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INTRODUCTION

In my experience, many introductions to classic novels do one thing very well: they ruin the story you’re about to read. If an introduction is going to discuss the plot, it should really be an afterword or appendix, but your typical academic has to stick it at the front just to boast that they’ve actually read the massive book, even if it does ruin it for everyone else.

This introduction will not do that.

Though I have read the book.

Honestly.

First, a word on the author. Sir Philip Bin is almost unknown outside academic circles these days, yet he was the best-selling author of the nineteenth century, selling more than Eliot, Trollope or even Dickens. Sadly, after the Victorian era his fame dwindled until he actually became the worst-selling author of the twentieth century, selling less even than some very bad writers who should never have had books published in the first place.

Indeed, by the start of the twenty-first century he was a forgotten man, and his books were thought lost to the world – until that fateful afternoon in the British Library when, full of intellectual curiosity, I was ferreting around in the book stacks, eager for a new area of study.

All right, I was actually full of a big lunch and eager for somewhere to have a nap.

Eventually I found a comfortable-looking corner in which there was a handy manuscript I could use as a makeshift pillow. The instant my head settled on it, I knew I had made a colossal literary discovery. In truth, the realization came only when I visited the lavatory after waking, washed my hands and glanced in the mirror to see imprinted on my face the inky impression of a title page: ‘Bleak Expectations Sir Philip Bin’.

I rushed back to seize the precious manuscript and decided it must be immediately reprinted. The fact that the author was long-dead and therefore the royalties would entirely come to me barely even crossed my mind.

And here it is: Bleak Expectations, Sir Philip’s most autobiographical work, a book that, in its original 1872 printing, sold 40,000 copies – one for every person who could read in Britain at that time.

The harrowing yet ultimately triumphant story of how— Ah, no. I said I wasn’t going to do that. So I won’t.

But I really, really have read it, even the massively long, complicated paragraphs with words we don’t really use any more and stupid Victorian syntax.

I have added explanatory footnotes throughout.1 They appear at the bottom of each relevant page, not like some books where the notes are all at the end and you have to keep different fingers jammed in different bits of book to read it properly, usually resulting in a sprained finger or angrily thrown-away book.

If you want to tweet your thoughts while reading, don’t. You’re supposed to be reading. Get off the Internet.

For the same reason, you can’t find me on Facebook.

Though, if you want, you can find a short clip of me on YouTube shouting, ‘Get off the Internet and keep reading!’

Finally, I hope you enjoy Sir Philip’s tale as much as I did.

Because, for the last time, I really have read it.

Mark Evans

The British Library

About to have a nap, 2012



 

1 Look! A footnote!
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