review of one of my books. This is a

regular occurrence, but on this occasion
the pain was so sharp that | broke a rule and
dispatched a protest to the offending journal.

It was a review of a book I’d written on the
Merthyr Rising of 1831. The reviewer, who
apparently intended to be kind, called me a
Welsh Edward Thompson. This sent me into a
prolonged bout of empathetic mourning for
one of those old bottles of quite decent Rioja,
which used to suffer the humiliation of being
marketed under the implausible title of
Spanish Burgundy. The wretch then went on
to call the book ‘a characteristic product of
the New Left'. | pointed out with some
asperity that | was not a member of the New
Left, neither the Old New Left, the New New
Left or the Instant New Left. | was not even a
member of the Old Left. | was a member of
the Antediluvian Left.

Even a modest historiographical
monograph can make an answer to the
question ‘Which side is he on?’ very difficult.
But if controversy over commitment and
meaning is a familiar feature of the historical
landscape, it fades into oblivion once you dip
a tentative toe into the acid pool next door —
the practice of Literature Proper, or writing
with a capital R. My most vivid memory of the
large and active department of English at
Cardiff was that hardly anybody in it was on
speaking terms with anyone else — on
doctrinal grounds. And this was even before
the appearance of Post-Structuralists and Neo-
Deconstructionists!

F ourteen years ago, | was infuriated by a

Writing and commitment

There is a school of thought which holds that
all writing of whatever kind is in the last resort
political orcommitted. Certainly, goad and
necessary work has been done on the political
assumptions and commitment which lie
hidden in many overtly non-political works —
Jane Austen, for example. I've had fun myself
trying to filter out what politics there are in the
black novels of P. D. James. On the other
hand, I was quite astonished to learn that Ruth
Rendell is an active supporter of CND and a
believer in community governmeht\its most
radical. Not something you’d gather from her
books, | think. She’d probably be pleased to
hear that. : : . :

One could, no doubt, analyse political
commitment in the work of, say, Barbara Pym
and Alice Thomas Ellis. But it would be a
waste of time. Whatever political commitment
there is would be so removed from text and
content as to be irrelevant to the experience
and assessment of such writing. Its only
relevance would be to the set of attitudes
which would make such writing possible in
the first place. If you are of a radically
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opposed attitude, of course, you could deny
the right of such writing even to exist. Many
political regimes have taken this line, by no
means only Communist regimes. We want no
more of that. No, there are great tracts of
some of the finest writing which cannot be
put ‘on the line’.

Far stronger has been the opposing
dogmatism which asserts that political or any
other commitment has no place whatever in
literature, and therefore, | assume, in human
life. The most vivid expression of this opinion
came from the early 19th-century French
writer Stendhal, a caustic, brilliant, acrid kind
of writer whose works at one stage obsessed
me. Reading them was like getting drunk on
vinegar.

Stendhal was the closest approximation |
know to the Nearly Man. He was very bright
and nearly the best student in his class. He
idolised Napoleon and was nearly a good
diplomat in Italy. He longed to be a warrior, a
profession for which he was singularly
unsuited, and nearly saw the Battle of
Waterloo. He said his books would not be
read until 1940 and he was correct. One of
the longest
chapters in

his

- -

S

book on the art of love is entitled ‘The Fiasco’.
At one stage he delivered himself of the
ringing declaration that introducing politics
into the novel was like firing a pistol shot in
the middle of a concert.

The supreme irony, of course, is that
Stendhal’s two masterpieces are now
considered deeply political. The Charterhouse
of Parma ' is a merciless exploration of
Restoration Europe after 1815, the Europe of
Metternich and the clericals. It carries the
most vivid account in history or literature of
that historic moment when Bonaparte, then a
Jacobin general, led his army of sans-culottes
into ltaly in 1796, one of the few genuinely
revolutionary campaigns in history, which
went on echoing, not least in Beethoven. And
The Scarlet and the Black ' is actually a
celebration and lament for the Napoleonic
idea in a sordid and second-rate society. It has
the best description of a battle, seen from the
worm’s eye view, | have ever read, better even
than Tolstoy.

So where are we? Clearly, many people
don’t know they’re writing politics even when
they are! To quote C. E. M. Joad from the
ancient Brains Trust, it all depends what you
mean by ‘politics’ or ‘commitment’. Or to cite
an even more ancient wisdom: ‘taint what
you do, .it’s the way that you do it.

A type case?

We are all painfully familiar with what
happens when the state politically directs
writing. We are no less painfully familiar
with the results when, without outside
¥ direction, driven writers people their pages
v with homilies, parables, individuals cut
- from cardboard and characters who are
simply their mouthpieces. Ironically, such
compulsions can sometimes produce good
writing — in the style of George Bernard Shaw,
for example.

The political thriller, spy story, roman noir
is a characteristic genre of our time, for good

‘reason. Some time ago, Pluto Press, declaring

that all thrillers were written by right-wingers,
launched a comipetition for a left-wing
detective story! I'm not at all sure they were
correct. | suppose they were thinking of
people like Jeffrey Archer, Frederick Forsyth

W~ and fellow practitioners all the way

back to Bulldog Drummond and other
bien pensants. But, good Lord, even
Biggles favoured the Spanish Republic,
and while Agatha Christie could pick her
way unerringly among the teacups, I'm not
all sure the same is the case with her
sisters and successors, and as for the
Americans . . . !
~ The political thriller, often aspiring to -
the quality of literature, has been colonised
by people of many political beliefs. No one



would call Eric Ambler, that master-craftsman,
a right-winger, or Graham Greene or John le
Carré. Pluto Press itself unearthed Manuel
Vazquez Montalban of Pepe
Carvalho fame, he of ‘the
gastronomic tendency’, the
half-Galician from Barcelona
who was ex-Communist, ex-
CIA, devoted to burning
books and cooking meals.
That author has managed to
win both the ‘Spanish
Booker Prize and a French
award for detective fiction?.
In fact, the genre in Europe
is peopled by
disillusioned ex-
Communists, a category
of human beings which
must by now
numerically be
approaching its rival,
the communion of ex-
Christians.

Recently | decided
to turn two of these
political thrillers into film scripts. The
problem of constriction at the heart of writing
by committed people struck me very forcibly.
The two | chose were by two of the major
political and socio-literary figures of our day,
Raymond Williams’s The Volunteers * and
Jorge Semprun’s The Second Death of Ramon
Mercader.

The Volunteers opens with an apparent
attempt to assassinate the minister for Wales
in the grounds of St Fagan’s Folk Museum — as
a redundant historian, | found this a deeply
attractive proposition. Through the
protagonist, a Sixties character turned creep
for something which looks very like Sky
Television, Raymond Williams dives through
multiple levels of deception and self-
deception to arrive at the final, unchosen
forcible redemption of his protagonist in the
face of a hidden menace all
too familiar from our
experience of our own hag-
ridden security system.

It's a good story but it fails.
In his genuine awareness of
complexity, contradiction
and irony, Raymond Williams
loads his characters with an
endless debate which
explores those contradictions
and which leads to the
argument reaching its climax
before the action does —
which in a political thriller
just will not do.

The Second Death of
Ramon Mercader was written
by Jorge Semprun while he
was Minister of Culture in the
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Spanish Government. During the civil war, he

was evacuated to the Soviet Union and

educated there. He broke spectacularly with

Communism in the 1960s. He was a

scriptwriter for such Costa Gavras

films as Z and the
author of some
cogent essays.

This is an
extraordinary book —
even more complex
than Raymond
Williams’s. At its heart is

an apparent Spaniard
called Ramon Mercader —
the same name as the
assassin of Leon Trotsky.
Like Semprun, he was
evacuated to the Soviet
Union during the civil war
and returned under the
agreement of 1956 to
become head of the Soviet
espionage system in Spain. A
senior member of the KGB
defects to the Americans while
staying in position and betrays
him to the CIA (though this is
not revealed until some time into the novel).
Mercader becomes aware that he has been
betrayed and goes to an emergency contact in
Amsterdam enjoined upon him by his
controller, an Old
Bolshevik. The
assassination of Trotsky
runs as an undercurrent
throughout, and we are
plunged into the world
of the Soviet, East
German and American
intelligence agencies,
the Dutch Special
Branch and an
American film-
maker working on







