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January 2022
The January issue of The HistWriter comes to you from Wexford in
Ireland. The Christmas decorations have been put away and we face the coldest
and bleakest month of the year. I feature two suitably wintry novels: Snow by
John Banville and Snow Country by Sebastian Faulks. I also report back on
Stylistics...

Snow - John Banville
Faber, 2021
Find it on Amazon.co.uk

[Contains partial spoilers]
The ﬁrst impression of this historical detective novel is that it’s to be read while
curled up in front of the ﬁre on a dark winter’s night. A mug of hot chocolate,
perhaps with cream and marshmallows, would not go amiss. It starts with some
classic tropes: a murdered priest in the library, a chilly country house, vintage
vehicles and a hapless detective. Here the action is set in Co. Wexford, of which
John Banville is a native. It’s set in the mid 1950s with local landmarks

unrecognisable in the incessantly snowy landscape of a bitter December, while
its population of self-absorbed Anglo-Irish landowners - perhaps long since
extinct - is one I’ve yet to meet in ﬁve years of living and working in Ireland's
‘sunny South East’.
As I read on, I ﬁnd that what hooks me is not to discover who killed the priest at no point in the tale do I actually care! But I’m eager to learn whether John
Banville, as a literary writer with a literary publisher, succeeds in this attempt
to subtly subvert the classic murder mystery form. It does seem to be what he’s
set out to do - as indicated by a winking mention of ‘Pworrott ’ early on.
Unhappily, our detective hero plods between conversations stuﬀed with clues,
philosophical daydreams, childhood ﬂashbacks and passionless advances from
females. At least it’s mostly written in lovely Faber-worthy prose. The
denouement is guessable a tenth of the way into the book. The characters,
though elegantly described, seem a little caricatured, although there’s an
interesting sidetrack to a cameo portrait of Archbishop McQuaid.
Certainly, any subversion isn’t subtle. I’m told that the events of the novel are
based on the murder of a priest in Co. Oﬀaly in 1981, although the Diocese of
Ferns, in Co. Wexford, does have a dark history of its own (see 'All the Bishop's
Men', by Tom Mooney). The Church has nowadays been so racked by scandal
that sex abuse and cover-ups are old news. Clerical abuse has, sadly, become a
trope in itself.
Still, it would make a great TV box-set. I’d like to see John Banville write a
sequel as a historical enquiry in which abuse victims morph into survivors,
equipped with an added dimension: the ability to speak out and obtain legal
redress.

Snow Country - Sebastian Faulks
Penguin, 2021
Find it on Amazon.co.uk

The sequel to ‘Human Traces,’ which was published in 2005, this novel begins
in early nineteenth century Austria. As he did in that book, and in his bestknown novel ‘Birdsong’, Sebastian Faulks writes evocatively of middle class life
in that era.
In this story told from two main viewpoints the central characters, an aspiring
journalist and a neglected young girl, are engaging. Despite some over-long
diversions into back-story we move along ﬂuidly through beautifully described
settings. From elegant, cultured Vienna to the brutal construction of the
Panama Canal to the rural delight of the Vienna Woods, a glimpse of Trieste,
and ﬁnally the asylum with the view of the mountain lake.
As we encountered in 'Birdsong' there is an abrupt story twist as lives are
dislocated by the WW1 period. Why forgo a winning formula?

After the war the asylum proves to be a small healing community, where
insights into philosophy and psychoanalysis are woven into a deeper meditation
about why people make the life choices they do - about love and grief and
regret. The rise of Nazism provides a troubling backdrop to a dramatic ending.

Stylistics

Go to FutureLearn.Com

This fascinating free course on a branch of linguistics is provided via
FutureLearn.com by the University of Huddersﬁeld.
In stylistics we study how writing style inﬂuences the reader’s perception of the
text.This may happen through foregrounding: choosing combinations of words
that stand out to the reader. Playing with rhythm, rhyme, spelling, or grammar
can all lodge a phrase in a reader’s mind. Advertising and political slogans are
common examples of this: Beanz Meanz Heinz; Get Brexit Done.
The course also covers the many ways of reporting speech - and illustrates how
deceptive newspaper reports can be, by comparing how they describe what
was said against interview transcripts. When writing dialogue in ﬁction, direct
speech foregrounds the content, while indirect speech fades more into the
background. This can be used to heighten the drama at the key points of a
dialogue, or conversely to disguise plot clues.
Contrasting examples from ﬁction (The Catcher in the Rye) and scriptwriting
(Trainspotting) show how a character’s linguistic style, or ‘voice’ illustrates
their social background, attitudes or personality. There is also an introduction to
the computer analysis of style and content and how it correlates with theme
and genre in a text.

Next time: The Corset
Maker
Next month, I’m excited to feature a debut novel ‘The
Corset Maker’ written by my friend, the American
author, poet and scientist, Annette Liebeskind Berkovits.

Pre-order 'The Corset Maker' on Amazon.co.uk
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