

[image: Cover Image]


[image: image]

VIRAGO
MODERN CLASSICS



THE MAGIC TOYSHOP

‘This crazy world whirled about her, men and women dwarfed by toys and puppets, where even the birds were mechanical and the few human figures went masked … She was in the night again, and the doll was herself.’

One night Melanie walks through the garden in her mother’s wedding dress. The next morning her world is shattered. Forced to leave her rural home, she is sent to London to live with relatives she has never met: gentle Aunt Margaret, mute since her wedding day; and her brothers, Francie and Finn. Brooding over all is Uncle Philip, who loves only the puppets he creates in his workshop, which are life-size – and uncannily life-like.

‘The boldest of English women writers’

Lorna Sage

‘Her writing is pyrotechnic – fuelled with ideas, packed with images and spangling the night sky with her starry language’

Observer






THE WRITER

Angela Carter (1940–1992) was born in Eastbourne and brought up in south Yorkshire. She read literature at Bristol University before spending two years in Japan, and went on to become one of Britain’s most original writers. Carter wrote her first novel, Shadow Dance, in 1965. Several Perceptions won the Somerset Maugham Prize in 1968 and The Magic Toyshop won the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize in 1969. Angela Carther’s death at age fifty-one ‘robbed the English literary scene of one of its most vivacious and compelling voices’ (Independent).
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THE DESIGNER

Jacqueline Groag (1903–1986) studied in Vienna during the early 1920s. She was known mainly as a freelance textile designer and book illustrator, producing designs for The Wiener Werkstatte during the 1930s before emigrating to France to escape the Nazi invasion. In France she designed fabrics for Lanvin and Schiaparelli. In 1939, fleeing the Nazi invasion again, Groag moved to England. Here she gained connections with many textile manufacturing and wholesale firms including Liberty’s, Heal & Sons, and several book publishers.
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INTRODUCTION

Angela Carter died in 1992, from lung cancer. She was fifty-one. For a good part of her latter years she was one of my closest friends, and for most of that time I was also her publisher. Her photograph sits on the mantle in my bedroom and her sketches are still on my walls; one of them, of sweet peas and marigolds, hangs above my desk and gazes upon every word that I write. There was very little Angie could not do: she drew very well, and loved colour, bold colour, so that everything she created – houses, etchings, writing (and her clothes) – had something of the rainbow about them. Angie was particularly keen on every shade of yellow, and as much purple as could be added to anything. Orange also played a large part in her life.

But these talents were mere coda to what she could do with language, with words, which, after her husband and son, were the joy of her life. It was more than words, actually. The ideas behind the words she chose with such care and enthusiasm were just as important to her. She was such a believer, such a curious, cynical, wicked, robustly unsentimental believer.

What did she believe in? When Angie died, I spoke about her at her funeral at Putney Vale on 19th February 1992.



‘Pleasure has always had a bad press in Britain. I’m all for pleasure, too. I wish there was more of it around. I also like to argue. A day without an argument is like an egg without salt,’ wrote Angie.




And then I went on to say:



There are going to be many such saltless days now for those of us who loved Angie. What will we miss? We’ll miss her passionate interest in all of us, her irony, her exotic pleasure in everything, her advice, her fabulous imagination, her subversive irreverence, her anger. Who is there to talk about politics now that she is gone? Her long telephone calls: what phone bills! What profit for British Telecom! How gratifying it was when one’s news, gossip or opinions were received with that knowing cackle.

(Such was our mutual addiction to these conversations that in 1987, when she was on one of her constant travels to foreign parts – Angela loved abroad – I sent her a telegram: ‘Angie, when are you coming home? You are away too much and I have gossip one thousand miles long and no address to write to you.’)

And then: her vocabulary, her cooking, her physical mannerisms, her jokes, her travels, the quality of her voice, her writing, her kindness and her compassion; the sheer originality of every single bit of her. She was the oracle and guide we all consulted, a listener whose eloquent silences kept us hanging on every word she quietly and wickedly uttered.




I first met Angela Carter in 1972, at a book launch party of the 1970s kind. Her memory of it was that my first words were ‘Don’t you adore cabbage?’; mine that she told me that her husband had thrown a typewriter at her the night before: did I recommend that she should leave him? She was thirty-one when I met her and had already written five novels. I had just founded Virago. Angela went on to become one of the first writers I commissioned. Commission, however, is the wrong word to use for publishing Angela Carter. She wrote what she wanted to, and to get Virago off the ground, she chose to write The Sadeian Woman, a study of women, sexuality and power, which both outraged and alarmed some of the feminists of the time. Angela was a fervent feminist and a determined socialist, but she was a ribald, irreverent and very often a topsy-turvy version of each: and she put up with politically correct nonsense from no one except herself. She wrote to me in 1973:



Herewith is the Sade book for Virago, who I hope is a healthy child and screaming already. Many apologies for the delay – moving was one thing, and I’ve been trying to work, which means I go into a kind of self-enclosed capsule, from the centre of which the outside world (when I perceive it) and, also, time, appear to be compounded of porridge. (I don’t like porridge either).




Because Virago was in its infancy she took a peppercorn advance of £400 for this book. Angela was fond of money and the good things it buys, but she never thought the world of it. Over the next twenty years, she continued to produce this and that for Virago. Loyalty was an absolute cornerstone of her personality, and she felt it for all who worked at Virago over the years. As she lay dying in Brompton Hospital, she was fiddling about with a manuscript on her bed: the Virago Book of Fairy Tales – ‘I’m just finishing this off for the girls’.

For a complicated and formidably original human being, Angie proved to be the simplest person to publish. Everything pleased her. Everything received her attention, from endpapers to the identity of her reviewers. Editorially, of course, there was little to do. She couldn’t spell, but apart from that, every word she wrote was chosen with precision, to present with that word, and no other, the imagination or opinion she wished to convey. Courtesy was the root of it: Angela was a truly courteous woman. It came from her tremendous interest in, and microscopic observation of, the world about her: she knew what people were worth.

She knew what she was worth too. In her later years she became famous herself, the only female in that early gaggle of writers who were, in the 1980s, considered to be Britain’s finest – Ian McEwan, Julian Barnes, Martin Amis, and of course, Salman Rushdie. Recognition was slow to come to her; she knew in her bones that her gender had something to do with that. It made her angry, as injustice always did, but that was not the feminism she espoused; hers was of the laughing, ironic and get-on-with-it kind.

Nothing escaped her razor-sharp mind. She was no compromiser and did not cut her purse to fit any pig’s ear, but her immense curiosity meant that she took a vast pleasure in everything life had to offer. So while she despised many of the histrionics indulged in by the glitterati (mostly male, but neither did she spare such female versions as there were in those days), she was never averse to dabbling her toes in their glamorous pools: good copy for hour-long telephone dismemberment afterwards.

Angela Carter, no narrow Anglophile, was a great traveller and loved America, Japan, Australia, Italy, France. But she was rooted in Britain; in its literature, food, its politics. She was a true child of the last war and the age of Austerity which followed it, and she gave thanks every day of her life to the post-war Welfare State for the good things it gave her. She was an irredeemably radical political animal. Her last years were spent in Thatcher’s Britain: ‘We’re going to hell in a hand-basket’ were her words on those years. In this, as in much else, she was the prime representative of a particular British personality which runs a gamut from Shakespeare to Tom Paine to Charles Dickens. She was spared New Labour, Tony Blair, Iraq, George Bush and much else, but she has left behind such a body of work that her views on each require no imagination. More, the language she luxuriated in to express disgust and disdain remain a bible for anyone today who might be lost for words to attack the status quo.

Though she lived in the twentieth century, in fact she belonged to the twenty-first in almost every way. She was fascinated by men, women, children and the beasts of field and sky, but her concentration was on uprooting assumptions about how women live and love, celebrating how they decorate and indulge themselves, and how they hunger for sex. Challenging authority, she stuck a pin into any available literary or cultural balloon, rewriting and reinterpreting fairy tales and myths so that little girls were no longer eaten by wandering wolves, but were given a decent pair of gnashers to do the chewing themselves.

She was the great celebrator of the vulgarian as heroine, and raised her irreverent female creations high, using the fairy tale and the theatrical and music hall images she loved so much. Angie loved the movies, too, everything about them. Popular culture fascinated her. She preceded Madonna and Kylie Minogue, but she prepared us for their arrival. You see them in her heroines as they fly out of her novels and short stories, cursing and sweating, exotic or bawdy, making jokes, using every beautiful word in the English dictionary in magical and exquisite ways, to tell the world to move over, and make way for women.

In that way, she was a seer – an itinerant Pied Piper who travelled whenever she could, doing what she loved to do: teach. She was the Johnny Appleseed of English literature: all over the world are literary incendiary bombs planted by Angela, and in Britain, young writers whom she encouraged.

Virago published The Sadeian Woman in 1979. Immediately after that I delved into Angela’s suitcases of journalism and in 1982 Virago published a selection, Nothing Sacred. Her ‘advertisement’ for that (Angie never liked to use the word ‘synopsis’, an insufficiently ebullient word for what was, after all, to become a book) sums up the varied interests of her magnificent magpie mind: ‘South London; Venice; Padstow; D. H. Lawrence as closet Queen; Red Indians; Health Foods; Underwear; Teddy Bears; Male Nudes.’ By this time the Virago Modern Classics list had been launched and Angela, phenomenally well read, was as interested, as critical, and as supportive of that fiction list as she was of everything else Virago did. She read novels for me and became passionate about some of the writers on that list – Margaret Atwood, Christina Stead, Eudora Welty, Elizabeth Taylor, Elizabeth Jolley.

By 1981, she had reacquired the rights to some of her earlier novels. Virago was to publish five of her works of fiction in the Classics list, but the first novel we chose was her second, The Magic Toyshop, a perfect introduction to her work. You will laugh on the first page, you will be disturbed by the end of the first chapter, you will soon be transported into mysterious and fascinating places. In her day – and since – Angela Carter’s writing has often been categorised as magic realism. Angela herself scorned this description, considering herself a stern realist, and as you follow the story of Melanie in The Magic Toyshop, you will see how right she was. You will know what it is like have the body and longings of a young girl, set loose upon a dangerous world. Melanie’s adventures, at once charming and unsettling, introduce you to the audacious imagination and fabulous sense of wonder and fun of a great writer. Only the person she was could have produced a novel like The Magic Toyshop. You are about to encounter the vibrant and conversational ghost of Angela Carter.

Carmen Callil, 2007
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