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I
B E G I N W I T H S I N C E R E T H A N K S to the Vice Chan

cellor; both for his hospitality here at Stockholm 

University and for his gracious introduction. It is a 

signal honour to be giving the 1999 Adam Helms 

lecture. It is also - for me - peculiarly gratifying 

in terms of my professional specialism. There are 

regrettably few connections between the book world (in 

which literature is 'made') and the academic world (in 

which literature is studied). The Helms lecture has proved 

itself to be one of the more fruitful. 

At this preliminary stage I wish also to make a personal 

acknowledgement to Per Gedin. Not merely for his courtesy 

and generous hospitality, but as a scholar-publisher who has 

- almost uniquely - bridged the book and academic worlds. 

'Literature in the Market Place' had a profound effect on me, 

as it had on other scholars making their way in the then em

bryo discipline of publishing history, when it appeared in 

1975 (I read it in the Faber translation, 1977). Per Gedin's 

study remains a foundation text and sets a challenging stan

dard for others in the field. 

The title of the lecture which follows suggests an unwor

thy preoccupation with trifles : riddles of the 'how many 

children had Lady Macbeth?' kind. In fact, for the first half 
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of my time, I shall address less trivial matters. Notably, deve
lopments over the last thirty years in British publishing 
and concomitant developments in the Anglo-American aca
demy. 

Just to wrap up the prelims, I should say something about 
the tone of my remarks. I'm at that happy (but poignant) 
stage of my career in which 'career' has almost run its 
course : all that remains are the obligatory end-game moves. 
I can, as they say, see the gold watch and hear its ominous 
tick. Nothing I now do in a scholarly way will significantly 
advance my professional position. And, so long as I abstain 
from any 'gross moral turpitude' (as the universities quain
tly term misconduct), I shall not be fired. It is a condition 
which encourages a 'sub specie aeternitatis' mood, an inti
mation of the 'vita contemplativa' which retirement from 
active life heralds. 

In this terminally serene frame of mind I shall begin with 
a contemplative look at the British publishing industry -
more specifically, one booming sector ofthat industry: the 
classic reprint series. Comparison between Scandinavia and 
the Anglo-American booktrades is illuminating. Per Gedin, 
summarising the 1968 Swedish Government Investigation 
into 'the state of literature' in 'Literature in the Market 
Place', detected a sorry decline in the provision of 'great 
books' for the Swedish reader: 

Publication of classics, another culturally valuable field, 
was also reduced. The investigators found that the study 
had, 'with great clarity, documented the serious shortage 

4 



that exists in the availability of both Swedish and foreign 

classics. This does not apply only to ancient classics, but 

also to works generally acknowledged to be classics, from 

the twentieth century.' No statistics concerning the chan

ges during the 60s were presented, but the investigators 

write : 'What is especially ominous, however, is the deve

lopment that began in the latter half of the 60s but did 

not reach its full force until 1970-1 when it began to 

affect inventories and issuing of editions of the classics.' It 

was pointed out that in 1970 and 1971 alone, the number 

of available titles had declined by approximately 100, 

but even more important, that between 1971 and 1972, 

through bargain sales, no less than a third of the titles had 

disappeared from the catalogue covering books in print. 

It was also pointed out that practically all the series of clas

sics, both Swedish and foreign, had been discontinued. 

[LMP, 1975, repr. 1982, p. 105] 

•>£ What are these imperilled 'classics'? They are much the 

same for all advanced Western cultures - our Shakespeares, 

Homers, Ibsens, Racines. At its simplest, such classics con

stitute a library of good books which - unlike the mass of 

books - endure beyond their age ; beyond all ages, indeed. 

They feature a significant element of international titles but 

their nucleus is national - romantics may even see them 

as the soul of the nation. Over generations, as they pass 

the tests of time, classics are validated as the essence of a 

nation's literary culture. 

The worrying decline which Gedin observed was gene-
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rally paralleled in the UK in the late 1950s. But, in the follo
wing decade, that trend was arrested and within a few years 
dramatically reversed. In the mid-1960s Penguin Books -
then still under the management of Allen Lane - intro
duced what they called the 'Penguin English Library' (it 
would later be retitled 'Penguin Classics'). 

The PEL format was novel. Unlike American budget-
price classic reprinters (such as Signet Books) Penguin did 
not merely use the economies of newsprint-quality paper, 
'perfect' binding, web-offset printing, 'film', and soft covers 
to produce a 'cheap and cheerful' product at throwaway 
price. The British publisher invested in good quality paper 
and its traditional high standard of typography to produce 
modestly handsome texts. A more significant innovation 
was to surround the texts with an 'apparatus criticus'. 

This innovation had been perfected in America for the 
booming college populations of the Gi-Bill, postwar era. Pen
guin, however, did not principally target the British under
graduate population (even after the Robbins expansion of 
the early 19 60s, a commercially insignificant market ). Their 
editions were directed towards the intelligent, middle-class, 
non-academic, lay readership. The same kind of person who, 
since the early 1930s, had traditionally bought Penguin 
paperbacks. 

As the firm's early 1967 blurb put it : 

With carefully edited and annotated texts and readable 
introductions by modern scholars and critics, the Pen
guin English Library has been planned to take its place 
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alongside the Penguin Classics and to meet the needs 
of both students and general readers. It will eventually 
include attractive and authoritative editions of the best 
work to have appeared in English since the fifteenth cen
tury. 

•>£ In the main Penguin recruited, for their 'readable' intro
ductions and notes, academics; but academics with some
thing of a common touch. Editors were instructed that 
annotation was to be commonsensical, not owlishly pedan
tic. The series kicked off with David Daiches's edition 
of 'Wuthering Heights' (which, from the first, sold some 
20,000 a year). The most consistently successful editor in 
the early years, however, was Tony Tanner, with his editions 
of the six major Jane Austen novels (still in print). Over 
three decades Tanner's prefatory essays have established 
themselves as classics in their own right. 

Penguin bought the services of their editors and annota-
tors outright (with the exception of Daiches, who - with 
truly Scottish canniness - procured a royalty arrangement). 
The payment was, by the standards of the 1960s, munifi
cent: a standard £250 (£6,000 in current values). The PEL 
package was wrapped with glossy card covers illustrated, in 
colour, with appropriate works of art. These were books 
which, essentially, advertised themselves at the point of sale 
(they remained, however, bookshop not news-stand wares). 
Picture research was a field which was advancing apace at 
the period. Editors took great pains to find something eye
catching, unusual and - above all - tasteful. I did three titles 
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for the series in the late 1960s, and I was astonished by the 

publishers' scrupulosity on issues of cover illustration. Criti

cal apparatus and jacket-work meant a marginally higher 

retail cost. But, since classics are, by their nature, old books 

the texts were in the public domain. 

The PEL innovation proved strikingly successful (not 

least as an export commodity). Success in the booktrade ine

vitably inspires that sincerest of tributes, imitation, OUP'S 

venerable small format hardback 'World's Classics' series 

had been run down in the postwar period (the stereo plates 

were, I believe, destroyed in the 1950s). They relaunched 

'World's Classics' (now 'Oxford World's Classics') as a PEL 

lookalike product. 

Under its first editor, Will Sulkin, w c followed the speci

fications of the PEL model more or less slavishly. But, as an 

academic house, OUP had less capital to invest. Their texts -

for the first two decades - tended to be 'reprographic' (that 

is, photo-reproductions of existing editions ; they were assis

ted by British copyright law of the time, which only covered 

'print' for twenty years). To the eye and the hand (but not, 

alas, the pocket), the World's Classic product was slightly 

less luxurious than its Penguin rival, OUP tended to pay 

about half as much to their editors. Many academics, how

ever, regarded the honour of the OUP imprint as sufficient 

compensation for any shortfall in cash. Others lumped it. 

From the mid-1970s onwards w c and PEL were brand-

leaders, building up their lists. There was room enough for 

two at the top. Their rate of expansion was phenomenal. In 

the 1980s, for example, World's Classics was expanding at 
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3 o per cent per annum, on a low investment base ( the period 
from commissioning to bound copies was an average two 
years - for monographs it could be as long as ten). 

The classic boom peaked in the mid-1990s. By this period 
the main UK chains featured wide-ranging 'classics' sections 
in the prime walk-in areas of their high-street stores. For 
both oup - with its expensive and unremunerative academic 
monographs - and for Viking Penguin (as it had become in 
the 1970s) the classics lists supplied a stable, low-overhead, 
source of income with which to underwrite riskier projects. 
These were modern publishing's golden eggs. 

The nucleus of 'usual suspects' in these 'classics' lists 
was predictable. Austen to Zola. The growing interest in 
women's studies meant, however, that a number of 'for
gotten' classics were exhumed from out-of-print oblivion 
(Ann Radcliffe, Aphra Behn, Maria Edgeworth - a small 
specialist imprint, Virago, was established to exploit this 
niche market). In PEL and wc the broad taste of the non-
academic core of readers was reflected in the extraordinary 
revival of the 'middlebrow classic', Trollope. Not only were 
all 47 of the Chronicler of Barsetshire's fiction titles retur
ned to print ; many of the more popular items were available 
in a choice of competing editions (no less than four 'Barches-
ter Towers' are currently available as I write, in my neigh
bourhood Waterstone's). 

Competition, as economists tell us it must, drove up qua
lity and drove down retail price. And, equally inexorably, 
the revealed wealth of the market inspired new competitors 
with new ideas. In the 1990s, the two main lines were added 
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to by Everyman Hardback and Everyman Paperback. Sepa
rate imprints (spun off from Dent's early century series) 
they created a veritable plethora of choice for the discrimi
nating purchaser. 

In the late 1990s, the classic reprint market became a 
bloodbath with Wordsworth Classics - an ultra-budget line 
selling for just £1, or six for £5. Wordsworth texts were basic. 
There was minimal apparatus. The extraordinary cheapness 
of the product was achieved by using overseas typesetters 
and printers ; and by marketing not just through orthodox 
retail bookshops but also through the low-overhead 'book 
warehouse' outlets which sprang up in London in the 1990s, 
specialising in unsorted, uninventoried remainder stock. 

The Wordsworth irruption created a buyers' paradise. 
But they presented problems for the regular trade. The 
bookseller's margin was so small on any purchase (just 40p 
per title) that it was uneconomical to shelve, inventory, or 
warehouse Wordsworth Classics. They tended merely to be 
stacked, like so many cans of baked beans, in dump bins. 
Words, packaged thus, were worth very little. 

Wordsworth posed life-or-death issues for their venerable 
rivals. In order to compete, the established soft-cover lines 
had to halve their prices. My World's Classics 'Vanity Fair', 
for example, which had been selling 12,000 a year quite sere
nely since 1984 at £4.99 was slashed in price to £2.99 (Pen
guin did the same with theirs). How the publisher made a 
profit on a 900 page illustrated book at this price I don't 
know. Clearly profits had become critical. There were casual
ties. Everyman Paperback - which had never really won for 
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itself a secure place in the major bookselling chains' shelves 
- went under. 

But the consumer, and literature generally, was a prime 
beneficiary of the classic reprint boom, even after the dis
turbing arrival of Wordsworth on the scene. As the millen
nium drew to a close the whole library of Dickens's major 
works - to take a central example - was available in six dif
ferent edited versions; and the 'Gesamtwerk' (some twelve 
novels) could be had for a total price of £12 to £50 - accor
ding to personal preference. 

This was an infinitely more benign state of affairs than 
obtained in any other period of postwar Britain. And it tes
tified, dramatically, to the survival of good literature. If one 
did the calculations, Dickens the novelist was selling in the 
home market between 1 million and 1.5 million copies annu
ally; infinitely more than he ever had during his heyday in 
the nineteenth century. 

The picture was the same with George Eliot, Thomas 
Hardyjane Austen, the Brontes. Amazingly Wilkie Collins 

- thought to be a lost cause fifty years earlier - rivalled Trol-
lope as a popular classic superseller. In 1999 alone, there 
were four 'new' and four pre-existing editions of Collins's 
'The Moonstone', making eight in all - most of them on 
view in any major metropolitan bookstore. Even those per
ennially unappetising novelists - Meredith and Gissing -
managed to return and keep a few titles in print. For the 
would-be well-read person (or the ambitious student) the 
bookshop of the 1990s had become an Aladdin's cave - even 
if the lamps tended in general to be old ones. 
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I have chosen the example of Victorian novelists judici
ously. By 1999 the Penguin Classics and Oxford World Clas
sics 'Catalogues' listed some 700 titles apiece. The hardcore 

- between a fifth and a quarter - were nineteenth-century 
fiction. Why, one may ask, had 'classics' (predominantly 
Henry James's 'great baggy monster') returned so triumph
antly to the market place? Britain, even as the century 
ended, had no overwhelmingly sizeable college sector. And 
the state undergraduate grant allocated a paltry £29 per 
annum for book purchase (even at Wordsworth rates, this 
would create no ripple in the bookshops). 

There are, I think, three plausible explanations; both 
for the decades-long boom and for its cresting the mid-
1990s. The first is the familiar booktrade wisdom that reces
sions are very good for cheap - particularly paperback -
books (both Lane's Penguin Books and de Graff's Ameri
can coeval, Pocket Books, were launched in the aftermath 
of the great 1930s Depression). The reasons for this is easily 
demonstrated. The Penguin 'Middlemarch' ( edited by Rose
mary Ashton) costs - as I speak - a niggardly £2.99. The 
novel will take, as I estimate, ten hours for even the most 
experienced reader. At 30p an hour, reading such books as 
George Eliot's is the cheapest (and most improving) recrea
tion going: better value than film, video, package holidays, 
or sporting spectacle. And, of course, the paperback can be 
read again. Britain experienced a savage recession in the late 
1980s, extending into the mid-1990s. Perversely, bad times 
meant good times for the classics sector of the British book-
trade. 
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A second and more demonstrable stimulus was the series 

of high quality TV and film adaptations of nineteenth-cen

tury classics from the 1960s onwards. Trollope's Palliser 

and Barchester Chronicles led the way in the 1960s and 

1970s. Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, there were 

hugely successful versions of Jane Austen's six novels. In 

March 1994, the six-part TV serialisation of 'Middlemarch' 

propelled the novel, amazingly, to the top of the British 

paperback fiction bestseller list. More recently, T v adap

tions of 'Vanity Fair', 'Wives and Daughters', and 'Oliver 

Twist' have created a huge demand for the 'book of the 

serial' and, for those that like what they read, more of the 

same. 

The third explanation is demographic and more hypo

thetical. In 1944 the Butler Education Act opened the way 

to higher education for a previously under-privileged seg

ment of the British population (I was a beneficiary). This 

cohort was, much of it, reaching retirement age in the 1980s 

and 1990s. This was particularly the case with the country's 

schoolteachers, many of whom embraced the benevolent 

early-retirement schemes open to them (now closed). It is 

the case that one tends to save up for retirement the books 

one has always meant to get round to reading. The intellec

tually active early retirees created an inexhaustible constitu

ency for classics. 

^ There are, of course, other conceivable explanations for 

the classics boom of the 1960-90 period. Not least, perhaps, 

the advancing sophistication of the booktrade and the ing-
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enuity of certain entrepreneurs (David Campbell, of Every

man Hardback, for example, who saw a niche for decorative 

classics costing £10). 

Whatever the reasons there was, by the end of the cen

tury, a huge readership base for these books. Rarely has the 

'common reader' - as Johnson called him (he was a 'him' in 

Johnson's view) - been more numerous. Resting (it might 

be more correct to say 'floating') on top of this base was an 

academic superstructure. The 'critics', that is, those whose 

professional task it is to be learned about these texts and 

whose mission it is to propagate their learning among the 

reading public generally. 

In an ideal world the constituency of common readers 

and the academy would be in mutually benign relationship. 

One would validate the other. One can conceive a situation 

analogous to that of sports commentary in which 'experts' 

explain the ins-and-outs of soccer or cricket so that we, the 

viewing public, understand it better. 

What is the expert's reason for being, if not to explicate 

for the non-expert, but intelligent, common reader? Alas, 

academic criticism over the last thirty years has gone into 

the wilderness. 'Theory' rules. The result has been a disjunc

tion which can be illustrated by an example. The Oxford 

World's Classics edition of'David Copperfield' sells, I would 

guess, some 20,000 copies a year at £2.99. Year in, year 

out. A monograph by Professor Snodgrass, 'Extradiegesis in 

Dickens's Fiction', published by OUP at £45, will do well to 

clear 500 copies in its first year and ten in its second. 

Why do not at least a portion of the thousands who buy 
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the edition invest in the monograph? Because they cannot 
understand what Snodgrass is saying. I, who am paid my 
salary to understand such things, cannot make head nor tail 
of much that is published as current scholarship. It is mind-
boggling stuff. 

It is not, as some Sokalian satirists like to see it, codswal
lop : merely very technical. And the technicality is ratcheted 
up by the fact that theoretic readings are, typically, honed 
at conferences where students - the uninitiated - are not 
welcome. Conference culture, as David Lodge has immor
talised it in 'Small World', gravitates towards the four-star 
hotel, the exotic location, and hermetic discourse. 

What the contemplative eye, ranging over the Anglo-
American literature-consuming world, sees are two sepa
rate spheres. One is unprecedentedly vast: a newly-recrui
ted literate but essentially unsophisticated readership with a 
voracious - if somewhat inchoate - taste for classics. Along
side, and wholly disconnected, is an elite of'critics' - profes
sional commentators - talking excitedly, but incomprehen
sibly, among themselves. It is less two cultures than a lite
rary culture which has undergone a bitter and irrevocable 
divorce. The parties are no longer on speaking terms. 

I come, at last, to the matter indicated in the title to this 
lecture. I have, over the last four years, written five books 
of 'literary puzzles'. Three are mainly concerned with fic
tion - more specifically novels, mainly Victorian published 
by owe ('Is Heathcliff a Murderer?', 'Can Jane Eyre be 
Happy?', 'Who Betrays Elizabeth Bennet?'). They are put 
out as 'faux' owe volumes by OUR A partnering volume on 
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twentieth-century fiction ('Where was Rebecca Shot?') is 

published by Weidenfeld and Nicolson. A fifth collection on 

Shakespeare's plays ('Is Henry V a War Criminal?') will be 

published by o UP next June (my authorship is shared with 

Cedric Watts on this title). 

The published volumes have been gratifyingly success

ful both in sales and in critical reception ('if this kind of 

thing goes on,' the 'Economist' wrote with a somewhat 

two-edged compliment, 'literary criticism will get a good 

name'). Even learned journals have been polite. The first 

in the series, 'Is Heathcliff a Murderer?', has sold particu

larly well (it has cleared well over 100,000 since 1996). For 

one glorious week it actually featured in the 'Sunday Times' 

bestseller list - the first work of literary criticism to do so 

since E.D.Hirsch's 'Cultural Literacy'. 

Obviously it is pleasing and the proud author can indulge 

a small gloat. But what does it signify? To begin with the 

least significant factor, the books are dirt cheap (as are 

the classics they deal with). 'Is Heathcliff a Murderer?', for 

example, cost only £3.99 - scarcely more than 20 cigarettes. 

This is partly due to the fact that I typeset the works myself-

quite handsomely, I flatter myself. One of the new freedoms 

of the Computer Age in which we live is that the author 

has the ability to reappropriate some of the productive func

tions alienated from him over the last hundred years. I am 

always surprised how few contemporary writers have avai

led themselves of this facility. 

A retail price low enough not to inhibit impulse purchase 

helps (who would - without thinking and much inward 
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wrestling - shell out ten times as much for Professor 
Snodgrass's worthy opus?) But cost obviously is only a 
contributory factor. The format of the book is what appeals. 
This format is simple and uniform. The books are made up 
of around 35 short essays, each concentrating on a single 
'conundrum' in a well-known classic text. The aim was, not 
to be grandiose, a kind of Forsterian 'Only Connect'. That 
is, to find the kind of common ground on which criticism 
and the Common Reader might meet. Get back on spea
king terms, that is. 

In devising these essays I start not from what I know 
about the text but from what teasingly I do not know. Some
thing, that is, which however one looks at it remains a mote 
to trouble the mind's eye. The aim of the book is not to catch 
out the author in error, creating a kind of false ascendancy. 

Examples will make the procedure clearer. To take the 
title of the first volume; when in 'Wuthering Heights' 
Joseph goes off to fetch Dr Ken to treat Hindley, who is dead 
drunk, his master is by no means dying. Joseph is adamant 
on the point. Hindley is left alone in the house, comatose, 
with Heathcliff - who has contrived to make himself the 
drunk man's heir. When the doctor arrives, Hindley is dead. 
Nelly Dean is suspicious. So should we be. If he is guilty of a 
cold-blooded murder we surely cannot sustain the romantic, 
Laurence Olivier, image of Heathcliff. So did he? 

On his death bed, as Marlow tells us, Kurtz's last words 
are 'the horror, the horror!' Since he is Belgian, why not 
'l'horreur, l'horreur!' And, were he speaking his native 
tongue (and Marlow translating for us), would it not be 
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more natural to say 'horrible!' (My tentative solution to 
this puzzle makes play with Conrad's odd remark that 'all 
Europe' went into Kurtz's making and the fact, generally 
overlooked, that he has an English mother. ) 

Any one with even a minimum competence in mathema
tics will appreciate that even if Count Dracula vampirises 
only two people a year from the fifteenth century onwards 
by the 1890s, when Stoker's novel is set, the world will long 
since have been totally infected and the bloodsuckers' food 
stock wholly destroyed. (This puzzle, incidentally, leads 
on to investigation of Victorian theories of disease aetio
logy.) 

Are the clocks which are heard striking in Shakespeare's 
'Julius Caesar' a damaging anachronism? (I believe a case 
can be made for their plausibility.) Why does David Lodge 
insert David Lodge into the narrative of his novels, and is he 
the first novelist to do so? (no.) Is DanielDeronda circumci
sed? If he is, why is he so surprised to discover, in manhood, 
that he is a Jew? Is this sexual naïveté on the part of George 
Eliot? (No; read carefully, as I maintain, she gives good 
reason for believing that Daniel escaped the 'bris' as a baby.) 
What kills Lady Dedlock, so conveniently at the grave of 
her lover Captain Hawdon? A broken heart, an overdose of 
opium, exhaustion and inanition, or smallpox? (All three 
can be sustained from the text; it is, I believe, most likely 
the second.) If Piggy in 'The Lord of the Flies' is short-sigh
ted his lenses will be divergent. How, then, can the school
boys light fires with them? (This is a very famous 'solecism', 
but fresh interpretations are, I believe, possible.) Why does 
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Robinson Crusoe on his island discover just the 'one' foot
print? (Careful reading of the previous text suggests an 
explanation, I suggest.) 

Sometimes it seems the author has indeed perpetrated 
an error. In the wonderful opening scene of 'Great Expec
tations', for example, Magwitch leaps out from behind the 
gravestone to terrify poor Pip. We are told that around his 
ankle is a 'large iron', or shackle. It is to remove this impedi
ment that Pip is obliged to steal from Jo's Forge a file (the 
iron is later the blunt instrument with which Orlick bludge
ons Mrs Jo). But, years later, Magwitch informs Pip that he 
broke out of the ship's black hole, where he was confined, 
dived into the water and swam to shore from the hulk. 

The convict is, of course, a 45-year-old man and a heavy 
smoker. An Olympic swimmer in the strength of the prize-
winning youth would have had difficulty performing the 
feat. Clearly Dickens has blundered. But what does the blun
der tell us? That the great 'sports revolution' which took 
place in the late Victorian era had not yet happened. Dick
ens simply did not know much about swimming - which 
was, for most of the population, still something of an exotic 
practice (when the first Amateur Swimming Association 
'World Record' for the hundred-yards freestyle was estab
lished in the mid-i87os, the time was 72 seconds, which 
many people in this room could equal, I suspect). 

More important to me than my own cogitations, hypothe
ses and ingenious solutions was the reader response which 
the books received - not merely in the form of sales (or 
reviews) but in personal correspondence. I have received 
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hundreds of letters arising out of these books. Most of them 
come from what one might term 'lay readers' ; those, that is, 
who read the classics for love not duty. 

These communications are without exception courteous. 
But many take issue with the books. And, I have to confess, 
in many cases they are correct to do so (I may note that 
academics, much as they enjoy correcting rarely take it well. 
They have so much invested in being right.) So fertile and 
imaginative have been the corrections that most of the 
chapters in the last of the Oxford World's Classics volumes 
('Who Betrays Elizabeth Bennet?') are responses to the 
responses. 

«WI will give two examples. In an essay on George Eliot's 
'Mill on the Floss', I noted as have others George Eliot's 
apparent ignorance of the laws of hydrodynamics. In the ter
rific climax to the narrative Tom and Maggie Tulliver find 
themselves floating in a small rowing boat in the stream 
of the flood-swollen Floss river. Behind them looms a huge 
mass of wooden industrial machinery. It rushes down on 
their craft, sinking it and drowning them. It is done with 
operatic effects. But, of course, it is against the laws of phy
sics. Wooden objects in the same stream float at the same 
speed. It would seem that George Eliot (Marian Evans, that 
is) was ignorant of the 'man's world' of rivercraft. 

This complacent conclusion was shattered by a letter from 
a farmer, Mr Tatam, living in the area of Gainsborough 
on the Trent, where Eliot sets the action of her novel. It is 
known that she also did some field research in the region. 
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Mr Tatam, who is an astute reader of Victorian fiction, poin
ted out that the Trent has a distinctive and perverse current 
when in flood, called the 'Aegir'. It is a peculiarity of the 
Aegir to generate powerful contraflowing undercurrents. 
What George Eliot describes at the end of'Mill on the Floss' 
is, in fact, quite plausible. 

The other example is from Charles Dickens's 'Oliver 
Twist'. Why at the end of that novel is Fagin hanged? We 
can deduce from the whole thrust and various date-mark
ers in the text that the narrative is set shortly after the 
New Poor Law of 1834 and well after Peel's reform of the 
'Bloody Code'. Fagin is not hanged for theft, or for receiving 
stolen goods. Dickens does not describe the process of the 
trial, concentrating (to brilliant effect) on the defendant's 
demented obsession with a broken iron spike on the railing 
around the prisoner's dock. 

A number of correspondents, keener-eyed than I, wrote 
to point out that Fagin's accomplice Kags observes in pas
sing, some chapters earlier, that Fagin will 'swing' for abet
ting the murder of Nancy. But this still seems radically 
unfair. It is Claypole, not Fagin, who incites Sikes to murder. 
Fagin, in fact, warns Bill not to be 'too bold'. Why is Clay-
pole not charged? Or Monks? Why does Fagin not testify. 
in his defence? 

A colleague in the Law Department at my university, 
Andrew Lewis, wrote to explain that - until the 1890s - a 
defendant in a murder trial could not testify. It was assu
med that his evidence would be 'biased'. Nor could he have 
defending counsel. What then, I shot back, about Charles 
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Darnay in the trial at the opening of 'A Tale of Two Cities' ? 
He testifies to save his own life. And his defending counsel, 
Stryver, demolishes the state's suborned witnesses (as the 
suborned witness Claypole is not demolished). Trials for 
treason were anomalous, I was informed. Dickens, in both 
cases, was historically correct. As George Eliot had been cor
rect about hydrodynamics. 

•>£ It is not pleasant to be publicly shown to be in error. But 
I was sincerely glad to receive these corrections. They supp
lied more interesting supplementary essays. Most valuably 
they repaired what, to my inexpert eye, had seemed design 
flaws (in fact, the flaws were in my perception). These 
experiences, and many like them, confirmed something 
that I have always believed. We read novels through what 
and who we are. Ballet dancers, deep-sea divers, lawyers, 
teachers - all have a different, and typically an enrichingly 
different take. I have, for example, found dentists parti
cularly instructive specialist readers, trained as they are 
in looking down humanity's throat (see my puzzle on 
Heathcliff's unusually brilliant teeth, in 'Who Betray's Eli
zabeth Bennet?'). What one glimpses, when readers par
ticipate with their particular expertise, is a kind of ideal 
seminar. Something, that is, profoundly collaborative and 
educative. 

It would be absurd and pretentious to propose that with 
a handful of lightweight books I have found the remedy for 
the malady of alienation (as I see it) afflicting my profes
sion. The most I would claim is that these 'jeux d'esprit', 
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the kinds of provocative question they ask, and the response 
they have elicited, indicate possibilities of what I earlier 
(grandly) termed 'Forsterian connection'. 

I shall conclude by thanking for your patient attention 
and with thanks, again, to my hosts and to Per Gedin. 
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