¢ Their birthplaces can be
turned into shrines, their elderly
nephews tracked down in

Birmingham, Alabama, and invited-

to be patrons of the society?

the wings, the society folds. It is as
simple as that.

What keeps the show on the road
is not the author’s books, but the
envelope-stuffers at the grass roots.
Christopher Dean, the energetic sec-
retary of the Dorothy L. Sayers Soci-
ety, is a case in point. There would
be a Dorothy Sayers Society without
Dorothy Sayers: without Christo-
pher Dean, it would be impossible. A

schoolmaster at Hurstpierpoint
when he is not running the society,
he is the ne plus ultra of envelope-
stuffers.

Like the Sherlock Holmes Society, .

the society relies on the notion that
Sayers’s fictional detective, Lord
Peter Wimsey, was a real person.
Conferences are organised on this
basis, visits to France undertaken,
scholarly articles circulated. When I
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caught up with the society, it was
having lunch in the Randolph Hotel,
Oxford, to mark the 55th anniver-
sary of Lord Peter’s engagement to
Harriet Vane. All very odd.

This sort of jeu d’esprit is notori-
ously hazardous. It is like wearing

paper hats at a Christmas party: "

everyone can suddenly come to their
senses with a jolt and feel the sad-
ness of the world wash over them.
What you must have is someone who
puts on his hat first and, by force of
personality, sustains the general lev-
ity. In this réle, Christopher Dean
was consummate.

He led the make-believe about
Wimsey and the rest followed like
lambs. I could see the guest of hon-
our, the Master of Balliol, looking
about him with a bemused air; but
everyone else revelled in that gently
eccentric world which is the English-
man’s second home.

It had nothing to do with litera-
ture, of course -~ until one remem-
bered that Sayers was a translator of
Dante and a writer of religious books
as well as the creator of Wimsey, and
noticed that those more serious
works had not been altogether for-

gotten. There was an elderly Swiss
‘ woman at my table who had learnt

English entirely through reading

_ Dorothy Sayers; another, younger

woman who thought her the very
model of a modern feminist.

The presence of such diverse
human types under the same
umbrella was indicative of another
quintessentially English character-
istic on which literary societies
thrive: the reliance upon institu-
tional frameworks for social contact.
We are a nation of joiners, paradoxi-
cally, because we are a nation of
deaf-mutes.

Imagine an Italian with a passion
for the poems of Aretino. He would
talk openly about this to his neigh-
bour Giuseppe. Giuseppe would tell
his brother-in-law Marco. Marco
would tell his cousin Maria. Maria
would say, che miracolo, T have a
friend who likes Aretino, let's get
them together.

Now imagine an Englishman with
a similar enthusiasm for Gerard
Manley Hopkins. Does he tell his
friends? Of course not. Does he con-
fide in his neighbours? Not on your
life. He consummates his passion at
dead of night under a 40-watt bed-
side lamp, and only when he reads
about the Gerard Manley Hopkins
Society in a newspaper does he start
to share it.

Once he has crossed that Rubicon,
though, a whole world opens up to
him. The range of activities offered
by literary societies is considerable:
everything from laying a wreath
with the George Eliot Fellowship to
‘trekking around Jordan on a camel
with the T. E. Lawrence Society.

He can join members of the Lewis
Carroll Society for a talk on “The
Cheshire Cat and the Stabilised Reti-
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given to understand I would not be
welcome.

To make any sort of generalisation
about what are essentially cottage
industries is probably foothardy. But
one or two common denominators
can be discerned.

In the first place, today’s literary
society is more society than literary.
It brings like-minded middle-brows
together rather than acting as a mag-
net for scholars of the first rank.
Members join to learn more about
an author who interests them: their
knowledge is not encyclopaedic.

A scholarly veneer does attach to
some of the societies. Learned arti-
cles are circulated, learned talks
delivered. But a close examination
of these reveals them to be mainly
serendipitous. ‘“Wilkie Collins —
Narrative Strategy and Psychologi-
cal Paradigm”, ‘‘John Buchan, the
Black Stone and the University of
Glasgow”, and so on.

The profounder sort of literary
criticism which winnows out the
wheat from the chaff, and dictates
for future generations which writers
are seen as ephemeral and which as

“important, remains the province of

the universities and the professional
critics.

This does not mean, of course, that
those who join literary societies are
either unintelligent or insincere.
They probably have a better nose for
a good book than most academics.
And they are standing up and being
counted in a way that is profoundly
in tune with the spirit of the age.

As green issues rise to the top of
the political agenda, literary societ-
ies are a natural growth area. They
have their roots in the feeling —
practically universal among a cer-
tain class and generation of society
— that the books people read 30
years ago were better books, just as
the air they breathed was cleaner
and the food fresher. It is no coinci-
dence that many of the societies
seek to commemorate, not just
authors’ books, but the houses in
which they lived. The dilapidated
birthplace of an obscure 19th-cen-
tury novelist can be a rallying point
for conservation on a wider scale. -

I dined recently with the John
Buchan Society, and this lgia
for a better past was very evident.
talked to a Glasgow schoolteacher
who said he could not find modern
books which were suitable vehicles
for teaching English. He blamed
declining literacy in schools on
declining standards among writers.

Another man introduced himself
as an ‘‘ordinary bone-doctor” from
Maple Glen, Pennsylvania. He had
made the 3,000-mile trip to the John
Buchan weekend with his wife and
four daughters. It did not sound like
the behaviour of an ordinary bone-
doctor to me, so I submitted him to a
stiff cross-examination; but the
worst that could be proved against
him was that he thought English
novelists wrote better than Ameri-
can ones. He asked for similar
offences to be taken into account in
respect of C. P. Snow and Somerset
Maugham. I had infiltrated the
Buchan Society in the vague hope of
finding the Celtic fringe at its most
lunatic. Ali I saw were civilised men
and women sharing a congenial meal
followed by a we€ dram. Their desire
to conserve the past probably went
hand in hand with an inability to
confront the present. It often does.

Literature is a living organism.
The reissued editions of Trollope
could take shelf-space from master-
pieces written in 1990. We could
cling on to Jerome K. Jerome and
lose David Lodge down the plug-
hole. But are our modern writers so
good that we can leave the survival
of their predecessors to the publish-
ing market-nlace? Or shonld that <ol-



