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Though he’d have you believe he was an aristocratic orphan left in the jungle and raised by monkeys, Roger Lewis was in fact born in industrial South Wales in the last century, educated in Scotland, and became a Fellow of Wolfson College, Oxford, at the age of twenty-four. His book The Life and Death of Peter Sellers was made into the Golden Globe and Emmy award-winning film by HBO, starring Geoffrey Rush and Charlize Theron.

Lewis, who in 2010 received an Honorary Doctorate of Letters, divides his time between a collapsing Georgian property in the Herefordshire Balkans and a flat above a dirndl shop in the imperial spa town of Bad Ischl, near Salzburg in Austria. When in London he is reliably to be found in Rules, the charming old-world restaurant in Covent Garden.
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Previous Orchidaceae

Rewards and Fairies – an edition of Kipling

Stage People – a pre-remaindered harlequinade

The Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner – an introduction to James Hogg

The Life and Death of Peter Sellers – a masterful elegy

Charles Hawtrey: The Man Who Was Private Widdle – a dirge

Anthony Burgess – a non-bestselling portrait

Seasonal Suicide Notes – a popular chronicle

Forthcoming

My Hairy Aunt and Other Misprints – a toilet book

A Childhood Under the Nazis – growing up in Wales

The Wonderful World of the Dignitas Clinic – an illustrated testimony

Give Up Literary Criticism! – the Oxford University Chair of Poetry Lectures 2040


‘They do not heed, do not see, do not listen to me. What have I done to them? Why do they torment me? What do they want from poor me? What can I give them? I have nothing. It is beyond my strength, I cannot endure all their torments, my head is burning, and everything is whirling before me.’

Nikolai Gogol, The Diary of a Madman

‘To remark the folly of the fiction, the absurdity of the conduct, the confusion of the names and manners of different times, and the impossibility of the events in any system of life, were to waste criticism upon unresisting imbecility, upon faults too evident for detection, and too gross for aggravation.’

Doctor Samuel Johnson, on Shakespeare’s Cymbeline


Prefatory Matter and Acknowledgements

by Professor Johann Lampenschirm, M.D., D.Psych.

What is he still doing here? Well, he’s only got himself to blame. Believing himself born to the purple, destined for the House of Lords and the Nobel Prize – in fact, delusional South Wales butcher’s son Roger Lewis, despite his considerable academic achievements and scholarly exertions, would have been better off, happier even (and so would his handful of readers), if he’d chosen as his career path something less provoking than writing, like selling dead people’s spectacle frames in a hospice charity shop.

There is always something intensely pathetic about a person whose ambition and abilities exceed their reach (or is it that their reach exceeds their ambition and abilities: I must apologise – English is not my first language); always something off-putting about non-public-school people who think that the world is theirs for the taking. Because why should it be? By what right?

Roger Lewis is an object lesson in thwarted aspirations, missed targets – perhaps even an object lesson in how the lower orders should not be exposed to too much higher education, as it creates only dissatisfaction and self-pity. Indeed, the results of Roger Lewis’s dissatisfaction and what amounts to persecution mania are all too evident in this book – as they also were in its ridiculous and immature precursor, Seasonal Suicide Notes, which thankfully made him no money – as money would only have made him more intolerable, if such a thing is possible. Roger Lewis has nevertheless told me that he is a ‘cult’, which when I looked it up in the English/German dictionary appeared to mean ‘vagina’ [vulg.] – so you can see why he is now in my professional care, undergoing treatment.

One of the most laughable moments in this book is when Roger Lewis complains about his continual rejection by the Royal Society of Literature. As if this Monmouthshire upstart could ever stand comparison with such luminaries and Men of Letters as Piers Paul Reid, Philip Hensher or Anthony Thwaite. As when Roger Lewis attempted to strike up a conversation with Sir Howard Jacobson in the Groucho Club1 in 2002, the Fellowship Committee, like the Booker Prize-winning novelist, was quite right to turn away in disgust. Really, Roger Lewis should not be allowed to leave the Herefordshire Balkans. He should be electronically tagged. Also, his Groucho Club subscription is always in arrears.

Though he claims that Bette Davis, the late Hollywood actress, was his auntie, and though this indeed may account for the way he walks upstairs backwards wearing an eye patch, Roger Lewis is, in fact, the reverse of extraordinary, if truth be told. What he thinks of as his unique personal disappointments and rejections, his abhorrence of deadly conventionality, his plights when having to look at the dim and mediocre characters who seem to be succeeding and leaving him behind – these are very ordinary experiences indeed, shared by millions.

Roger Lewis is, one might say, a fantastical Everyman figure. He has more in common with you – or you have more in common with him – than you (or he) may care to realise.

The only difference that I can see between Roger Lewis and what you English call ‘the man in the street’ is that the modern world has passed Roger Lewis by – to an extent that is farcical. He cannot use his mobile phone, for example, because the Keypad Unlock function has never unlocked. He believes that Rafa Nadal is a dress designer.

Good people invite this buffoon to lunch, they put themselves out (and put themselves to considerable expense – he is quite a greedy guts; nor will he die of being parched) – and is it any wonder that they don’t wish to see Roger Lewis or hear from him ever again? In person he is an appalling and morbid sight, a grease spot. His work, too, is nothing more than an attempt to make his secret sufferings public, which is bad form to be sure.

Some generous commentators find his writing funny – I regret I cannot see a scintilla of humour in it myself. In any event, a comic gift is the sure sign of a lightweight, a flibbertigibbet, a third-rate mind. You don’t find ‘jokes’ cluttering up the pages of, say, Dame Antonia Fraser or Lord Julian Fellowes, which is what got those august personages where they are today. Nor did Rosemary (‘Rosie’) Boycott get to be a member of BBC Radio 4’s Test Match Special commentary team by wearing a cheerleader kilt at the Hay-on-Wye Literary Festival, waving a pom-pom and shouting, ‘Go, Sir Vidia! ra-ra-ra!’ Boris Johnson, who has composed books in Latin, only became your esteemed Burgermeister when he put away childish things like comedy, stopped all this silly laughing, and bought our Mercedes-Benz bendy buses instead.

I write these notes from Melk. Roger Lewis is currently my personal patient at the Hospital for Very Nervous Diseases, having been sent here in an unmarked van from the Dignitas Clinic, where he outraged the directors by asking for a Loyalty Discount Card. That is probably an example of his ‘humour’. By glancing at my notes I can tell you that he is suffering from thrombosis, dizziness, tachycardia, bouts of melancholy, diabetes and the piles. The medical word in German is nervenanspannung. The nearest English equivalent is ‘fucking nuts’, if you’ll pardon my French.

Because he is under sedation – the reason I am speaking in a whisper is I don’t wish to wake him up – it is now incumbent upon me to acknowledge the team of people who, despite what he says, always help Roger Lewis get from A to B and back again. These selfless men and women are like the Knights Templars of old, propping up the author’s ego during those rare moments when it falters: Geoff Atkinson; Paul Bailey FRSL; Graham Ball; Lynn Barber; Chris Beetles; Terence Blacker; Mark Booth; Gyles Brandreth; Craig Brown; Jane Bussmann; the late Ken Campbell; Barry Cryer OBE; the late Willie Donaldson; Duncan Fallowell; Stephen Fry; Kieran Grant; David H. Harries; Michael Herbert; Graham Holderness; David Howard; Rachel Johnson; naughty Jonathan King; Herbert Kretzmer OBE; Quentin Letts; Jeremy Lewis FRSL, the author’s cousin; Steve Masty; John McEntee; Jan Morris CBE, FRSL; Mavis Nicholson; Tony Palmer; Sandra Parsons; Claire Van Kampen (Mrs Mark Rylance); Frances Welch (Mrs Craig Brown); Francis Wheen (Mrs Shufflewick); Kevin Whelan; Michael Whitehall; Dame Barbara Windsor; Michael Winner; and Clair Woodward.

Furthermore, the Features Editors of the Daily Mail, the Daily Telegraph, the Mail on Sunday, the Sunday Express and The Times need to be fulsomely thanked – though such are Roger Lewis’s puerile and regrettable rants, commissions have mercifully been drying up.

As for the good citizens of the Bromyard township in the Herefordshire Balkans – their way is clear. They should burn Roger Lewis in effigy.

The only reason I can come up with to explain how the great Ronald Searle was prevailed upon to design the front cover of this book – or this raving – is that Roger Lewis must have pointed a gun at the poor man’s head until he got going with his paints. The result is a mixed blessing, as how can Roger Lewis’s prose possibly live up to the brilliant jacket design that Mr Searle has provided? About the only sensible thing Roger Lewis has said to me during our many hours of consultation is that it should be Sir Ronald Searle. Amen to that.

In a life that even I, as a leading Austrian clinician,2 can see has been pretty much a glorified dead end with lots of cloudy days, Roger Lewis was smiled upon by the gods once – his wife of thirty years, Anna (née Dickens), has supported him, financially, morally, practically and metaphysically. He is nothing without her – or without his three sons, whom he complains about endlessly but loves dearly. He says it is ‘a Welsh thing’, being vehement and derisive when what you mean is to be affectionate. Here in Melk, we don’t really know about Wales, so I can’t possibly comment. (Do they have Christmas in Wales?)

Exceptionally thin-skinned and ultra-sensitive to criticism, though ruthless and obsessive when it suits him, who or what is Roger Lewis? An artist, a genius or a madman? That is what we are trying to ascertain here at the hospital – so far without success. He is already fast becoming a ghost. He is getting used to the silence, though to Roger Lewis the real world always seemed remote. He has been here months, reading both Dante’s Inferno and old copies of Bunty with equal fervour. He claims that his life’s ambition is to compile the definitive English/Welsh dictionary3, though thus far this is as far as he’s got:

Wanker: Winkog

Cunt: Cnusty

Prat: Pratssy

Gobshite: Gobshittynog

Bullshit: Bullynogshat

Fucking idiot: Fucnogydidyot

Bollocks: Bollylockytig

What is he still doing here? Well, he has nowhere else to go. Literally and figuratively, he has nowhere to go but on. We have been experimenting by withdrawing everything that ever over-stimulated him. All that he has been left to play with are words.4

Spezielle Krankenhaus fur Sehr Nervos Krankheiten,
c/o Medizinische Universitat, Melk
May 2011
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