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Close the door, 1M cupboard a
tbc wmdovl u;hlly, u"ow the 2
of Mr!
Johmons new nove! high into the
air, and when the blossom has
settied, 11t down in the middle and
(according to the publisher's in-
structions) pluck The first hap
hazard fruit. This paperchase
. game, and the small, uncxpestedly
. sad novel*which emerges, is both
. absorbing and provoking.
" Two sections marked “ First”
and “ Last ™ give the simple key:
+ 8 London reporter has gone 10
cover a football owmtch in a3 Mid-
fands city ; but as he walks from
the station—" brown glazed tiles,
the decorative hammerbeams sup-
porting nothing, above "—every
_detail begins to spring a chaos of
memorics.  As he windowshops,
drinks. eats miserable ham on a
municipul bench, and writes up
the shapeiess game uh '), memor-
-Jes of Tony—an int

otdes, piat mnd present, is both
the method and the theme of the
riovel, Tony is the critic (a thesis
dn Bowwell, a mind ~ ordered like
locumenta in the Public Records
") who -helped the young
ritet Lo orgatize and refing his
rat sprawling novels.  As this
Book is strongly autobjographical,
Mr. Johnson's earlier novels do
sctually get involved here, and you
are provoked (sgain) into reresd-
ing sections of Travelling People
(1963, funny and opmmmc.-dcdx
ceated, one notices With a jerk, “ to
Tony and June™) and Traw!
(1966).

90 the net of The Unlnnwwm
widens.. Onc js made aware of
the terrifying relativity of experi-
ence: that which comes befors
depends so much on what comes
after. Characteristically, it leads
Mr. Johnson ta shy from the rela-
tlvity  of language, stalling at
similes and metaphors like a
thoroughbred before doudtful
hedges. He can still explore this
comically: * his orignal football
report is murdered by later sub-

tual Jove of his graduute days,
now dead from cancer—sweep
" back a quicker, brighter time of
books, girls, pimts, hitch-hiking,
Reconstructing the story thus, is
the first provocation: even though
the sections come as randomly as
the memories are supposed 10, yet
your mind cffortlesaly creates ils
own order—tae course of Tony(s
di the familiar di
the feminine  geography—all
_ratthing into placé with elextric,
fascinating spced
This m t rand;

With the paperchase device, -
and his fast-running, scrupulously
honest prose,-he succeeds marvel-
lously in bringing the very process
of experience and recall to the
reader’s attention. But this tech-
nical self-absorption—for both

-author and reader—is finally at

the expense of the reality of other
Tives: Tony and June, Wendy and
Ginnie, blow away like loose
leaves in the wind. and the delicate
hammerbeams $til}l support noth-
ing above. I'm ndt sure yet if
itis.a fatlure of art, or life.




