
Contents

Notebooks 1

GoldenEye 5  

Titanic 10

Being and Doing 15

Laura Riding 24

Beginnings 35

Titles 39

Speed 43

Music and Painting 47

The New Age 53

Macbeth 57

Antony Sher 60

Gay Photography 63

Allan Gurganus 68

James and the Giant Peach 71

Anne Ridler 77

Fergus Allen 80

Annie Proulx 83

Edmund White 87

Making Books 91

Danny Markey 94 

The Greville Press 97

Dan Burt 103

Wildlife 107

Situation 111



1

The Odyssey 116

The Problem of the Image 130

The Lord Is Listenin’ To Ya, Hallelujah! 135

Executive Decision 138

Trees and Sympathy 144

Music and Friendship 150

Ken Kiff 156

A Diptych 161

Q&A 167

Murmur 179

What Is Ability? 183

A Journal of the Plague Year 190

Afterword: Broken Consort 195

Author’s Note 198

Notebooks

Last week I lost a notebook and found it again at the week-
end, my relief tempered by disappointment when I turned the 
pages and saw how little I’d used it. Notebooks are a writ-
er’s workshop, says Somerset Maugham in the preface to his 
own published selection of sketches and impressions, but if 
so mine was deserted. Where were the great ideas and sug-
gestive phrases? All I could see were offcuts and shavings, 
odd memos to an absent creator (‘put the pterodactyl after 
A comes round’). And, of course, the gaps in the record, the 
stories that stopped or weren’t written at all: ‘He was every-
where, his head poking out of the fireplace, those wide eyes 
bobbing about in the soup.’

Entries in notebooks aren’t dated (a dated notebook is a 
diary), but omissions and changes in direction often signify a 
break in activity – illness, death, work – from which the writer 
returns in a different hand, re-inked by experience. What was 
I thinking all that time? What was I reading? Perhaps I was 
writing properly. ‘You should have been an actor’, the long 
gaps say, like friends at an awkward reunion when they are 
reminded of something funny from the past, when the things 
they have done with their lives (like proper writing) seem for 
a moment to be the things they ought not to have done, when 
the path not taken shines particularly brightly.

I was an actor briefly, in the late 1980s after university, 
when I joined a small ensemble called The Irish Company 
and found myself cast as James Joyce in a dramatic anthol-
ogy by Gemma O’Connor of extracts from Irish literature 
called Ferocious Chastity. It was a good selection, the title 
phrase of which was borrowed from Sean O’Casey (who may 
have borrowed it from Karl Marx), and used to describe the 


