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Twenty years ago I went for the first time into Angela Carter’s study. I knew the rest of her house in Clapham quite well. Downstairs was carnival: true, there was a serious kitchen, but there were also violet and marigold walls, and scarlet paintwork. A kite hung from the ceiling of the sitting room, the shelves supported menageries of wooden animals, books were piled on chairs. Birds – one of them looking like a ginger wig and called Carrot Top – were released from their cages to whirl through the air, balefully watched through the window by the household’s salivating cats. ‘Free range,’ said Angela. Here Angela’s husband Mark Pearce dreamed up the pursuits he went on to master: pottery, archery, kite-making, gunmanship, school-teaching; here friends streamed in and out for suppers; here their son Alexander was a much-hugged child.

The study was unadorned, muted, more fifties than sixties. Not so much carnival as cranial. There was a small wooden desk by the window looking down to the street, The Chase: ‘SW4 0NR. It’s very easy to remember. SW4. Oliver. North. Reagan.’ There was a grey filing cabinet, shabby, well organised and stuffed with papers. I knew some of what I would find in that cabinet – Angela had told me – but there had not been time to go through everything.

She had died a few weeks earlier, on 16 February 1992. She was fifty-one and had been suffering from lung cancer for over a year. Her early death sent her reputation soaring. Her name flew high, like the trapeze-artist heroine of Nights at the Circus: Fevvers, the ‘Cockney Venus’, zoomed upwards, ‘shaking out about her those tremendous red and purple pinions, pinions large enough, powerful enough to bear up such a big girl as she. And she was a big girl . . . Now all London lies beneath her flying feet.’ Three days after she died, Virago sold out of Angela’s books. She became, in words from the two poles of her vocabulary, an aerialiste and a celeb.

Not that her fiction and her prose went unacknowledged while she was alive. She was not neglected and rarely had anything rejected; she was given solo reviews and launch parties; she went on television; she got cornered by fans. But she was not acclaimed in the way that the number of obituaries might suggest. She was ten years too old and entirely too female to be mentioned routinely alongside Martin Amis, Julian Barnes and Ian McEwan as being a young pillar of British fiction. She was twenty years too young to belong to what she considered the ‘alternative pantheon’ of Iris Murdoch, Doris Lessing and Muriel Spark in the forties, when ‘in a curious way, women formed the ascendancy’. She spoke with some fellow feeling about J. G. Ballard, who was, she correctly predicted, about to be turned by critics from a science-fiction cult figure into a mainstream literary one. ‘Ballard is rarely, if ever, mentioned in the same breath, or even the same paragraph as such peers as Anthony Powell or Iris Murdoch. Fans such as Kingsley Amis and Anthony Burgess praise Ballard to the skies, but they themselves are classified differently as, God help us, “serious writers” in comparison.’

We had talked about these things a year earlier, after her illness had been diagnosed and she had asked me to be her literary executor. We had met at the end of the seventies, when I was helping to set up the London Review of Books and was keen to get Angela to write for the paper. Liz Calder, who had shortly before published The Passion of New Eve and The Bloody Chamber at Gollancz, arranged an introduction and, swaddled in a big coat, Angela came into the small office, which had been carved out of the packing department in Dillons bookshop. She lit up the paper’s pages for the next twelve years. And we became friends.

Her requirements for her estate were relaxed, if not exactly straightforward: I should do whatever was necessary to ‘make money for my boys’, for Mark and Alexander. There was to be no holding back on grounds of good taste; she had no objections to her prose being turned into an extravaganza on ice: on the contrary. Her only stipulation was that Michael Winner should not get his hands on it.

I, of course, hoped to find in that filing cabinet a fragment from an abandoned novel or a clutch of unhatched short stories. And of course I knew I would not. For all her wild hair, Angela was careful. She was, as she put it, ‘both concentrated and random’. In the depths of her illness she had drawn up a plan for a final book of short stories, writing down the number of words alongside each title, and hoping that ‘all together, these might make a slim, combined volume to be called “American Ghosts and Old World Wonders”’: they did. In one of her desk drawers there was a small red cashbook in which she wrote down her fees and expenses.

No big fiction had been left unpublished. But there were surprises. The files in the cabinet were bulging with drama. Angela had had good fortune with her radio plays but was less lucky with writing for theatre and movies. Among her unproduced screenplays, The Christchurch Murder (1987) covered the same story – the killing of a woman by her teenage daughter and friend – as Peter Jackson’s 1994 film Heavenly Creatures. Her largest unproduced theatrical work was a version of Wedekind’s Lulu, a hard (elongated, sprawling) play to bring off, but apt for Angela. She was beguiled by Louise Brooks, who had glided onto celluloid as Lulu. Admiring the challenge her eyes threw out under the famous fringe, Angela claimed that, ‘Should I ever have a daughter, I would call her not Simone, not even Rosa but Lulu.’ It was imaginative of Richard Eyre’s National Theatre to commission the adaptation in 1987, but though the script went through several densely written drafts, it was eventually rejected. Angela was not forgiving. When I ran into her at a party in Tufnell Park shortly afterwards, she was white-faced and narrow-eyed with fury: ‘The National have just flushed my Lulu down the toilet.’ The most tantalising unfinished piece was something she had not mentioned during our talks: a treatment of Virginia Woolf’s sex-change novel Orlando which she had started to turn into an opera to be set to music by Michael Berkeley. One of Angela’s ideas was that the entire production should take place in the fabric department of Marshall & Snelgrove.

There were other, more personal, unpublished finds. I knew she had drawn but I had not realised how much. Tucked in among the files were richly coloured crayon pictures: of flowers with great tongue-like petals, of slinking cats, and of Alexander, whose baby face with its bugle cheeks, dark curls and big black eyes looked like that of the West Wind on ancient maps; his mother described his face as being like a pearl.

She had told me that she kept journals and described the shape they took. They were partly working notes and partly casual jottings, roughly arranged so that the two kinds of entry were on opposite pages. They were stacked in the study: lined exercise books in which she had started to write during the sixties and which covered nearly thirty years of her life. She decorated their covers as girls used to decorate their school books, with cut-out labels (the Player’s cigarette sailor was one), paintings of cherubs and flowers and patterns of leaves. Inside she described, in her clear, upright, not quite flowing hand ‘a smoked gold day’ in 1966, and in the same year made a list of different kinds of monkeys: rhesus, capuchin and lion-tailed. She wrote of the ‘silver gilt light on Brandon Hill’ in 1969, jotted down a recipe for soup using the balls of a cock and, in her later pages, took notes on Ellen Terry’s lectures on Shakespeare. She made, again and again, lists of books and lists of films (Jean-Luc Godard featured frequently). She did not write down gossip (though she liked gossip), and wrote little about her friends. She specialised in lyrical natural description and in dark anecdote. She noted that the Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe had died of a burst bladder because he had not dared to get up from a banquet to have a pee. She observed that the pork pies favoured by her mother’s family for wakes, in part because they could be bought ready-made, ‘possess a semiotic connection with the corpse in the coffin – the meat in the pastry’, and added, referring to Beatrix Potter’s most chilling tale of fluffy life: ‘Tell that to Tom Kitten.’ She wondered what smell Alexander would remember from his childhood home.

The revelation for me in the journals was that, in her twenties, Angela had written poems – verses that strikingly prefigured her novels in richness of expression, in their salty relish, in their feminism and in their use of fable. At the same time she produced a statement of intent which came startlingly close to prophesy: ‘I want to make images that are personal, sensuous, tender and funny – like the sculpture of Arp, for example, or the paintings of Chagall. I may not be very good yet but I’m young and I work very hard – or fairly hard.’

I have a small collection of Angela material. As well as the newspaper cuttings, the business notes from publishers, the grief-filled letters from friends after her death, there are a few browning, frayed letters, written mostly on lined exercise-book paper, always in longhand (though her hand was square rather than long), generally prompted by some London Review inquiry to her when she was abroad. There is on my mantelpiece a clockwork Russian doll, made out of tin with bright orange blotches on her cheeks and a design of blue teardrops on her stiff full skirt: a present from Angela and Mark. And there are a dozen or so cards, dashed off in greeting or explanation, sometimes with a full message, sometimes just a salute. These cards make a paper trail, a zigzag path through the eighties. They are casually despatched – some messages are barely more than a signature – but are often the more telling for that: they catch Angela on the wing, shooting her mouth off. She would have hated the idea of a soundbite, but she had a gift for a capsule phrase, for a story in a word. In their celerity, postcards are the email of the twentieth century, but they are also more than that. They tell more than one story: the photographs, paintings and cartoons that Angela chose sometimes reinforce but often contradict the message on the other side. They can contain hidden histories: some of Angela’s images glance back at an episode in her life, or hint at a conversation we had been having. Sometimes, of course, the choice of picture is random: it hints at nothing. In a few years’ time it will be harder to know which is random, which is allusive.

I first looked at these cards when writing a series of talks about postcards for Radio 3; I looked at them again when it was suggested to me that those talks might become a book. I look at them now with the idea that they evoke some of the occasions, preoccupations and delights of Angela’s life. A life of which, as she put it, ‘The fin has come a little early this siècle.’





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPF/embim1.jpg
A CARD
FROM
ANCELA
CARTER

SUSANNAH CLAPP





OPF/embim6.jpg
TEXAS RED and a LONG NECK*
TEXAS CHILI : S

2 tablespoons vegetable oil

2 pounds stewing beef , cubed

1 cup chopped onions

1 green bell pepper, seeded and chopped

1 clove garlic, minced

1 12 ounce can tomato paste

. 2% cups water

2 pickled Jalapeno peppers,
rinsed, seeded and chopped

1% tablespoons chili powder

Y5 teaspoon crushed red pepper

Y, teaspoon salt’

Y teaspoon dried oregano

Y2 teaspoon cumin

1 15Y% ounce can pinto beans, drained

Ina large heavy pan, heat oil, and brown ing ingredients except beans, and simmer
beef cubes on a! sides. Add onions, bell the chili for 1¥2 hours or until the meat is
Fepper and garlic, and fry them with beef tender. Add beans, and simmer 30
or about 5 minutes. Add all the remain- mihutes longer

* COURTESY OF LONE STAR BREWING CO., INC.
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