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About the Author

Beryl Bainbridge is the author of seventeen novels, two travel books and five plays for stage and television. The Dressmaker, The Bottle Factory Outing, An Awfully Big Adventure, Every Man for Himself and Master Georgie (which won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize) were all shortlisted for the Booker Prize, and Every Man for Himself was awarded the Whitbread Novel of the Year Prize. She won the Guardian Fiction Prize with The Dressmaker and the Whitbread Prize with Injury Time. The Bottle Factory Outing, Sweet William and The Dressmaker have been adapted for film, as was An Awfully Big Adventure, which starred Hugh Grant and Alan Rickman. Beryl Bainbridge died in July 2010.
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 Introduction 


Beryl Bainbridge wrote a score of novels, and Master Georgie is one of, if not the, finest of them. It is brief, like all her books, and can be read in a few hours, yet in it she performs a kind of miracle, fashioning, out of a small cast and on a limited canvas, a miniature War and Peace – miniature in scale, that is, not in effect. Her novelistic eye is as sharp and unflinching as Tolstoy’s, yet the tone of the book is unmistakably Bainbridgean: distilled, muted, wryly romantic, elegiac and appallingly funny.

Bainbridge was born in Liverpool in 1932, although she listed the year in Who’s Who and elsewhere as 1934, a minor but characteristic piece of mischief which was still causing confusion when she died seventy-seven years later. She was, one imagines, the kind of girl all boys would wish to have as a first love: generous and clever and slightly disreputable – at the age of fourteen she was expelled from school after being caught with a dirty limerick in the pocket of her gymslip; it had been written, she claimed, by someone else. At the age of ten she began a novel based on her parents’ unhappy marriage; the book that was eventually to be published in 1986 as Filthy Lucre.

Her first novels met with scant success, either critical or commercial, but in the early 1970s she was taken up by the splendid and slightly eccentric firm of Duckworth, where she found her true home and, indeed, her true voice. Her second Duckworth novel, The Dressmaker, was shortlisted for the 1973 Booker Prize. She was to be shortlisted another four times, yet never won it, which is a scandal, for on almost all those occasions she deserved to win, had artistic quality been the criterion. 

      Master Georgie was her eighteenth novel. It is as intricately made as a half-hunter watch, and as sturdy; like a half-hunter, its lid must be lifted before its full face is shown – Bainbridge was of the rueful opinion that most readers would need to read it three times in order to crack its inner code. All effort, however, will be amply rewarded. A hard book, it is drenched in sorrow, yet sprightly for all that, brought off with a wonderful lightness of touch, and as fascinating as a Victorian cabinet of curiosities. 

      The overall, bittersweet theme is summed up in one of the main character’s unwittingly Sophoclean remark that ‘Rather than lose love it was better never to have known it’. Myrtle Howard is an orphan who, as a toddler, had been found ‘in a cellar in Seel Street, beside the body of a woman whose throat had been nibbled by rats’. The obscurity and horror of her origins do not trouble her; as she flatly says, ‘It was of no interest to me where I came from, only where I was going’. The family she is taken in by, the Howards, consists of Mr Howard, a jolly figure straight out of Trollope, his wife, who is mad, and his surviving children, a pompous son, George, physician and amateur photographer, and a sportive daughter, Beatrice. 

      For as long as she can remember, Myrtle has been in love with George – or Master Georgie, as she thinks of him – and is ever ready to give her all for him, which indeed she is called upon to do, as we obliquely and almost off-handedly learn in the course of the narrative. Myrtle’s expectations are not high: ‘I was not loved and counted it a blessing; it meant my affections raged undiluted and I could lavish all on Master Georgie’.

      The book’s main formal reference is photography, that peculiarly telling Victorian pastime. The narrative is divided into six sections, or ‘Plates’, named for six photographic studies, with labels such as ‘Girl in the Presence of Death’, which is part one, and the final part, entitled, with ghastly irony, ‘Smile, Boys, Smile’. Bainbridge has a wonderful gift for highly lit yet economical portraiture, of people and of events, and on page after page we ‘see’ the things she is describing as if we were, indeed, turning over the pages of an album of antique photographs. The tints, however, grow ever darker, just as George’s collodian prints tend, annoyingly and ominously, to turn black once they have been developed. 

      The narrative is made up of three interwoven first-person testaments. The most affecting voice is that of Myrtle, whom we encounter as a child and leave as a broken-hearted young woman, ‘circling round and round, like a bird above a robbed nest’. Plump Dr Potter, an amateur scholar and geologist, speaks, as we would expect, in more measured tones, his monologues punctuated with nicely apposite Latin tags which no one understands or cares to. He is married to Beatrice, Master Georgie’s sister, who treats him with brisk disdain, though their marriage seems a fascinatingly carnal affair. Then there is young Pompey Jones, street performer, fire-eater and general mischief-maker. Following the outbreak war, all three, out of their various motives, tag along with George on his ‘ill-advised excursion’ to Constantinople and the mud-filled battlefields of the Crimean peninsula. As Dr Potter piously has it, George and he embark on the venture in the hope that they ‘might be of use, he in his capacity as surgeon, myself as observer’. But George, as we know, is driven by a parcel of demons who are drawing him ineluctably towards destruction.

      Historical fiction is extremely difficult to write, especially if the novelist is an artist and not a mere spinner of yarns. Bainbridge scrambles over the difficulties elegantly and with nimble wit. Thus the infamous Charge of the Light Brigade is dispatched in four lines, while the mundane, up-close frightfulness of war is presented to us with hallucinatory vividness. Here is one of those moments, picked out almost at random from Bainbridge’s immensely rich and teeming narrative – the scene is somewhere in the hills, above the battle:

      
      
       The goat had an aristocratic head and golden eyes; its front legs quivered. The woman left her baking and ran to stand beside it. Uttering one querulous bleat, the goat gave birth… Raking the amniotic slime from the kid’s head, the woman blew into its nostrils, then gathered it up in her arms. A tiny fist poked from her bodice and waved beside a cloven hoof. Crossing the yard the woman flopped the infant goat down in the sun, alongside the rising bread.

      


      
Master Georgie is a masterly depiction of human desire, faithfulness and folly. Beryl Bainbridge, wonderful artist that she is, takes the doings of a handful of largely inconsequential characters and sets them off on a journey that is for the reader at once nightmarish and engrossing. Her portrayal of war and its commonplace atrocities astonishes as much for its comprehensiveness as for its dryness of tone. Bainbridge, a mistress of understatement and possessed of perfect pitch, again and again strikes exactly the right note. In the space of a couple of hundred pages she has fashioned an exact and terrible, thrilling epic.

      
 John Banville

 April, 2013
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