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of the novel’s grim comic highlights, is played as a moment of unalloyed pathos.  Mockery of
the characters is always gentle and consequently the film, although funny, never succeeds in
producing the fits of hysterical laughter to which readers of Waugh are accustomed.  To a
certain extent, this was inevitable: had Fry cast an ensemble of automata, it would have made
for a ghastly viewing experience.  Perhaps it must simply be conceded that certain facets of
Waugh’s style can’t be replicated in any other medium. One thought did trouble me upon
leaving the cinema, however.  By making his characters sympathetic human beings, is Fry
imposing his own mawkish sentimentality on the text, or is he as a reader supplying what
Waugh deliberately left space for?  When I first read the novel I took Waugh’s portrayal of Nina
as an example of his misogyny; seeing Bright Young Things, I’m left to wonder if it’s actually
an indictment of my own.  Applying Stanley Fish to Evelyn Waugh is admittedly rather fanciful
but it is pleasing to speculate whether some of the traditional attitudes towards Waugh rest on a
failure of imagination on the part of his critics.   

Notes:
[1] Quoted in Douglas Lane Patey, The Life of Evelyn Waugh, 78.

 

Et in Arcadia Non Ego
Evelyn Waugh: A Literary Biography, 1924-1966, by John Howard Wilson.  Cranbury, NJ:
Associated University Presses, 2001.  198 pp.  $36.50.  Reviewed by Jonathan Pitcher,
University College London.

     The real test, of course, is not whether an artist subverts social and aesthetic norms in
his work, but whether or not his character-structure obeys them: nonconformity in one’s
work does not necessarily mean nonconformity in character-structure.  The writer
Murray Kempton once observed in a meditation on the personality of Stefan Cardinal
Wyszynski that ‘the great lives are lived against the perceived current of the times. 
There are men who change history by stubborn resistance to it and they represent the
greatness that rises from appreciating the relevance of what the modern mind tends to
dismiss as obsolescent.’
                                                                      Suzi Gablik, Has Modernism Failed? (84-85)

       Although John Howard Wilson rightly ventures that this book may be read independently of
his other work, it is the second part of an eventual trilogy, and as such has a pre-existing
context.  The prequel, spanning the years 1903 to 1924, was mentioned as a foil in Sebastian
Perry’s recent review of Douglas Lane Patey’s The Life of Evelyn Waugh: A Critical Biography:
“While J. H. Wilson has dedicated an entire volume to Waugh’s childhood, adolescence and
undergraduate days, Patey (perhaps sharing his subject’s scorn for the ‘Voodoo, Bog-magic’ of
psychology) allows that period only fifteen pages” (9).  Whilst I have no a priori objection to the
genre of literary biography, particularly in the case of Waugh whose work assuredly elicits this
approach, it is a field that has fast become crowded, requiring a sturdy pair of elbows. 
Christopher Sykes’ authorized version suggested from the first that “other biographical studies
could and perhaps should be written” (ix), and indeed a slew of memoirs, diaries, letters,
satellitic books on the “Brideshead Set,” and biographies (there is even Norman Page’s “day-
planner” Chronology) have accepted the invitation, Martin Stannard’s and Selina Hastings’ still
most lengthily among them.  Sykes may be haphazardly anecdotal, and Hastings obscures rather
than exposes her subject via a penchant for luridness--her premise from the opening page is to
define the extent of Waugh’s monstrosity and the book ends abruptly with a sentence notifying
the reader of Margaret Waugh’s death on the Chalk Farm Road, as if present sensationalism
would elucidate Waugh to his present audience--but neither is devoid of literary criticism, of the
life / fiction symbiosis.  One of Stannard’s explicit criteria, in addition to correcting Sykes’
occasional waywardness, is “to forge a relationship between the crucial events of Waugh’s life
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and his developing aesthetic” (xviii).  Wilson’s intention, from the first volume, is to focus “on
the delicate relationship between Waugh’s life and his writing” (11), and though he describes his
three predecessors’ labors as “conventional” (11), a proleptic, compelling rationale for writing
further biography, even “literary” biography, is missing.
     Despite Perry’s assertion of voodoo, there is little psychological mystification in either study. 
In the first, Wilson is more interested in the juvenilia, however fumbling and misspelt such
endeavors happen to be, as the precursor to later majuscules, at no point insinuating that the
former work or life is marked by some intrinsic, Freudian subtext and is therefore truer to
Waugh than the latter.  To the contrary, at Lancing, when asked to select a passage from
Malory’s Morte D’Arthur, Waugh opts for those chapters recounted by Sir Bors, and Wilson
refashions the episode as “Bors’s nostalgic, disillusioned musing appealed to Waugh’s sense of
the past as both irrecoverable and superior to the present” (78), a sense that psychology would
render mendacious.  Wilson is by no means oblivious to Waugh’s often affected susceptibility to
victimization, his early inclination towards intellectual vandalism and the groups that espoused
it: at home under the sway of his brother’s first wife, Barbara Jacobs, whom Waugh himself
describes as “‘subversive by tradition’” (51), at Lancing in the “role of iconoclast” (57), and to
some extent amidst the sybaritism of Oxford.  All of this, however, the anarchic strain, is almost
simultaneously deflated, superficially attractive though progressively recognized as meaningless
flailing, with Lancing re-presented, through its lackadaisical attitude towards Christianity, as a
“spiritual void” (86), and Oxford through Waugh’s increasing “dissatisfaction with the
hedonist’s life” (106).  This oscillation, which is always “re-lived” and resolved in the ultimate
intelligibility of fiction, is Wilson’s purview, a thesis that allows him to present all such
headiness paradoxically, as phases that must be lived simply to be discarded, an ontological flux
that is quite the opposite of psychology’s, and his subject is indeed consistent on this point, even
in youth.  As a boy, suffering from paralysis as a result of his appendectomy, Waugh recovered
at his therapist’s house, which Wilson describes as a “Dickensian world” (30) that “stimulated
fantasies of escape into the past” (30), concurrently warding off Robert J. Kloss’ reading of
“escape” (from home): “We can be skeptical when Kloss asserts that ‘Waugh’s pre-oedipal
conflicts dominated his creative urge’” (30).  Similarly, the aunts’ house in Midsomer Norton
becomes a leitmotif, a haven of Victoriana that steadfastly permits Waugh to become his own
subtext, exerting past order (although, as Wilson knows, “The Victorian age was not much better
than the modern period” [17]) over any momentary desire for some speciously natural, “voodoo-
esque” archae.
     The debate is both carried with conviction and shaped by way of a wealth of citation,
particularly from primary sources, all of which must have demanded an extensive period of
meticulous referencing (the project began as a dissertation in 1988), and yet coalesces with
Wilson’s prose.  Any random page corroborates this mastery of the material, it is arguable that
the juvenilia is less trampled ground and that this study manipulates it better than others, but the
absence of a gap in the criticism, of a broader, meta-critical context, does linger.
     As if in response, in the second volume, 1924-1966, there is more of an attempt at
propaedeutic distinction.  Both Patey and David Wykes published in the interim, and Wilson
carves his niche: “Patey provides a political and social context for Waugh’s work, but I am more
interested in his personal life….  David Wykes has published a more condensed version of this
project, but there is still room for further study” (9).  The argument is transferred, mutatis
mutandis, with the Bright Young People, marriage, and the aristocracy supplanting home,
Lancing, and Oxford.  The paradox is viably exploited once again, therefore, a mantic refrain to
which Wilson always returns, often posited in the same sentence. The first page includes the
phrase “Strongly as he was attracted to the Bright Young People, Waugh immediately saw that
something was wrong with them” (17), “a complicated ambivalence” between group entropy and
a personal longing for discipline which would be re-enacted in both Decline and Fall and Vile
Bodies and resolved, as in the first volume, in order’s favor.  Wilson concedes that “Some
thought Vile Bodies complimentary rather than satiric” (80), just as many are drawn to the
Oxonian parts of Brideshead, but here it is read as a simultaneously seductive yet rejected
nostalgie de la boue.  Waugh “could not break the cycle of parties and drinking” (22) in life, but
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does break it in his early novels.  The ephemeral first marriage, to She-Evelyn, is initially played
against conversion to Catholicism and then the stability of Laura and fatherhood, read back into
the fiction in the more complex betrayal of figures such as Brenda Last.  Wilson also sustains
his inverted progression from present insipidness to past substance in defending Waugh against
the accusation of snobbishness, submitting that there are few admirable noblemen in the novels.
 Decline and Fall’s contemporary aristocracy “lacks virtue, and it has nothing to teach the world
or even its own children” (Wilson 87).  Although the nobility had proved to be a protective
force historically, Waugh witnessed the explosion of spurious honors and increasingly confined
his veneration to the older and more markedly persecuted Catholic aristocracy, a marginalized
position that would find eventual resolution in Guy Crouchback.
     On a more cursory, structural note, despite an original intention to present the three volumes
as thirds of Waugh’s life, the sequel eschews the chronological organization of its predecessor in
favor of themes, a change that not only necessitates repetition, wrenching the reader through the
trauma of the first marriage, the conversion, and even the plot of the novels on several
occasions, but also incongruously presenting a Christian and therefore linear life in a form of
classical, cyclical time.
     My still lingering, dominant frustration, however, is that despite the consistency and
legitimacy of the thesis, there is no prosecution of its possible implications.  Sykes noted that as
“contemptuous as Evelyn affected to be of the opinion of the intelligentsia, . . . I think he greatly
minded what he called the loss of ‘such esteem as I once enjoyed among my contemporaries’”
(258), and Wykes summarizes the lesson of Roxburgh, Master at Lancing during Waugh’s years,
as “One could be independent and diverge from the common ways of doing things without
having to become an outsider or a revolutionary” (27).  In other words, both, albeit at different
moments, recognize the same equivocality pre-Wilson.  Stannard toys with the paradox from the
beginning, referring to Waugh’s “anarchic defence of order” (3) in his earliest pages and driving
it home in his last: “At the root of Waugh’s (admittedly self-contradictory) pronouncements,
surely, there is something much simpler and, at the same time, infinitely more complex: the
terror of babel” (463).  The ensuing thoughts are that Waugh’s teleology precludes all of Picasso,
Finnegans Wake, and poststructuralism, which is a monumental contextualization.  Wykes may
be garishly opinionated, opening with inflated statements such as “the later novels, most of
which can fairly be called Catholic, are--in the unashamedly evaluative judgment of this book--
of lesser value than those written before Brideshead” (8), and Wilson more persuasive, but by
now, even in an overtly “personal” study, at least some consciousness of Waugh’s general
relevance (or lack thereof) is a sine qua non.  In the book’s penultimate paragraph, Wilson
postulates that “If we can identify the origins of his fiction, we can tell how long the experiences
occupied his imagination, how he altered them in his novels, and approximately what they
meant to him” (166), whereas the more pressing question is what they meant and continue to
mean to us.
     One of Sykes’ weakest lines is that Waugh “could have written a French equivalent of
Brideshead Revisited within a living tradition” (249), for the briefest of glimpses at a list of
canonical French authors is sufficient to conclude that they were syndicating modernity, and
even publication would have been a pleasant surprise.  Wilson is alive to this nonconformity, or
defamiliarization, constructing much of its framework both in life and in fiction, and yet never
shores up its fragility, which is to miss some of the significance of the framework itself.   
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Religion and Empire
Reforming Empire: Protestant Colonialism and Conscience in British Literature, by Christopher
Hodgkins.  Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2002.  290 pp.  $37.50.  Reviewed by Steven
Trout, Fort Hays State University.

     Christopher Hodgkins's central theme in Reforming Empire is immediately suggested by the
book's frontispiece, The Boyhood of Raleigh by the Victorian Pre-Raphaelite painter Sir John
Everett Millais.  In the painting, a young Walter Raleigh sits wearing a rapt expression while an
ear-ringed sailor, presumably in the midst of a yarn, points seaward--toward the future course of
empire.  Indeed, the painting pulls its viewer, irresistibly, toward the sailor's pointing finger,
placed level with the distant horizon.  Yet, as Hodgkins observes, this image of imperial promise
also contains a subtle "memento mori": in the bottom left-hand corner, far from the visual
center of interest, a "listing toy ship" rests on the sand, as if warning of the vanity of colonial
ambitions.
     Starting in the sixteenth century, Hodgkins traces the two conflicting impulses recorded in
Millais’s painting—the impulse to embark upon voyages of conquest versus the impulse to
deplore expansionism—through several centuries of Protestant reflection on the legitimacy (or
lack thereof) of British imperialism.  He identifies the origins of the British Empire in Tudor-
Stuart notions of a resurrected and enlarged Kingdom of Arthur, a Kingdom that would one day
(it was hoped) be powerful enough to defeat the Papal Anti-Christ, and in the “Black Legend”
that vilified the Conquistadors while simultaneously justifying Protestant empire-building.  He
also explores the recurring story line, established by Sir Francis Drake, of the Protestant
Englishman who, in contrast with the supposedly opportunistic Catholic Spaniards, proves his
worthiness as a ruler of non-whites by refusing to be taken for a god.  According to Hodgkins,
Protestant ideology fueled British imperialism; at the same time, however, Protestant moral
convictions—powerfully expressed by such outspoken commentators as Thomas More, Jonathan
Swift, Samuel Johnson, William Blake, and E. M. Forster—helped bring about the Empire’s
eventual collapse.
     This is an excellent study in every respect.  Hodgkins writes with clarity and grace, and his
New-Historical critical methodology, which moves back and forth with ease between literary
and non-literary texts, fits the topic perfectly.  Moreover, the author’s command of more than
400 years of British literature and culture shows on every page, whether he is discussing the
colonial implications of Milton’s Paradise Lost or Kipling’s ironic rewriting, in “The Man Who
Would Be King,” of Drake’s celebrated refusal to be worshiped as a deity.
     Evelyn Waugh’s appearance in a book focused chiefly on Protestant writers is surprising but
nevertheless welcome.  Far from ignoring Waugh’s Catholicism, Hodgkins traces Waugh’s
ridicule of imperialism in Black Mischief and A Handful of Dust back to the writer’s religious
conversion—and to his longing for the “true golden age” represented by medieval Catholic
England.  For Hodgkins, Waugh’s view of modern England as an essentially heretical society
gave added force to his satirical portraits of colonizers behaving badly:  “In Waugh’s imperial
fictions, agents of a debilitated and secularized Protestant progressivism reduce themselves
entertainingly to the absurd, and indeed they haven’t far to go.”
     In short, Christopher Hodgkins has written an important study of the intersection between
religion and empire.  And, through his sensitive reading of Black Mischief and A Handful of
Dust (works typically ignored by scholars of the literature of anti-imperialism), he has given
Waugh aficionados cause for celebration.
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