's

Eye (1972) represent a crucial stage in Drabble's development. Her
first three novels contain little objective judgement, as she explains,

"l was writing things as they impinged on me then."l  The Millstone,

however, does point forward to the novels that followed: Rosamund's
discovery of a London beyond the elitist circle not only demonstrates
Drabble's broadening sensibility, but clears the way for her fourth
novel in which she presents an unambiguously satirical view of the life
that she had partly succumbed to earlier.

Jerusalem the Golden finally exposes the hollow glamour of London's

cultivated young leaders. In her first attempt at third-person narra-
tion, Drabble stands on the outside of this world and so achieves a more
objective viewpoint from which to poke fun at the trendy aspirations of
her contemporaries. Her tone takes on a new precision, an Austenesque
particularity of diction and word order which hones her satirical edge.

Exaggerating the schema of A Summer Bird-Cage, the heroine who longs to

leave her provincial home to establish a foothold within glamorous
London, Drabble intensifies Clara's desire to leave Northern England:
"Northam was to her the very image of unfertile ground...She hated her
home town with such violence. She hated it, and she was afraid of it,
because she doubted her power to escape..."2 Because of her fear of
dying "in so ugly a hole, and so unloved" (JG, 28), she has constant
visions, reinforced by the hymn, "“Jerusalem the Golden,"” which she
transforms into a personal image of "not the pearly gates and crystal

walls and golden towers of some heavenly city, but some truly terres-
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trial paradise, where beautiful people in beautiful houses spoke of
beautiful things” (JG, 32). Drabble maintains this inflated image of
London throughout the novel, concluding in Clara's final vision of "a
tender blurred world where Clelia and Gabriel and she herself in shift-
ing and ideal conjunctions met and drifted and met once more like the
constellations in the heavens: a bright and peopled world, thick with
starry inhabitants, where there was no ending, no parting, but an eter-
nal vast incessant rearrangement...” (JG, 205-206). Thus Drabble estab-
lishes a new, satirical view of her contemporaries' infatuation (as
well as her own) with the London of the sixties, an infatuation which
she has chronicled more ambiguously - half fascinated, half conscience-
stricken - in her earlier work.

Throughout the course of the novel, Clara cannot help but compare
the grimness of her provincial home town with the lure of London to
which she proves to be naively susceptible. Even when the surface of
this golden world is scratched to reveal a less than desirable interior,
she remains faithful to her vision of "a bright and peopled world."
Upon her first visit to the house of Gabriel Denham, the "sexy" televi-
sion producer, Clara expects “something rather spectacularly gay, some
prize and choice specimen of London housing” (JG, 131) only to have this
image fade when she finally sees the house, which is almost provincial
in its decayed condition®* "tall and dark, the paintwork grim, and the
stone lintels cracked and scooped by time, neglect and hard weather”
(JG, 133). Shocked, at first, by this picture, Clara nevertheless con-

vinces herself that "such a house was the most natural place in the
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world for such a man as Gabriel to live in" (JG, 133). She is not only
unwilling to accept the realities behind her untarnished image of
London, she also demonstrates, at times, an inability to perceive them.
After meeting Gabriel's wife, for example, she thought Phillipa "looked
as though she came off the front page of Harpers...She looked au fait,
she looked in touch, she looked knowledgeable; she did not 1look as
though she would relinquish anything very easily” (JG, 118-119), but
what Clara fails to see is that this glamorous appearance conceals a
passive and neurotic character.

In essence, Jerusalem the Golden is both the summation and explo-

sion of its author's youthful aspirations. But what Drabble satirizes
is not so much her heroine's overwhelming passion for London (since she
herself probably empathized with Clara's desire to leave Northern
England), but what little of value she finds once she gets there.

The poetry reading which Clara attends at the beginning establishes
the novel's satiric tone and underlines the ostentatious nature of the
fashionable society she craves. She is naively impressed with Peter's
"foothold in the poetic world” (JG, 12) and she has great respect for
his opinions even though, clearly, they make 1little sense to her.
"...when he had whispered to her that he thought Denham was superb and
Harley awful, she noticed in herself a slight but unmistakable flutter
of surprise; for was not Eric Harley so well-articulated, so clear, so
strong, and Denham so monotonously even and undramatic?” (JG, 12). And
yet, without question, she affects these seemingly illogical opinions

herself, noting that one poet read with "great emotion,” she
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wholeheartedly agrees with Peter that Margerita Cassell "was not
good...for how could anything so pleasant be good” (JG, 12). Later in
the dressing room, listening to the idle chit-chat of the poets and
their followers, Clara decides that "it was this sense of trivial,
gossipy familiarity that most pleased her, for it convinced her that she
was listening to real professionals' (JG, 14). Such naivete stresses
the superficiality of this life as well as Clara's overriding desire to
be a part of it.

In her portrayal of the heroine, Drabble has drawn upon the dis-
tinctive qualities of her previous characters, for Clara resembles Sarah
in her anticipation of the exciting 1life, Louise in her ruthlessness to
gain a foothold within the London world, Emma in her eccentricities, and
Rosamund in her independence and unwillingness to become emotionally
involved with a man. Clara's desire to succeed is indeed so intense
that she becomes violently ill when she cannot assimilate her new exper-
iences quickly enough: "She wanted to see, but the things that she saw
were too much for her; her mind stretched and cracked in an effort to
take them in® (JG, 107). She even admits that "It was hard work, the
acquiring of opinions” (JG, 107). That voracious accumulation of atti-
tudes and opinions 1is ironic because the sophisticated 1life Clara
strives for has little real substance, as the poetry reading attests.

Nevertheless, like Sarah in A Summer Bird-Cage, Clara recognizes

London as the centre of possibility, especially in contrast to the
claustrophic atmosphere and grim surroundings of her home in Northam.

Despite being transported "incredibly, mercifully, to London" (JG, 8) by

a State Scholarship, she remains tied to her provincial roots. Thus
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Clara's insatiable desire for the pleasures of this bright world is
counterbalanced by the pull of Northam. For each step she takes up the
gsocial ladder, she experiences a pang of guilt for escaping from so
dismal a background. However, these guilty feelings do not deter her,
Aware that she has been attracted to the superficial all her life, Clara
admits that she feels only "slightly uneasy” about this

...she had sought the smartly intense, at the ex-

pense of the more solid and dowdy virtues; she had

been attracted by surfaces, by clothes and manners

and voices and trivial strange graces, and she had

imitated what she had seen in others. She was drawn

unquestionably to the appearance of things, though

she was aware that she had as yet much ground to

cover,..She seemed to live by an instinct which drew

her strongly and on the whole accurately towards

such manifestations, such hints and echoes of a

grander world, and which at the same time could not
approve them (JG, 88-89).

Clara pushes aside these faint stirrings of her conscience in order
to achieve her ultimate goal in gilded London. Her affair with Gabriel,
which she plans even before she sets eyes on him, is simply a means of
self-advancement. Characteristically, she finds herself "from time to
time on the verge of wondering uneasily whether she did not find more
pleasure in the situation than in the man" (gg, 161), and yet, this does
not stop her from contemplating marriage to him. Such a marriage, she
believes, will not limit her, but will guarantee a secure position in

London society

She wished to set, through [Gabriel], a value on her-
self. The image of a honeymoon, with its close and
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passionate solitude, meant 1little to her...It was
not one man that she needed, but through one man
a view of other things, a sensation of other ways of
being, she wished to feel herself attached to the
world...it was not Gabriel himself after all that
she wanted, but marriage to Gabriel...(JG, 169).

Clara does not change throughout the novel, but continues her re-
lentless and naive pursuit of her ambitions. With the impending death
of her mother, she is more determined than ever to sever her connections
with the provinces. Because she is portrayed dispassionately, Clara is
not a particularly sympathetic character. On the other hand, Louise,

her counterpart in A Summer Bird-Cage, 1is portrayed with more com-

passion, even though she appears to be as ruthless in her bid for money
and fame. But unlike Clara, Louise achieves a kind of salvation when
she 1is forced to give up her material possessions. Through her
first-person narration, Drabble expresses both envy for Louise's
"predatory grandeur” and sympathy when she 1is finally stripped of

everything she has gained. In Jerusalem the Golden, however, the author

maintains a narrative objectivity, distancing herself from Clara's
soclal aspirations and exposing the shallowness of the glamour she
craves. The cutting satire of this novel is essential to Drabble's

progress, by writing Jerusalem the Golden, she has purged herself of her

starry-eyed preoccupation with the London of the mid-sixties.

In her next novel, The Waterfall, Drabble shifts direction, explor-

ing the notions of success and creativity on a more personal, interior
level. She does, however, continue to embrace the themes of her previ-

ous work. In particular, she extends to even bleaker proportions the
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theme that marriage jeopardizes one's chances for an achieving 1life.
Jane Gray follows the familiar route of early Drabble heroines, graduat-
ing from Oxford, moving to London, and taking "the first thing that
offered itself on leaving college without bothering to lay more serious
plans."3 Living in a flat "full of girls, whose chat about sex and food
and clothes and books"” gives her "an illusion of life and company,” Jane
continues to write and publish her poetry. "“Great hopes had once been
held out for me,” she explains later, "and I kept a secret faith with
them" (W, 110). But after marrying a successful classical guitarist,
she feels compelled to cut herself off from her social ties. "From the
very beginning, from the first day, I could not imagine what I was meant
to be doing,"” she sayé; "somehow the fact of being married took all life
from me, it reduced me from the beginning to inactivity” (W, 99). Iso-
lating herself from her former life, she explains,

I had had friends, once: friends forced upon me by

circumstance, by proximity, by institutional life -

even a friend or two of my own choosing, people who

resembled me, a girl who wrote poetry, a man who

edited a literary magazine, a man who wanted to

write plays - normal people, real people with roots

and branches, fed by the outer world. But I dropped

them, suspecting that Malcolm would not 1like

them...I sank into solitude, as though it were my
natural element (W, 107).

Jane's present existence is, in effect, a renunciation of her pub-
lic role as a creative mind, she no longer publishes, "having lost all
contacts and all desire to see my treacherous words in print"” (W, 110).

However, she continues to function on a private 1level, conveying her

malaise in a series of poetic and romantic imaginings, When she becomes
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afraid to venture out of her house, the London she sees from her window
reflects her despair. Where Clara envisions London bathed in golden
light, Jane can only respond to the city's bleak ugliness. Employing
terms that in the previous novels had usually been reserved for grim
provincial perspectives, she describes herself wandering "round the cold
and empty house, watching the rain fall outside, seeing the windows silt
up with London grime, watching the dust thicken on the furniture. She
did nothing. She had often, as a girl, imagined such a life. empty,
solitary, neglected, cold"” (W, 8). Outside it snows, and her life, like
the weather, seems "to be cooling into some ice age of inactivity":

The snow lay thin but concealing...London was stony,

but in the snow its ugliness was concealed...and all

that melting could do would be to reveal the ugly

heart, the brick-like depths. What she saw from her

own window had no beauty, had never possessed beauty

a street of London houses, a perspective unalterable,
not snow like brick, but brick itself (W,17).

This gloomy vision of London does not stem from any sense of social dis-
illusion, but is the result of Jane's personal malaise.

Isolated by marriage and children, she feels that she has sacri-
ficed a potentially promising career as a poet by binding herself to
Malcolm and an “empty destiny” (W, 103). She despairs over the fact
that she is an inadequate mother and fails to see the point in "living
with a man and cooking his meals in return for housekeeping money” (W,
101). Although Jane claims that she had been enthusiastic about her

husband's career, there is an underlying tone of resentment which
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gradually rises to the surface. What emerges is her difficulty in
reconciling Malcolm's success with her own "nebulous, shadowy,
unidentifiable” existence (V_J_,l‘l-l). She is convinced that his nonchalant
attitude towards his career is simply his way of concealing "his true,
voracious nature” (W, 105), just as his anxiety over his responsibility
to her and their child is "a mask for his violent personal condition”
(W, 104). Malcolm's good fortune, mirrored in his purchase of flashy
clothes, has a detrimental effect on his wife. When he takes to wearing
"one of those navy blue caps popularized by certain pop singers” (W,
106), Jane despises him, since the cap symbolizes his rising status in
the music world, and she retaliates by “"dressing deliberately,
provocatively badly" (W, 106).

Confined by the mundane realities of an unhappy marriage, Jane
attempts to free herself through her cousin, James, whom she romanti-
cizes to fit her ideal. Herein lies the key to her schizoid discourse.

Composed of first and third-person narrations, The Waterfall not only

reflects Drabble's growing confidence in her craft, but demonstrates,
artistically, the division her heroine feels within herself. When she
explains how from childhood she had been unable "to distinguish between
falsehoods rendered true by passion, and truths made false by duplicity”
(W, 55), Jane pinpoints the distinction the reader must make in order to
sift through the perplexing blend of truths and lies that make up her
two narratives, indeed, it can be debated whether James exists at all or

is simply an ideal projection of Jane's creative mind. Her first-person
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assurance that "he was real, I swear 1it", for example, is finally
counterbalanced by her remark that the waterfall "is real, unlike James
and me, it exists" (W, 236).

Jane's third-person narration, then, is the outgrowth of her repu-
diation of her husband's world. Malcolm is simply an extension of
everything she had sought to escape in her family background:
"loneliness, treachery, hardness of heart” (K, 100). James, on the
other hand, "represented all that my family was not* so that he was at
once an exorcism and an ideal” (W, 53). Thus the third-person narration
is devoted to a portrait of an ideal love, with James as its focus,
while the first-person narration is Jane's factual counter-commentary,
filling in details that the other narrative omits. "Because I so wanted
James,” she explains, "because I wanted him so obsessively, I have
omitted everything, almost everything except that sequence of discovery
and recognition that I would call love, I have lied, but only by
omission. Of the truth, I haven't told enough” (W, 46).

Jane feels compelled by her conscience, then, to try to justify her
love affair with James, to find excuse for "that isolated world of pure
corrupted love” (W, 130), especially in contrast to the unhappy marriage
from which she has withdrawn. "And yet love has a reality, a quotidian
reality,"” she tries to tell herself, "it must have, everything has, and
it's merely my own inadequacy that can't face it, my own guilt that
winces from knowing it"™ (W, 85). Hence the I-persona recounts the "sor-
did conditions” (Hﬁ 130) of her married life, while the third-person

narrator manipulates and selects details to create a beautifully
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artistic image of "the pure flower of love itself" (W, 84). Repressed
though she was during her marriage to Malcolm, Jane had continued to
write as therapy for her frustrations. "“The more unhappy I was the more
I wrote,” she explains, "grief and words were to me inseparately
connected” (_Vl. 109). James, however, actually replaces her desire to
write poetry because he 1is artistic in his approach to their 1love
affair:

...8he loved him for these carefully chosen encoun-

ters, for his delicate widening explorations of

their islanded world, for the gradually increased

speeds on the speedometer, for a mile more here, a

word more there, all staggered, all arranged, all

chosen, not wildly or blindly undertaken, but done

with such care, such art, such dedicated frivolous

love, each word sinking gently into its rightful

place in her heart, each touch received so gently

into her body (W, 71).

The car accident is the turning-point for both narratives because,
after that event, the image of ideal love begins to evaporate. "From a
fast car's windows,"” Jane says, "all landscapes, however strange, have a
fluid solemn sameness, a dignified irrelevance, and from the dazed and
drowsing pastoral contemplation of them I had been flung against the
rough locality” (W, 189). The accident forces her to come face to face
with reality, for she admits that it "had given shape and form to my
guilt I could no longer evade it" (y_, 196). Within the third-person
narration, the she-persona begins to abandon the ideal image of romantic
love, sliding into a tone of self-accusation which anticipates her even-
tual disappearance from the novel:

For what, after all, in God's name had they been
playing at? Fast cars, card tricks, kisses, sighs,

vows, the whole lot?...It had been some ridiculous
imitation of a fictitious passion, some shoddy
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childish mock-up of what for others might have been
reality...as non-existent an image they had pursued
as God, as Santa Claus, as mermaids, as angels, as
that non-existent image of eternity (F_, 201-202).

The third-person narrator acknowledges that the love affair had not been
such an ideal one, because James "had not wanted her in love any
more than she had wanted him in so pure a cause. Desperation had thrown
them together...what he had given her had been no miracle, no unique
revelation, but a gift so commonplace that it hardly required acknow-
ledgement” (W, 205-206).

Although this admission signifies Jane's confrontation with reality
and her acknowledgement of the "sordid" facts of "adultery, guilt, the
smashed car” (W, 206), her inability to relinquish the ideal image of
pure love lies at the heart of the novel's prevailing ambivalence. 1In a
curious reversal, the I-persona takes up the position of the third-
person narrator by defending James's love, explaining that "he made the
new earth grow, he made me blossom...He changed me forever and I am now
what I am" (W, 229). 1In spite of this reassertion of the ideal, how-
ever, Jane cannot impose an ending on her narrative, nor can she fit it
into a tidy framework where she and James will be united in sublime,
romantic love. She notes in James's first letter after the accident,
for example, that he too searches "for a phrase that would unite and
condone us...as I search now for a conclusion, for an elegant vague fig-
ure that would wipe out all the conflict, all the bitterness, all the
compromise that is yet to be endured” (W, 230). Throughout the final

pages of the novel, Jane reiterates the romantic notion that "Had we
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died, as all true fictional lovers die, had we both, then these things
would have been evaded forever” (W, 196).

Jane bitterly regrets that actuality is seldom so uncomplicated or
tragic,4 and yet the end result of her romantic imaginings about James
and her eventual acceptance of reality is her re—entry into the activi-
ties of every day life. She sets her house in order, acquiring an au
pair girl to look after the children, and resumes publication. She and
James continue their affair, but no longer with the poetic significance
that Jane's creative mind had attached to it. Nevertheless, she insists
that James entered her life at an opportune time; without him, she says,
"where would I have been, where would have lived the woman that writes
these words? He changed me, he saved me, he changed me...but for him,
where would I now have been? Alone and mad perhaps: or reunited with
Malcolm, more likely, dragging out his days in endless faint reproach
and sick resentment " (W, 228). 1In James, then, Jane finds a stimula-
tion, rather than a repression of her personal and creative self. Her
love affair with him, which approaches the level of fantasy in her
third-person narration, frees her from the constraints of an unsatis-
factory marriage and allows her to pursue, once again, a career in the
literary world.

In comparison to the rest of the oeuvre, The Waterfall stands alone

in its peculiarity of form and extreme introversion. Where the other
works reflect a social scene, this novel is so deeply personal that one
is tempted to see its significance in terms of its author's private and

interior development. Through Jane's predicament, Drabble appears to be
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exploring her own marriage to an artist, the actor, Clive Swift, in
relation to her personal ambition as a writer. But because of The
Waterfall's perplexing form and ambivalence, this correspondence between
Drabble's experience and that of her heroine 1is, at best, conjecture

only. However, just as Jerusalem the Golden exorcises her youthful

aspirations, the private intensity of The Waterfall seems to exorcise

her difficulty in reconciling the conflicting demands of a successful
career and marriage to an equally ambitious actor. Possibly then, the
double narrator signifies this division within Drabble herself. 1In her
heroine's relationship with James, she seems to contemplate the possibi-
lity of discovering a man with whom she could find peace. This seems to
have been a personal worry pinpointed in her first novel by Sarah's
reluctance to even discuss her fiance, Francis. Yet Jane's eventual
acceptance of reality and the continuation of the affair on a more down-
to—earth level show that, even with a perfect lover (who probably must
remain a dream idea anyway), one's life will not be significantly
altered. In demonstrating Jane's re—entry into the every day world and
her determination to carry on, Drabble has resolved, or at least purged,
the conflicts within herself, for she never again writes on such a
purely personal level. Her next novels demonstrate a new maturity, as

if The Waterfall frees her from any further consideration of herself.

The Needle's Eye takes off into a wider canvas (a breadth that is char-

acteristic of all her subsequent work), moving beyond the superficial
attractions of London and exploring the contemporary scene through a far

greater variety of social groups.
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In this, her longest novel to date, Drabble demonstrates her broad-
ening scope as well as her growing sensitivity to Britain's declining
optimism. Her social observations now extend beyond the exclusive
London milieu of her previous work, as she refers specifically to con-
temporary events that involve the country as a whole.? Landscape

becomes increasingly important in The Needle's Eye, for it does not sim-

ply reflect the moods of its characters, as in The Waterfall, particu-

larly, but becomes a subject in itself. Although the early novels

capture the flavour of swinging London, The Needle's Eye offers object-

ive portraits of the city and "all its smart contrasts.”® With meticu-
lous detail, Drabble describes London's varying districts, and uses
those backgrounds to define the social classes of her characters. Simon
and Julie, for example, live in a period house "in a pretty, elegant,
fashionable terrace,” in the "nice district of Hampstead” (NE, 75).
Rose, because she comes from a well-to-do background, could also live in
a "nice district,” but chooses, for moral reasons, to reside in a run-
down working—class neighbourhood noted for its "rows of identical
houses, the endless curving streets, the ugly squat inelegantly-gabled
terraces, the dark breath of urban uniformity, petty eccentricity and
decay" (EE, 43). The interior scenes, especially, convey in their par-
ticularity both the “"comfortable bourgeois texture” (NE, 12) of the
affluent and the well-worn shabbiness of the lower classes. Where
Rose's home is "small, low, overcrowded with furniture" (NE, 45), Simon
and Julie's is "spotless, smart, and trendy, full of plants and attract-

ive 1little knick-knacks” (NE, 75). Similarly, Nick and Diana's
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"deeply-upholstered off-white settee” and “"luxuriantly waving, almost
grotesquely verdant, silky rug" contrast sharply with "the threadbare
carpets ... the coconut matting, the 1l1l-laid linoleum, the utility
furniture, the curious upholstery” (NE, 13) of both Simon and Nick's
childhood provincial working-class homes.

Drabble's accurate portrayal of London in all its contrasts culmin-
ates in a bleak panoramic view from Alexandra Palace of a city overrun
by industrial growth and property development: "There it all lay,
London, the roof tops, Hackney marshes, the railway lines, the fair
delusive green spongy fields of sewage” (NE, 391). Punning on the word
"affluence,” one of the novel's major themes, Drabble describes the
view, "where houses stretched, and tower blocks, and lakes of sewage
gleaming to the sky, and gas works, and railway lines, effluence and in-
fluence, in every direction, all around, as far as the eye could see"
(NE, 398). This cheerless scene is reinforced by Rose's friend, Emily,
who comments that "the whole world is turning into dust. People are
like rats. Look at them, rats. We'll start living in the sewers soon"
(NE, 398).

Although centred around the affluent world of success, The Needle's

Eye captures "the unmistakable and widespread sense of malaise"’ that
characterized the late Sixties. Where Drabble's early heroines experi-
ence the euphoria and excitement of the mid-sixties, the characters in
this later novel must endure the aftermath. The "shining bubble"8 in

which they had lived in expectation of 'dynamic' government and a New
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England had finally exploded, leaving behind disillusion and weariness.

As Christopher Booker explains in The Seventies,

The Sixties were certainly a time when it was still
possible for most people to look forward in hope to
an as yet unrealized future. But as that frenetic
decade wore on, it became increasingly apparent that
not all was well with the dream...The paradise we had
all been moving towards so rapidly in the late Fif-
ties and early Sixties seemed to be proving curiously
elusive. And so, on a deig note of questioning did
the Sixties come to an end.

This malaise which affected all of Britain during the latter part

of the decade is prevalent throughout The Needle's Eye: despite their

success and material prosperity, the characters exhibit a certain lack
of vitality and genuine interest in their fashionable society. Unlike
their younger counterparts in the earlier novels, they no longer need to
strive for success. This, however, seems to lie at the root of their
malaise. Having made their mark, they appear to lapse into a kind of
apathy which they try to disguise behind false gaiety. Drabble shows,
in her perception of Britain's changing climate, that she has progressed

congiderably from Sarah's wide-eyed expectations in A Summer Bird—Cage

to the "increasing boredom and detachment"10 of the characters in The

Needle's Eye.

Simon, the main exponent of this disenchantment, is Drabble's
first successful male character in that he is not an idealized figure,

like James in The Waterfall, but a long-suffering, though accomplished

lawyer, who looks at the world through tired, embittered eyes. Belong-
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ing to the generation that had once derived pleasure from the social and
cultural events of the early and mid-sixties, Simon has since subsided
into an"irretrievable boredom™ (NE, 33). He is all too well aware that
the "pop art, modern plays, television, owners of art galleries, inter-
ior decorators and modern furnishings” (NE, 33) which glutted the pages
of the Sunday colour supplements only a few years before have all become
tediously familiar. Simon himself no longer has anything to contribute
at cultivated dinner parties, nor does he feel he knows anyone well
enough with whom he can share his disillusion. Ironically, having
striven to rise above the claustrophobic surroundings of his earlier
middle-class background, Simon realizes that, in achieving success, he
has thrust himself "into the thinner air of non-touching, into larger
rooms and spaces” (NE, 54) where genuine intimacy and contact are incon-
ceivable. The world he now inhabits, despite its deeply-upholstered
furniture and plush carpets, is hollow and cold.

The result of Simon's malaise is a rather disparaging, sometimes
caustic, examination of the sophisticated, affluent life that he and his
friends now lead. With weary cynicism, he contemplates Nick's success
in television, which had once seemed to offer the highest possibilities
for achievement and personal fulfillment. Simon, however, now regards
the television world as a veritable "garden of idleness,"” where

bright young middle-aged people stood about on burgeon-
ing, sprouting carpets and drank large drinks and
watched their own reflections, discreetly, in mirrors

and eyes, and laughed at themselves with great good
nature as though their simple wit (their own marketable
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commodity, and what price it fetched) could buy them
off from judgement. Amusing they were, amusing they
knew themselves to be, but since when had a slight fac-
ility been a guarantee of an outcome such as his father
and Nick's father had never dreamed of? (NE, 14-15).

By criticizing this self-important, image-obsessed world, Simon pin-
points the whole sense of unreality of his contemporaries' 1lifestyle.
The novelty of the golden age of television had long since worn thin,
but those employed in the field perpetuate the meagre talents that had
initially thrust them into the limelight. Even outside their studios,
they behave as though they are under the continually critical stare of
the television camera. Simon 1s disturbed by the money and fame
achieved in a profession which has so little real substance.

He is even more perturbed by the chic dinner parties that charac-
terize this fashionable circle. Under his critical scrutiny, they
appear to be tense, strained affairs where guests gulp down alcohol and
display “"their unlovely hypocrisies’ (NE, 187), anxious to maintain an
air of congeniality. Simon himself asks why "he should spend so much
time like this with people he really disliked, talking about things that
bored him rigid" (NE, 186). He can feel a similar discontent within
his friends. It is almost as if they cannot accept the explosion of
that bubble of vitality which had once motivated them all. Although his
friends try to give the impression of enjoying themselves, Simon can
sense "a cry of mute anguish and lonely fear"” emanating from each one
(NE, 186). Drabble, then, moves beyond Simon to show how others,

besides himself, suffer from a general and prevailing disillusion.



44,

Diana, the wife of Simon's friend, Nick, for example, captures the es-
sence of this mood when, after her dinner guests leave, she thinks, "So
pointless it was, such an evening, such a stupid life she had, such
stupid frivolous aspirations...What was it for...what was it for, and
why would she do it again the week after next?" (NE, 38).

Simon's wife, Julie, represents the most severe case of dissatis-
faction in the novel. Despite having everything that money and success
can buy, their "nice house,” a large car, expensive clothes, and extrav-
agant ﬁholidays, she 1is "profoundly, painfully, evidently unhappy” (NE,
69), and, consequently, a contributing factor to Simon's own dissatis-
faction. Behind her gay social exterior lies a hostile, spiteful woman
who cannot even derive pleasure, or purpose, from her children whom she
looks upon simply as "useful adjuncts” (NE, 204).

Julie offers a striking contrast to Rose, both morally and social-
ly. Where Julie expresses a rapacious craving for the world of colour-
supplement success, Rose makes a conscious effort to separate herself
from it. Where Julie is "profoundly"” unhappy with her privileged life-
style, Rose attempts to find happiness through self-imposed poverty.
Painfully aware of "the wickedness of riches"” (NE, 91), she is motivated
by a desperate, and, at times, neurotic need "to appease God himself"
(NE, 286). Thus she tries to mitigate her terrible guilt for having
been born wealthy by donating her inheritance to the building of a
school (which, ironically, is destroyed almost immediately during a
civil war) in a small, obscure African nation. In this regard, Rose is

quite possibly the expression of Drabble's guilt toward her own success
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and achievement. In an interview, she admits that

Something that worries me tremendously is that fate
has really given me a wonderful deal, a magnificent
hand of cards, it is tremendously unfair and it's
leading to disaster...l can't understand why other
people don't have the same luck I do. I don't
think it's fair and I don't think it right. I wish
to handicap myself.11

Through her heroine's self-imposed poverty, Drabble appears to be
exploring her worry over what she fears has been too easy a success.

What Rose searches for are such simple pleasures as "cut prices and
sunshine and babies in prams and talking in the shops” (NE, 111).
Simon, in particular, 1is impressed with this unworldly, and uncompli-
cated, approach to life. In one episode, he accompanies her and Emily
and their children on a walk through their working-class neighbourhood
in order to view, of all things, some chickens and an armchair.
Although the chickens are fenced within an ugly bombsite and the arm-
chair itself is rotting and mouldy, Simon is, nevertheless, charmed both
by the scene and by the genuine closeness he feels towards the two
women. "So great and innocent a peace possessed him that it seemed like
a new contract, like the rainbow after the flood. He could feel it, on
his bare hands and face. It lay upon him. It was like happiness’' (NE,
237).

Simon, however, is the only friend who understands Rose's need to
live a life of her own choosing, free from the dictates of fashion.l2

Others cannot comprehend her strange desire to repudiate affluence and
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success, nor her eccentric attempt to seek redemption. Interestingly,
some of her friends react with hostility, as if Rose's repudiation of
material prosperity were an indictment of their own self-indulgence:
"You're being very selfish, they used to tell her, those hard realists
with their central heating and their fitted carpets and their ambitions,
and how could she persuade them that her life was as pleasant to her as
a fitted carpet” (NE, 162). Rose, however, is driven by an overpowering
belief in "the rich not getting into heaven” (NE, 91), and seeks only
contentment and anonymity in her ramshackle house in its impoverished
neighbourhood where she is "really very happy now, if only people would
allow her to continue with her own admittedly curious way of‘living"
(NE, 91).

The central conflict of The Needle's Eye, then, is between Rose's

puritan conscience and this sophisticated London world of success. But
despite her efforts, she remains very much a part of fashionable soci-
ety, since her attempts to seek anonymity are consistently undermined.
The fact that she gives away most of her money, for example, does not
allow her to retreat into the quiet, unassuming life she had hoped for,
but accentuates her status as a celebrity. Nick and Diana invite her
for dinner because her presence is a reflection on themselves; she "was
the honoured guest, the star, the sanction for the evening's gathering”
(NE, 20). Rose herself, impelled as always by her conscience, cannot
cut herself off completely from her former existence. Essentially, she
finds herself in a no-win situation. "I can't resist any of the claims

that people make on me," she explains to Simon, "and one can't lose the
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life that one had friends in, because they are friends, and so I see
them, and I do things for them, even in public from time to time"
(NE, 112).

Furthermore, Rose cannot totally dismiss success and wealth because
they pursue her relentlessly. To Simon, she admits, "I'd always at the
bottom of my heart believed that one couldn't get rid of money, that it
would stick like a leech or a parasite, and breed and breed even if one
tried to cut it out” (NE, 105). Calling her working-class 1life a
"mockery," she adds that "...I pay my way and live as modestly as I can,
but there are always people to ask me out, and newspapers to pay me or
at least feed me and give me drinks when I want them..." (EE, 106).
Similarly, she cannot completely denounce her father's world. This is
particularly evident when she returns to her parents' Norfolk home in
search of her children who have been abducted by her ex-husband,
Christopher. Demonstrating an affinity for her long-forgotten back-
ground, she recounts the history of the estate to Simon, and proudly
displays its beautiful landscapes. And when she overhears two women
admiring the tea put on by her parents, she "could hardly prevent her-
self from taking some kind of credit” (NE, 324). Although she, like
Drabble, wants to "handicap” herself, Rose cannot totally denounce her
former privileged lifestyle.

Ironically, Christopher, the very reason her father had disinher-
ited her, is "now working for him in apparently successful and energetic
high-powered financial harmony” (NE, 128). But what attracted Rose to

her husband in the first place was that, in his slovenly appearance and
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crude, aggressive behaviour, he diverged so drastically from her own
rather refined, affluent upbringing. She had looked upon him in the
same way she had looked upon the small African country to which she don-
ated her inheritance. He was "one of the dispossessed - doubly so, fin-
ancially and racially” (NE, 90-91). But what Rose failed to recognize
was Christopher's burning ambition to succeed, to rise above ‘van driv-
ing and waiting and dealing and double dealing” (NE, 102).

Towards the end of the novel, when his "desire to grab - herself,
children, money, even parents-in-law” (NE, 361) proves too strong to
resist and he moves back into her house, Rose nevertheless tries to
remain "loyal to her vows" of self-imposed poverty (NE, 385). But,
however much she tries to allow herself to suffer through poverty, iron-
ically, Christopher destroys Rose's independence by offering her too
much success (unlike those men and husbands of the previous novels who
restrict by denying their women social opportunities). Under Simon's
watchful eyes, it appears, at first, that "she is winning some victory
in there, behind those threadbare curtains” (NE, 385). What happens to
Rose, however, represents a final triumph for that kind of 1life she
tries in vain to repudiate, that her district, "by some freak of
fashion” (NE, 385), rises above its working-class origins is an ironic
blow to her puritan conscience, since she cannot help but be drawn back
into a lifestyle which she has tried so vigorously to reject. Simon, in
particular, 1s saddened by the changes: "He saw Rose's house repainted
on the outside, he saw Rose taken off for a summer holiday in Italy, he

saw her depart for weekends in Norfolk, he saw her offer him drinks as
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though whisky were not three pounds a bottle” (NE, 387). More import-
ant is the impact of this extravagant lifestyle on Rose herself. Recon-
ciled to a husband she no longer loves, and forced to lead a life which
her conscience cannot morally accept, she no longer experiences the
"spiritual calm” (NE, 394) of her self-imposed poverty. She feels she
"had ruined her own nature against her own judgement, for Christopher's
sake, for the children's sake...the price she had to pay was her own
living death...as heaven (where only those with souls may enter) was
taken slowly from her, as its bright gleams faded"” (NE, 395).

In Rose, however, Drabble hints at the direction in which she seems
to be moving in her subsequent novels. Rose's failed attempt to
renounce material prosperity in favour of a more unworldly and demanding
existence looks forward to those later characters who derive a certain
peace from experiencing pain and hardship. In terms of Drabble's devel-

opment, The Needle's Eye shows her wider range, both in sustaining half

the narrative from a male point of view and in extending far beyond the
privileged social circles of the previous novels. Through richly
detailed landscapes, the novel demonstrates an increasing sensitivity
and concern for the less advantaged areas of London, first touched upon

in The Millstone. Rose's guilt at acquiescing to a world of self-

indulgent luxury, as well as Simon's tired, jaundiced perspective point
forward to the general sense of apprehension and despair that pervades

the next three novels.
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In her three most recent novels, The Realms of Gold (1975), The Ice

Age (1977), and The Middle Ground (1980), Drabble extends her range

still further, demonstrably, she now has her finger on the pulse of

contemporary Britain. In discussing her career, she has noted that

In my work, I try to confront the problems that con-
front me. The worse the problem the more interest-
ing the book. The problems used to be personal ones
- how to combine marriage and work, for example -
but now I find myself increasingly interested by and
able to tackle more general subjects: the guilts
and anxieties of British society, an individual's
relationship with his own and his country's past.1

Her consideration of various social groups in The Needle's Eye points in

the direction of her later work in which the personal problems of her
characters are related to, and often the result of, the ills of British
society as a whole. The failure of Prime Minister Wilson's "classless,
dynamic New Britain" and the subsequent economic decline contributed to
a general sense of uncertainty, emptiness, and guilt at having been
entranced by "the glittering prizes"” of the early and mid-sixties, all
of which is conveyed throughout these three novels. In The Ice Age, the
comedian, Mike Morgan, berates his audience, now mere shadows of that
privileged, glittering elite, for being "drunk, idle, affluent, capital-
ist, elitist,” wuntil they are finally driven "ashamed, from their
stalls, full, one supposed, of a nasty self-recognition."2 Drabble
shows that she had gradually lost the optimism of her generation, as her

social observations become increasingly grim.
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In addition, she has grasped "the introverted mood” of the British,
who, during the Seventies, were "mainly concerned with themselves"” and
"obsessed with their own immediate problems which were always pressing
enough to give countenance to this self-centered attitude."3 Even when
the settings of these novels extend beyond Britain itself, the concerns
of the characters remain firmly focussed on the condition of their

country. The Realms of Gold, for example, encompasses a wide, sprawling

canvas, a pattern begun with Rose's interest in the small, obscure Afri-

can nation of Ujuhudiana in The Needle's Eye. Frances's career as an

archaeologist takes her out of England in order to trace the pasts of
Chad, Adra, and the Sudan, while the geological pursuits of her cousin,
David, "had taken him to some strange landscapes, and some strange ex-
tremes of heat and cold - the Falkland Islands, the Solomon Islands,
Alaska, Australia, Adra."* Yet Drabble, in presenting these broader
backgrounds, is not deeply concerned with these countries, rather it is
from outside England that her characters achieve an objective viewpoint
and pass judgement upon the state of their own country. Regardless of
where they might find themselves, they always turn their thoughts to
England. In the small African country of Adra, for example, Frances
thinks, "It was almost impossible for anyone from Europe to realize how
extraordinarily new, how unexploited the resources were here. Britain
was so old, so crowded, so confused, so sated, so dug-up and reburied,
so cross—threaded, all its interests were so interdependent, so
obscure. Here, everything was new. Even the history was new” (RG,

249).
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Similarly, in The Ice Age, Alison is overwhelmed by the decayed

condition of England when she returns from Walachia, "the most obscure
and mysterious of the communist states” (IA, 45). She cannot help but
draw parallels between the two countries: "After Krusograd, London
seemed very large, very frightening, very noisy, very dirty" (IA, 154-
155), and later, at Northam Station, surrounded by garbage, she is
reminded that "in Walachia, it was clean. The streets were clean.
There was no garbage” (IA, 165).

In The Middle Ground, Kate never ventures outside England, but is

made to see her country objectively through the critical eyes of an out-
sider, the visiting Iraqi, Mujid, who "lies in wait for her on her
return from work, to harangue her on the triviality and social bias of
English television, on the poor coverage of Middle East affairs in the
media, on the pro-Israel, anti-Soviet line of the press."5 Standing on
the Underground platform with him later on, she wonders what he makes of
"London Today" (gg, 104), as she reads, as if for the first time, the
racist slogans painted on the walls: "She had grown used to them, had
learned to ignore them, but in [Mujid's] company they seemed unavoidably
prominent” (MG, 105).

Throughout the three novels, however, these rather unflattering ob-
servations are counterbalanced by an undying affection and loyalty for

England. On her second visit to Tockley, in The Realms of Gold, Frances

reflects upon "How beautiful England was, how lovely a place is an
English town" (RG, 299), a thought echoed later on by her cousin,

David: "England...How lovely to be in England. I don't know why one
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ever goes away.” (RG, 333). Alison's resolution to "go down with" her

country in The Ice Age stems from the fact that "She had so loved

England” (IA, 165). And, in a panoramic view of London in The Middle
Ground, Kate affectionately surveys the city in which she has lived all

her life:

From the twelfth-floor window London stretched away
...unplanned, higgledy-piggledy, hardly a corner
wasted, intricate, emnmeshed, patched and pieced
together, the old and the new side by side, over-
lapping, jumbled, always decaying, yet always
renewed, London, how could one ever be tired of
it? How could one stumble dully through its
streets, or waste time sitting in a heap staring at
the wall? When there it lay, its old intensity
restored, shining with invitation, all its shaggy
grime lost in perspective, imperceptible from the
dizzy height, its connections clear, its pathways
revealed. The city, the kingdom. The aerial
view...(MG, 238).

While this optimistic view invests the dirt and decay with "a gold
evening radiance” (MG, 238), it does not entirely dispel Drabble's som-

ber portrait of London in the seventies. As in The Needle's Eye. she

treats landscape as a subject in itself, providing camera-like sweeps
through the eyes of her characters. Kate notes the violent messages
slashed across the walls of the Underground, as Evelyn, sitting in a
traffic jam, gazes "at the cheap shop fronts advertising perpetual Clos-
ing Down Sales and Special Offers, at the banked garbage in black bags,
at the dirty pavements, at a stall offering Selected Fruit" (MG, 133).

London, then, is no longer viewed as the centre of possibility and

excitement, but has become a violent place, weathered by change, and
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ravaged by painted slogans advocating hostility and racism. When Evelyn
is nearly blinded by one of her clients, Kate ponders the growth of vio-
lence in the city, of "ill will, hatred and frustration, of the terror
we each now feel when walking down a concrete underpass, when we fumble
for a key on our own doorstep with the sound of footsteps behind us,
when an unknown car pulls up at a kerb’ (yg, 223). That violence is
even more pronounced in The Ice Age, as Max Friedmann is killed by an
IRA bomb in a fancy Mayfair restaurant, while his wife, Kitty, loses a
foot in the blast: "London was growing unpleasant, everyone agreed”
(1A, 13).

Rural England, as well, reflects the declining state of the coun-

try. Where The Middle Ground is restricted to the contemporary London

scene, the two previous novels demonstrate one of the British trends of
the Seventies® a drawing away from the city and removal to the coun-
try.6 In her treatment of the provinces, Drabble no longer looks down
upon them as she does in her early novels, but recognizes that they,
like London, experience a kind of violence. When Frances makes her pil-

grimage to her family's hometown of Tockley in The Realms of Gold, she

is appalled by the changes that have overtaken it "Some of the old
shops were still there, but those that remained looked shabby and full
of old useless bits...There were two new enormous supermarkets, filling
a street each...Instead of tea shops there were Wimpy Bars, dirty coffee
shops and sandwich bars, a Chinese restaurant...A whole street full of
shops was empty and derelict, awaiting demolitiom...” (RG, 113). Tock-

ley, it seems, had fallen victim to Britain's great property boom, a
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subject to which Drabble gives greater focus in her next novel, The Ice
Age. Even though the town appears to be thriving, its development has
only undermined its unique character. As Norman Shrapnel writes in his
book about Britain in the seventies, "The decline of our towns was pro-
gressive and sinister. The smaller ones grew more and more indistin-
guishable as one routine development scheme after another strove to keep
the traffic moving and accommodate multiple stores, after showing a bru-
tal unconcern for the streets and buildings that once gave every town

its own character."7

Hence Frances is bewildered by "the number of
estate agents, building societies, investment societies, banks, central
heating firms, and lighting firms that filled the best positions in the
main streets' (RG, 113). She is even more alarmed to discover that the
route to her grandparents' cottage was "utterly, utterly changed. Noth-
ing was left as it had been. Landmarks had disappeared, new ones in the
forms of garages and discount stores had risen. And to her mounting
dismay, she realized that there was no country left. The whole road was
built up, lined with houses” (RG, 113).

Despite the countryside's gradual disappearance and the decline of
rural towns, these later characters seek refuge in the provinces from
the unpleasantness of London. As Shrapnel explains, this was another
feature of British life in the Seventies "The country cottage habit
among the urban middle classes was growing. Motorways had brought the
weekend retreat even nearer. Villagers...could move into the nearest

council estates leaving their tottery cottages to immigrant townsfolk,

who would pay unheard of prices."8 However, as Frances's brother, Hugh,
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and his wife, Natasha, discover in The Realms of Gold, they cannot

escape the ills that plague them by retreating to their cottage in the
Cotswolds. In spite of the cottage's "idyllic position” and Frances's
belief that "everything that Natasha did was real and perfect” (RG,
190), there 1is an ironic tinge to Drabble's assertion that it was "A
pleasant scene, a rural scene, a family scene"” (E, 189). She soon
undercuts it with the fact that Natasha "had the gallant air of a woman
fighting a losing battle,” and "Her husband was drunk, as he was every
night of his 1life"” (RG, 190). Through the careful arrangement of decor
and an enthusiasm for "real"” rural activities, Natasha attempts to give
the semblance of 'a happy marriage. Frances admires the efforts of her
sister-in-law, but feels that her grandparents' cottage, although "a
gloomy dump”, in contrast, had been "the real thing"” because they had
not tried to create the illusion of anything else: "Compared with this
warm, cosy, attractive interior, it had been cramped and draughty, clut-
tered yet bare, ugly and tasteless, full of cheap mementoes and meaning-
less souvenirs...Yes, it had been a gloomy dump. But it had been the
real thing® (RG, 203). What happens in these later novels 1is that
because they cannot find contentment in London, some of the characters
try to renew themselves by turning away to the country. Hugh and
Natasha try to find a new vitality through the wholesomeness of rural
living. Sadly, however, it does not work, nor can it work, because the
problem is not only with their surroundings, but also with themselves.
Hugh either cannot or will not recognize this, since he resents

Natasha's involvement in group analysis sessions.
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This retreat to the countryside also plays an important role in
Drabble's next novel, The Ice Age. Moving from the rather amiable tone

of The Realms of Gold, she offers a sour portrait of the effects of the

economic crisis of 1974-76 on what she admits is "perhaps [an] unrepre-
sentative group of British citizens” (IA, 184-185). As Christopher
Booker explains, this crisis was largely a result of the Tory govern-

ment's relaxing of credit-

Only a tiny proportion of this non-existent 'new
money' went into industrial investment. A much
greater amount poured into property, of all kinds...
property values soared. House prices doubled in
eighteen months, the boom in commercial property was
so great that it became a 'bubble', into which the
pension funds, banks, 'fringe' banks and insurance
companies poured cash with a recklessness never seen
in Britain before. It was a very sick period indeed
in English 1life, throwing up all those morbid
symptoms which always attend a 'get-rich-quick'
psychic epidemic...9

In Drabble's words, "depression lay like fog" over the entire country,
while "A huge icy fist, with large cold fingers, was squeezing and
chilling t£e people of Britain, that great and puissant nation, slowing
down their blood locking them into immobility, fixing them in a solid
stasis, like fish in a frozen river...” (IA, 62-63).

Anthony Keating, caught up in the property boom and its collapse,
tries to escape the general "sense of alarm, panic and despondency which
seemed to flow loose in the atmosphere of England” by retreating to his
country house in Yorkshire. In contrast to London where a bomb had

killed Anthony's friend, Max Friedmann, High Rook House "had seemed
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safe, a place where one could avoid the disagreeable intrusions of
London life the people, the garbage, the traffic” (IA, 13). Yet it
is not "safe" because it only provides the illusion of escape from the
London rat-race, just as Hugh and Natasha's cottage is "the illusion of
a home” behind which he camouflages his alcoholism and she, her despair
(RG, 240). High Rook House exists for Anthony as a constant reminder
that he might never be able to pay for it. As Alison tells him, "You've
got a completely artificial way of life" (IA, 175).
Questioning his motives, he thinks of other friends who

in the past few years, had moved to the country,

some driven by prosperity, others by failure. Most

had acquired properties within reach of London, in

Kent and Sussex and Norfolk, in Oxfordshire, the

Cotswolds, Wiltshire, even, by motorway, Wales.

Some claimed they wanted to grow vegetables, others

that they could not take the pace of London life...

What were they seeking, what were they fleeing?

Were they fleeing a London that was going the way of

New York - garbage-strewn, transport-choked, dirty,

violent? Or were they simply seeking every English-

man's dream* his own plot, his own castle, his own
estate? (IA, 67).

Essentially, what Anthony achieves in his purchase of the country house
is the replacement of one set of material possessions with another. Of
that generation obsessed with the images of success, Anthony looks upon
High Rook House as little more than concrete evidence of his personal
prestige. His reasons for buying it are extremely feeble, as he "did
not want a Rolls or a yacht, he did not want an aeroplane, he did not

want to ski or to water-ski. So a country house had seemed a natural
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stage in his natural progression” (IA, 67-68). Understandably, then,
High Rook House "was to him not unlike a prison” (IA, 68-69). Since he
is not really of the country and no longer a part of the London scene,
Anthony is caught in a kind of inertia. "he had let dust and rubbish
accumulate; he had not even bothered to unpack some of the articles that
had arrived from London, and boxes and clothes and crockery stood around
the large drawing-room and the long stone corridor” (IA, 75).

Similarly, for Anthony's former college friend. Linton Hancox and
his wife, removal to the country provides neither solace nor refuge.
Their cottage functions simply as an extension of their depressed states
of mind and mutual unhappiness

It was depressing. The cottage was in a small,
straggling, insignificant, not unattractive village,
and it was old and should have been picturesque...it
was shabby, cramped and ill organized...[it] was
bitterly cold, full of an icy damp. being old none

of its doors or windows fitted, and the chill oozed
in from the fields and the garden...(IA, 71)

And, in The Middle Ground, Evelyn, disillusioned by her job as a

social worker in London, has "fantasies of moving to the country, of
getting away from all this, of resigning altogether and digging her own
garden” (MG, 134-135); but her friend, Stella, who lives in Worcester,
informs her that the apprehension and despair that grip London society
have spilled over into the provinces, for "the orchards and tennis
courts and swimming pools of the West Midlands were no longer the Garden

of Eden, had they ever been so” (MG, 139).
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In addition to this focus on rural England, Drabble documents the
deplorable changes brought about by industrial society and the property
boom. Maintaining her position as an objective social observer, how-
ever, she refuses to romanticize or become emotional about the effects
of industrialism. Frances, for example, recalls a ditch in Tockley
which had given her great delight as a child because "it was full of
creatures...lt was untouched, undisturbed, and the water, over the yel-
low mud, was clear and cold. Frances often drank from it, and found it
delicious” (RG, 107). But upon her return to Tockley, she notes that
"There was a building site just on the other side of it, with concrete
mixers and signs and heaps of bricks, where once there had been another
pure and endless field of cabbages” (RG, 118). And instead of the
clear, cold water that Frances remembers, "A thick oily scum covered the
water* bits of paper, fag ends, Coca Cola bottles. an old tyre, a chunk
of polysterene and a car seat floated in it. Bubbles, not from fish or
newts, but from some invisible putrescence rose to the surface” (RG,
118).

Frances's discovery of Mays cottage, the home of her Aunt Con,
offers her a pleasant surprise, since, unlike the ditch of her child-
hood, it remains virtually untouched by both industrial and property
development. Understandably, having seen the effects of change on the
entire town and surrounding countryside, Frances "had been expecting the
worst:"” "She had pictured decay, rusted corrugated iron, tin cans, bro-

ken bottles, rotten planks, dung heaps., the worst of the country, but
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instead there was a cottage, overgrown with thorns and brambles, crum-
bling and falling, but crumbling to nature only, not to man' (RG, 303).

In The Ice Age, property development comes under heavier attack

when Alison tries to manipulate her way through newly-developed Northam,
fully aware of "what people complained about when they complained about
the ruination of city centres’ (lé. 168). The nightmarish predicament
in which she finds herself reinforces her fears that the entire country
is going to ruin. As she tries to cross a road to some shops, she is
overwhelmed by "the stink of carbon monoxide,"” surrounded by litter,
“"walled in by elephantine walls,” and "deafened and sickened" by the
whole situation (IA, 168). ‘It was monstrous, inhuman, ludicrous,”
Alison seethes. The obvious lack of sensitivity in the development of
Northam is underscored when she catches sight of a dylng dog whose side
has been ripped away by a car in his attempt to cross the road. 'Where
would it go?’' Alison wonders, aware that she, too, is 'forced like the
dog to pursue her own ends in a hostile environment®' (IA, 170). With
the image firmly fixed in her mind, Alison later reproaches Anthony and
what developers like him "have done to the face, to the very face of the
country” (IA, 176). Her fear that England is “going to the dogs” finds
further support when she trips over the dead little dog that the girl-
friend of Anthony's business partmer neglected to take with her.
Similarly, Len Wincobank's girlfriend, Maureen Kirby, is bothered
by his unsympathetic attitude towards tenants who are forced out of
their homes for redevelopment purposes: "He was all for more ruthless

powers of eviction...poor old ladies touched not a chord in his black
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heart” (IA, 88). The eviction of Maureen's own aunt and Len's forced
removal of his mother from her terraced cottage recall the case of Mrs.

Sharkey in The Needle's Eye who, having been moved to a council flat,

soon becomes "fed up' with it "the plaster was cracking, the 1lift
never worked, she missed talking on the front steps, she missed her
neighbours, she missed Rose” (NE, 386). As Christopher Booker ex-
plains, the problems experienced by Mrs. Sharkey were not uncommon in

Britain

The fifteen-storey tower block stands tatty and for-
lorn, its concrete cracked and discolouring, the
metal reinforcement rusting through the surface,
every available inch covered with graffiti...Piles
of o0ld cigarette packets and broken bottles fill
every corner, while the wretched, glum—-looking ten-
ants shuffle past to wait for the only 1lift that is
still working...the experience is familiar - that of
the contrast between the dreamworld of the archi-
tect's drawing and the im, inhuman result that
only too often emerges...

The tower block which, at one time, stood "gleaming white in the
sun" 1is a metaphor for the decline of modern Britain. "The bright,
anticipated dream followed by a seedy, nightmarish reality,"” Booker
writes, "has of course been the dominant pattern of much of our schizo-
phrenic century."11 In the same vein, Drabble's cast of characters, in
conjunction with her accurate portrayal of the contemporary scene, dem-
onstrates a movement from "the bright, anticipated dreams” of her early

novels to the disillusion which pervades her most recent works. Unlike

the early characters who are poised on the edge of "an as yet unrealized
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future,"12 the characters in The Realms of Gold, The Ice Age, and The

Middle Ground no longer perceive their futures stretching endlessly

before them, and, consequently, they evince both apprehension and des-
pair over what their limited futures will hold. Their confidence over
their ability to further fulfill themselves is eventually replaced by a
prevailing disillusion and a constant questioning about what they have
gained. Thus the characters ask themselves: where has it all gone?
was it worth it?, and where do we go from here? In chronicling a gener-
ation "obsessed with success,"13 Drabble shows the overwhelming empti-
ness of it all.

Drabble seems to push these later characters back upon their own
resources, and the ones who are "saved"” have a certain deep—down integ-

rity that helps them survive. Rose, in The Needle's Eye, tries to save

herself by repudiating success and money, and living a working-class
lifestyle, but fails in her attempt. In contrast, Frances in The Realms
of Gold enjoys having a career, success, and fame which have all come to
her with remarkable ease. Rather than admiring her heroine's achieve-
ments, however, Drabble treats her satirically, laughing at her vanity

and easy success. "I imagine a city, and it exists,” Frances proudly
tells herself, "If I hadn't imagined it, it wouldn't have existed. All
her life, things had been like that. She had imagined herself doing
well at school, and had done well. Marrying, and had married. Bearing
children, and had borne them. Being rich, and had become rich..." (RG,
34-35). When one of her colleagues tells her, sarcastically, that "we

all know you're the golden girl, don't we?,” clearly, we are meant to
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see Frances as a greedy, "vain, self-satisfied woman" (RG, 30). 1In
this respect, Drabble is perhaps pondering once again her own seemingly
effortless rise to the top of the literary world.

Frances is a particularly unsympathetic figure in the encounter

with her cousin, Janet Bird. Where in A Summer Bird-Cage Drabble

regards Daphne, Sarah's provincial cousin, as an object of ridicule ("a
cross between a symbol and a cartoon,” SBC, 111) she looks compassion-
ately upon Janet who tries to eke out a satisfactory existence for her-
self and her baby. Her attempts to achieve some kind of novelty in her
life, for example, her use of the chicken recipe in last month's Femina
magazine, are pathetic, and her concerns over which placemats and wine
goblets to use simply underline the routine dullness of her every day
activities.

Whereas we never know what Daphne is thinking in A Summer Bird-Cage

(which increases her ridiculous posture), we are taken inside Janet's
mind where we can see that she suffers from what Donald Horne calls "an
overriding sense of being nothing much at all,"l4 In order to survive a
marriage to a man she does not love and to prevent herself from sliding
into the likes of her neighbour ("timid, nervous, gauche, sad, unfin-
ished,” RG, 152), Janet puts up a barrier around herself and her baby:
"She was on her own, in a solitude that was so bleak that it was a thing
on its own, almost a possession, almost company. She and the baby were

in it together...they shared the same envelope of darkness” (RG,

130-131).
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Janet "always deeply dreaded that she would do something wrong"
(RG, 133), Frances, on the other hand, is described much more derisively
as being a "Happily neglectful, confident mother, no agonizer she over
bits of bread salvaged from the carpet, over mud and diseases haphaz-
ard, confident, efficient cook. To them that have, it shall be given.
There was no need for Frances Wingate to bury her talents’ (E, 134).
Our sympathy for Janet is further increased when we see her from the
point of view of Frances who, at first, cannot recognize the total
emptiness of her cousin's life. All she can see upon entering Janet's
home are "the cheap <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>