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George Orwell, whose real name was Eric Arthur Blair, was born in Bengal in 1903. He was educated at Eton and then served in the Indian Imperial Police in Burma before deciding that he wanted to become a writer. His first book, Down and Out in Paris and London, was published in 1933. A prolific critic, essayist and novelist, whose collected works run to more than twenty volumes, he produced, in Animal Farm (1945) and Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), two of the most controversial and best-selling political satires of the twentieth century. He died in January 1950, of tuberculosis, in University College Hospital, London.

D. J. Taylor’s Orwell: The Life won the 2003 Whitbread Prize for Biography. His other works of non-fiction include The Prose Factory: Literary Life in England Since 1918 (2016) and On Nineteen Eighty-Four: A Biography (2019). He is currently working on a new biography of Orwell for publication in 2023.
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Introduction


I knew we should have a lot of trouble with this book …

George Orwell, letter to Leonard Moore, 15 April 1944



Animal Farm, George Orwell’s fifth novel, published in August 1945, was his first popular success. Widely and mostly favourably reviewed, its US edition – inflated by a Book of the Month Club selection – sold over half a million copies. In the UK, the book was the most widely talked-about publication of the immediately post-war era. Thanking Orwell for the gift of ‘your ingenious & delightful allegory’, Evelyn Waugh noted that ‘It was, of course, one of the books I was seeking to buy, and, of course, finding it sold-out everywhere.’1 Queen Elizabeth, wife of George VI, unable to find a copy in one of the West End stores, was forced to send her emissary to the anarchist bookshop run by Orwell’s friend George Woodcock. After a dozen years of publishing books in tiny editions that rarely earned him more than a few hundred pounds, Orwell, reeling in the wake of his new-found celebrity, was entitled to feel that he had arrived. And yet the novel’s path to publication through the early months of 1944 was more than usually tortuous, and to read Orwell’s correspondence in the six months after it was completed is instantly to become aware of how near it came to not being published at all.

Although Orwell claimed that he got the idea for the book as far back as 1937, the real prompt to the writing of Animal Farm came at the end of 1943 with his decision to leave the BBC’s Eastern Service for a job as literary editor of the left-wing weekly magazine Tribune. Here, in sharp contrast to his labours at Broadcasting House, he would be allowed two days a week for his own work. The change of scene had an immediate effect on his productivity. ‘You will be glad to hear that I am writing a book again at last’, he told his agent, Leonard Moore, on 6 December, a week after he had arrived at Tribune. ‘The thing I am doing is quite short, so if nothing intervenes it should be done in 3 or 4 months.’2 As for the subject matter, even at this stage Orwell was worried about the novel’s likely reception. ‘It is a fairy story, but also a political allegory’, he advised Moore early in the new year, ‘and I think we may have some difficulties in finding a publisher.’3 Another letter, to the Russian academic Gleb Struve six weeks later, suggests that ‘it is so not O.K. politically that I don’t feel certain in advance that anyone will publish it’.4

As Orwell had predicted, the writing of what turned out to be a manuscript of a little over thirty thousand words occupied him for a bare three months. On 19 March 1944 he wrote to Victor Gollancz, the publisher of his first four novels and already contracted to publish the following three, to inform him that ‘I have just finished a book and the typing will be complete in a few days.’ Never one to beat about the bush, Orwell insisted that Gollancz should know that ‘it is – I think – completely unacceptable politically from your point of view (it is anti-Stalin)’.5 This diagnosis was correct. Though protesting that he was so far from a being a ‘Stalinist stooge’ as to be banned from the Soviet embassy, and remaining highly critical of many aspects of Russian policy, the communist-sympathising Gollancz could not bring himself to publish a wholesale assault on the history, ideology and activities of the Soviet Union: ‘You were right and I was wrong,’ he apologised shortly afterwards. ‘I am so sorry.’6

Three-quarters of a century later, Gollancz’s refusal to sponsor one of the greatest anti-authoritarian satires of the twentieth century may seem like a piece of cowardice. In his defence, plenty of other publishers felt the same. At this point in the Second World War, with the Normandy landings only a few months away, the Soviet Union were our gallant allies; Stalin himself had emerged from the wartime propaganda machine as ‘Uncle Joe’. Taking the manuscript to Nicolson & Watson, Orwell discovered that they, too, thought Animal Farm inopportune: ‘much the same reason as Gollancz’, he reported to Moore in mid-April, ‘ie that it is bad taste to attack the head of an allied government in that manner etc.’7 He was having ‘hell and all to find a publisher for it here though normally I have no difficulty in publishing my stuff’, he told the American critic Philip Rahv on 1 May.8 The next plan was to try the book on Jonathan Cape, who got as far as making an offer, only to decline on the grounds, as Orwell’s friend Inez Holden remembered, that Cape thought ‘Stalin wouldn’t like it’. Orwell was amused by this, remarking to Holden, ‘Imagine old Joe (who doesn’t know one word of any European language) sitting in the Kremlin reading “Animal Farm” and saying “I don’t like this”.’9

In fact, there was a more sinister explanation. Cape had been advised by an ‘important official’ in the Ministry of Information that such flagrant anti-Soviet bias was unacceptable. The important official was a man named Peter Smollett, later unmasked as a Soviet spy. With Cape in retreat, Orwell was becoming steadily less sanguine of the novel’s prospects. His young friend Michael Meyer recalled that each successive meeting in the summer of 1944 seemed to spring some new publishing genie from the bottle, only for the apparition instantly to dissolve into the book-world ether. The firm of William Collins rejected it on grounds of insufficient length. T. S. Eliot at Faber declared that he had ‘no conviction … that this is the right point of view from which to criticise the political situation at the present time’ and suggested that ‘the positive point of view, which I take to be generally Trotskyite, is not convincing’.10 In desperation, Orwell hatched a scheme to borrow £200 from his friend David Astor and publish it himself as a pamphlet. Finally, in August, Secker & Warburg agreed to publish it, for an advance of £100, in ‘about March 1945’.

In the event, publication was delayed until as late as August 1945: wartime shortages hit publishing hard and Secker were unsure of their paper supplies (‘there may be a slip-up about the paper’ Orwell had warned Moore, shortly before the deal was signed. ‘But so long as he can lay hands on the paper he will do it.’)11 Meanwhile, the traumas of Orwell’s private life ran alongside. In the early summer of 1944 Orwell and his wife Eileen adopted a three-week-old baby whom they christened Richard Horatio Blair. Then, at the end of June, a flying bomb fell on their maisonette in Kilburn, north-west London. Temporarily homeless, and unable to bring Richard south from Eileen’s sister’s home near Newcastle, the Orwells finally came to rest in an apartment block in Islington. But the prospect of domestic serenity was short-lived. In the spring of 1945, with the novel at the printers, and her husband away in Europe reporting for the Observer, Eileen’s heart gave out in the middle of what was supposed to have been a routine operation. Orwell’s letter to Moore from 1 April announcing her death goes to on report that ‘I don’t know exactly when ANIMAL FARM is coming out, but as I corrected the proofs a long time ago it should be fairly soon …’.12 However gratifying the book’s success, and whatever the revolution it wrought in Orwell’s personal profile, it appeared at a moment of stupefying personal tragedy.

Orwell always maintained that he got the idea for this swingeing satire of the Soviet Revolution from watching a small boy driving a horse down a country lane and wondering what would happen if the roles were reversed. There are obvious connections to the later stages of Gulliver’s Travels, in which the roles of horses and humans are reversed, but as the critic Morris Dickstein has pointed out, much of Orwell’s inspiration may have come from the animated cartoons of the 1930s. Although he did not live to see the Halas and Batchelor version of 1954, he thought the novel had cinematic possibilities, and told his agent that ‘It would make a Disney film or better still a puppet film …’.13 But the distinguishing mark of Animal Farm is the meticulousness of its historical grasp, for beneath the account of a gang of animals who usurp their owner, Mr Jones, and set up an establishment run on egalitarian principles flows a kind of withering alternative history of nearly three decades of Soviet history in which each principal character either represents an historical personality or symbolises a part of the Russian demographic. Old Major, the ancient boar whose vision of a better future inspires the revolutionaries, is an amalgam of Marx and Lenin. Napoleon (Stalin) and Snowball (Trotsky) command the Bolshevik pigs who, with their proletarian allies (led by Boxer, the giant cart-horse) see off Mr Jones (Tsar Nicholas II).

Thereafter, each incident has its echo in Soviet politics. The Russian Civil War is re-imagined in Jones’s attempt to recapture the farm in the Battle of the Cowshed. Stalin’s five-year plan and the power struggle that saw off the old Bolsheviks culminate in a pastiche of the Moscow Show Trials in which certain of the pigs confess to having been in league with the exiled Snowball. Other animals admit to similar crimes and are summarily executed. Order is maintained by a pack of savage dogs (the NKVD), trained from puppydom by the increasingly dictatorial Napoleon. Subsequently, the realisation that Animal Farm cannot survive on its own leads to negotiations with rival farmers such as Mr Pilkington (Britain and America) and Mr Frederick (Germany), and an alliance – mimicking the Russo-German pact of 1939 – that is shattered when Mr Frederick attacks. The famous final scene, in which the by now thoroughly anthropomorphised pigs entertain some of their human neighbours to dinner, burlesques the Tehran Conference of November 1943 in which Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill, the allied leaders, sat down to begin parcelling up the post-war world.

Meanwhile, there is something else going on below Animal Farm’s sharp, satirical surface which takes us away from Soviet Russia and back to the man who wrote it. Though published in 1945 and covering the events of 1917–43, the novel’s conceptual framework returns to a much earlier time. In which period of English history is it supposed to be set? After all, the farm is entirely unmechanised and there is virtually no mention of motorised transport. Mr and Mrs Jones’s domestic interiors, too, are a matter of ‘looking-glasses, the horsehair sofa, the Brussels carpet, the lithograph of Queen Victoria’ – in other words, a decorative style that would not look out of place in the 1890s. Elsewhere, there is talk of gentlemen farmers, a social category that went into sharp decline after the Great War, low-crowned bowler hats, governess carts and a riot of incidental detail that seems to date the fictional proceedings (as opposed to their political equivalent) to the pre-1914 era.

The suspicion is that Orwell, while concerned to attack what he regarded as a corrupt ideology founded on the principle of hoodwinking ordinary people, has established the book in the world of his own childhood, much of which was spent in South Oxfordshire before and during the First World War. Willingdon, for example, can be identified with Henley-on-Thames. As well as using a gang of insurrectionary animals to bring down the quarry of Soviet communism, Orwell is also in hot pursuit of his younger self. In the wider context of Orwell’s life, Animal Farm seems to have a symbolic significance. Even before it was published he was taking steps to remove himself to the Inner Hebridean island of Jura, where he spent much of the last five years of his life. All this was symptomatic, his friend Anthony Powell thought: Orwell, he believed, ‘could thrive only in comparative adversity’.14 Offered success, his immediate reaction was to retreat from it. The road lay north, to Jura, fatal illness and the writing of Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), a novel in which Animal Farm’s subject – a revolution that fails – gets a yet more decisive reworking.
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