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INTERVIEW

Claude Rawson in conversation with Marjorie Perloff
Claude Rawson and Marjorie Perloff
PREFACE

Claude Rawson has been called ’perhaps the best living scholar in eighteenthcentury satire, and perhaps of British satire itself’, and there is frequent
reference in the literature to ’Rawson’s unassailable pre-eminence as Swift’s
most challenging, exciting, and erudite modern critic’. In the words of Robert
Alter, ’What Rawson bracingly demonstrates is that humanistic inquiry still can
be, and deserves to be, an empirically grounded activity’. Before his
retirement in 2014, Rawson was the first Maynard Mack Professor of English at
Yale, where he had taught since 1986. Before that, he was for many years
(1971–1986) professor at the University of Warwick: while at Warwick, he
served as Department Chairman and was the co-editor of Modern Language
Review. Rawson has held many distinguished visiting professorships around
the world, most recently in China, where he was born and grew up. He is
the author of numerous now-classic scholarly studies, among them God,
Gulliver, and Genocide, and has edited dozens of scholarly editions, individual
volumes of essays, and series like the Cambridge History of Literary Criticism.
He is currently the general editor of the Cambridge Edition of the Works of
Jonathan Swift, now in process. In the 1980s, he was a regular contributor to
the London Review of Books, writing on a great variety of literary and cultural
topics, and he continues to contribute to the TLS and other periodicals. Since
retirement, Rawson spends much of his time in Cambridge.
Marjorie Perloff is the Sadie D. Patek Professor of Humanities Emerita at
Stanford University. She contributed an essay ’Beckett in the Country of the
Houyhnhnms’ to the 2008 Cambridge University Press Festschrift for Rawson
called Swift’s Travels: Eighteenth-Century British Satire and its Legacy.
The interview took place via email between Cambridge and Los Angeles,
which is Perloff’s home, in August-October 2016.

Marjorie Perloff (MP): Claude, it has always struck me as a fascinating
anomaly that one of our leading scholar-critics of English literature, specifically eighteenth-century English literature, and particularly Jonathan Swift,
was educated until his fourteenth year in Shanghai during the Japanese Occupation and World War II and attended a French Catholic school, where you
were hardly likely to be exposed to the history, politics, and literature of
eighteenth-century England. Let’s begin with your family background.
I believe your father, a Jewish-Polish immigrant, came to Shanghai in the
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Figure 1. Claude’s father with Claude’s eldest son Hugh, London, 1965. © Claude
Rawson.

early 1920s to seek his fortune. Tell us about him, your mother, and your
childhood world.
Claude Rawson (CR): I’m ashamed to say I don’t know much about my
immediate prehistory. It was I think in the early 1920s that my father,
Bernard Rozenbaum (Figure 1), came to China, directly or indirectly from
Lausanne, where his mother lived, estranged from my grandfather (my
father’s brother, whose name I think was Ignazc, was a minor concert
pianist. I never knew either, they died in the war, presumably in Poland).
My mother, Helena or Helka for short, joined my father from Poland
about a year later. They married soon after, and I recently found a silver
shield inscribed ‘Bernard Helka 1923–1948’, evidently marking their silver
anniversary.
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Figure 2. Claude at 2 or 3 years old, c. 1938. © Claude Rawson.

I’m not sure where my parents first settled, but I know they lived in Changsha before I was born in Shanghai in 1935 (Figure 2). My sister, now dead, was
born 11 years before me. In my time my father was general manager of Millington Ltd, an English-language printer-publisher, partly or wholly responsible for the Willow Pattern Press. I still have some proof-volumes in New
Haven, books of Chinese cultural interest for Westerners I think. By the
time I was born they were in Shanghai, and the Sino-Japanese War (1937–
1945) was looming. I was born in 1935, and of course too young to remember
the Japanese Occupation (August 1937). I do remember on the day after Pearl
Harbor in December 1941 the sudden mass-evacuation of European and
American nationals, the scene film-viewers know from the beginning of
Empire of the Sun, but I wasn’t on the Bund where the film’s opening
action was. Years later, at Yale, I met a visitor from Shanghai who went
into the Peace (originally the Cathay) Hotel on the Bund where his university

4

C. RAWSON AND M. PERLOFF

(Fudan, I think) housed foreign academic visitors, and was astonished to see a
whole troop of Japanese soldiers rushing into the lobby from inside: they were
shooting Spielberg’s film.
This Chinese academic stayed in the United States, I believe, and went on
to teach in the Southwest. I never knew him after he left Yale. He was five
years younger than me and could not identify the European street names
by which Shanghai had been known to me. I learned later, when I revisited
the city in 2012, that my home street, Avenue Pétain, was now called Hengshan Lu. Shanghai had been divided between an International Settlement,
mainly administered by the British, where the businesses (including my
father’s) were, and the French Concession, mainly residential, with street
names like Avenue Pétain, Avenue Foch, Avenue Joffre. I once mentioned
this to the critic Jean-François Lyotard, who briefly lived in my building in
New Haven, and he replied sardonically, ‘Ah les Français, toujours l’art de
vivre’, as if to say the real work was inevitably monopolised by the AngloSaxons. The main streets, in the International Settlement, included Bubbling
Well Road and Nanking Road (the latter still so named, I believe, a major
street perhaps roughly equivalent to Oxford Street in London, where my
mother used to take me to department stores, defying the automobile
traffic, and where my father narrowly escaped a Japanese bomb thanks to a
lucky traffic jam around 1937).
When I first began to revisit China, that is, from 2010 onwards, I was very
reticent about my China origins, thinking the topic might be thought tactless
as a reminder of the colonial past. I learned in Shanghai and elsewhere that on
the contrary the places of European settlement were historically preserved as
luxury residences or prestigious banks and public buildings. My parents’ fairly
modest apartment building was in serious disrepair in recent years, and under
active repair for perhaps the first time in sixty years; but it was said to be
worth a stratospheric price, in a carefully preserved part of the city, lavishly
planted with trees that gave a sense of lush opulence even to deteriorating
structures (Figure 3).
At the outbreak of war, the concession system gave way to fully fledged
Japanese occupation and citizens of Allied countries were either evacuated
or interned. As Polish Jews, we were subjected to neither, though my
father’s British company morphed into a small printing firm which he
ran. The Japanese were relatively benign in their behaviour to Europeans
and retained a historic sympathy for Jews going back, I believe, to the
Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905. As far as I knew, our Jewishness was
a neutral or ignorable factor in their eyes, and we did not live in the identifiably Jewish quarter known as Hongkew (I am not sure of the current
transliteration). If anything, it was his prewar connection with a British
firm that made my father the object of the occupier’s attention, such as it
was. One day in the war, Japanese officers came to the flat and found that
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Figure 3. Rawson apartment building in French Concession, Shanghai, 2012. © Claude
Rawson.

my father’s radio could access the BBC, and he was taken away for one very
frightening night. But he was brought back unscathed, perhaps because the
obligatory ‘doctoring’ of the radio had been conducted and certified by a
Japanese shop. Whether he was ‘guilty’ of illicit auditing I am not sure.
But it was a bad moment with a good ending, and my personal sense is
that the Japanese treated European civilians fairly well (unlike Asian civilians or European prisoners of war): in this they seemed the antithesis of
Germans, who perhaps acted more ‘correctly’ to captured soldiers but exterminated civilians in death camps.
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We settled in under Japanese occupation and the main change in my
upbringing was that I moved from the British school on or near Bubbling
Well Road to a school run by Franco-Irish Marist Brothers known as
Collège Ste Jeanne d’Arc at 18 rue Doumer, a small street about two miles
from home near the Avenue Joffre. The fact that Joan is the patron saint of
my first real school gives her an accidental allure in my mind. The varied
demystifications of her by Shaw and others have always interested me. I
have just reread Part One of Henry VI, which portrays her as a wanton
witch, and Voltaire’s unputdownably amusing Pucelle d’Orléans, with a
curious sense of proprietorship, as though my schooldays were being traduced. Voltaire’s poem is, incidentally, written in decasyllabic verse, which,
as Adam Smith pointed out, is a burlesque meter in French, as the ‘heroic’
twelve-syllable Alexandrine usually is in English. The school is now, or was
when I last saw it, a building site for a big hotel. The teaching was either in
French or English, and my parents chose the French option. They were
partly francophone anyway, and I owe my knowledge of French to that
circumstance.
A subject of lasting embarrassment, especially vis-à-vis my Chinese hosts
and friends, is that to this day I have never learned Chinese. My father provided a Mandarin tutor, who came weekly or bi-weekly, but I played
truant. The Mandarin teacher was a portly moustachioed man of sagacious
bearing, whom I now picture as a stereotype Chinese of popular Western
fiction, either sage or conman. He was in any case happy to collude in my truancies, and his lessons would not have been fruitful anyway. Mandarin was
not spoken in Shanghai streets then, and I barely mastered the local dialect
either. The sad truth was that Europeans mixed only with Europeans and
(in various forms of pidgin) with servants. One spoke English and French,
and sometimes a little Russian. Those who didn’t used an odd lingua franca
made up of the first two. A lady at a French Club reception startled my
father by saying she saw him ‘at pissing’ every morning, meaning piscine,
or swimming-pool. She was probably Russian. Russian nannies, part of the
reason why westerners spoke a little Russian, were incidentally common to
many European families, reversing a pattern of nineteenth-century Russian
fiction in which young Russians had English or French governesses. The
White Russian diaspora, poignantly portrayed for example in the Merchant
Ivory film, The White Countess (2005), was very considerable in the big
Chinese cities. I have been told that this White Russian diaspora produced
an important literature over the years. Mythology has it that the situation
goes back ultimately to the Bolshevik Revolution, in the wake of which it is
said the princes went to Paris and became taxi drivers, while others fled
across Siberia into the various European-inhabited cities of China: the
single women, unlike the White Countess, then sometimes fed the demand
for nannies. Mine was an old devoted peasant woman, illiterate and deeply
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loving, who was with me for seven years or so, and whom I only knew as
Nyanya. I only discovered her name, Popova, on an ancient identity card
that turned up in a house move recently.
My school was a Catholic one, and I was made to feel my Jewishness,
though in those days school-bullying was survivable. Most of my mother’s
and father’s families died in the Holocaust, but I never knew any of them.
I remember my mother’s overwhelming grief after the war, desolate and for
a time self-denying: she held back for many months or years from going
out to the cinema or theatre.
MP: How educated was your mother? What language did she and your father
speak to one another? Was Polish a secret language for them as German was
for, say, the young Canetti growing up in Romania and then England? And
did you and your sister receive any religious training as children? You say
‘school-bullying was survivable’ at your Catholic school. Were you the only
Jewish child there? And did you participate in school prayers, take Communion, etc.?
CR: My mother was educated, and had some sort of general law qualification
from Warsaw, my father studied mathematics at Lausanne. My mother
especially was widely read in fiction, middlebrow, English, French, Russian,
Polish. My father had the main French poets, led by Victor Hugo. My sister
also read a lot of English writers. My parents spoke French mostly, sometimes
but not mainly Polish, also Russian with the nanny, sometimes English and
sometimes a bit of Polish with my sister. I mainly spoke French with my
parents, French and English with my sister, who knew all the languages
well. My own Polish and Russian were and are slight, but better than my
Chinese.
Religion. No. My parents, especially my mother, were contemptuous of
what they took to be religious flimflam, and though loyally Jewish, were
never worshippers or observant of ceremonies. They also had no time for
social Jewry. I was circumcised, I suspect more for medical than for ritual
reasons. My Catholic school proselytised, as they do, and I went through a
morbidly devout ‘Catholic’ phase, even erecting an altar in my room to the
Virgin Mary, ‘my holy mother in God’, which my unholy mother on earth dismantled in contempt. I went to school prayers (but not Communion) of
course, and felt a bit excluded by the ritual. I prayed privately, especially
when I hoped for some particular thing to happen. I wanted to be a ‘crusader’
(croisé), the Catholic version of boy scouts. I was not able to join, whether
because the membership was restricted to Catholics or because of parental
objections, and I eventually joined the cubs in some extension of English
and/or American boy scouts: my memories of affiliation are ambiguous as
between Baden-Powell and Boy Scouts of America. Such were the cultural
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oscillations of the rootless cosmopolitanism of the expatriate class in postwar
China. As to religion, on the rare occasions, to this day (or almost), when I feel
the need to pray superstitiously for an outcome, I do it in French and cross
myself, if only mentally.
At school I felt the ‘difference’ and remember taunts of sale juif, but I can’t
say there was anything worse. I can’t remember many other Jews at my school
in Shanghai, though there were quite a few middle-class Jewish children at
Frensham Heights, the coeducational boarding school in Surrey where I completed my schooling in 1949–1952. As a target of bullying, I was perhaps more
conscious of being a ‘brainy’ swot than a Jewish outsider, as later in England,
where my surname Rozenbaum was indeed mocked as Frozen Bum and
similar monikers. But I was perhaps more especially jeered at as ‘Claude’,
my francophile parents’ choice of a fine-sounding name, rhyming with
‘ode’. My middle name is Julien rather than Julian, so there was no mistaking
the French pretension. But ‘Claude’ in England then suggested a comically
posh and outmoded upper-class foppishness, given currency by the radio
show ITMA (‘It’s that Man Again’), which ran from 1939 to 1949. I never
heard this programme in China, or since, but it had been very popular in
England in the 1940s. It featured two characters who kept saying ‘After
you, Claude, After you, Cecil’, evidently to roars of laughter, and survived
in the folk memory. I learn from Wikipedia that ‘This phrase became used
by RAF pilots as they queued for attack’. The catchphrase, which also
caused me some misery as a schoolboy, quickly ceased to have meaning,
although reality caught up with it many years later, when the scholar Cecil
Price and I met to examine a Ph.D. dissertation in the north of England.
He was older than me, and appreciated the joke as we walked out of the
college rooms where I was being housed for the occasion, Claude going out
followed by Cecil in a reciprocally understood ritual. The Ph.D. candidate
failed, as I wryly remember, but that was the real world.
My father changed the family name in 1956, when he took British nationality. I was ashamed of the change but not of the old name, and I am still
embarrassed that I went along with it. But he said he did it for my own
‘future’, and perhaps he was not wrong in a sense no longer very relevant. I
am conscious of a number of people of my generation or a little younger,
many of them in public life, whose names were or had been anglicised
around or before that time. But it has always troubled me a little, and I try
to forget this change. Then there was the later change from C. J. to Claude.
I began with C. J. and think over time one or two journals oscillated
between the two, including in my case the TLS, without input from me
either way. But in so far as I had any conscious agency in that regard, it is
probably part of another story, to be told more widely, I suppose, about
how professionals in our field in midcentury changed from initials to first
names. Frank Kermode, whom I admired, changed from J. F. to Frank, but
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Leavis always remained F. R. Leavis. Kermode’s first name was actually John,
and Heather Glen told me the story that the nurses, during a hospital stay,
called him Johnny and treated him with boisterous familiarity, until a
visitor came asking to see Sir Frank, when proceedings became more respectfully subdued. I’m not sure how to explain the trend from initials to single
names: greater informality, writerly mateyness? The difference may tell something about both these masters of the critical trade, but was I unconsciously
mimicking my friendly elder, Frank (which is also, it occurs to me, Leavis’s
first name)?
When I said bullying at school at school had been survivable, it is partly in
reaction against the fuss nowadays lavished on the subject. I was never beaten
up or seriously threatened physically, and there was of course no scope for
media trolling. I never in my life saw or knowingly came near anything resembling child abuse. The Marist brother who taught my class used to surround
himself with little boys, whose hand he would hold during a reading. I longed
to be chosen for the privilege, and seldom was. I thought this was because I
wasn’t Catholic. On the few occasions when I was chosen, and had my little
finger held for half an hour, I can with a slight effort stretch my imagination
to think that I experienced not only the pleasure of belonging to the little tribe
from which I usually felt excluded, but also a small childish comfort in the
physical contact. The teacher would doubtless now be thought a child
abuser, and perhaps he was, but that was as much child abuse as I have
ever witnessed, I am thankful to say.
MP: At the outbreak of World War II in Europe you were only four years old
and so you probably have few memories of September 1939 and its aftermath.
But at war’s end, 1945, you were ten and your family didn’t leave till 1949
when you were fourteen. Those are formative years: what was the atmosphere
at your French school like vis-à-vis the War? There must have been plenty of
people who had relatives back in France. How much did you know about the
Holocaust? And then please give an account of the actual departure period,
which you surely must remember. Did you fly to England or go by boat
and overland? Were you sad to leave friends behind? What were the first
months in England like, before school started? Given that you had no grandparents, aunts or uncles, and your sister was in Canada, it must have been very
lonely.
CR: The outbreak of the war in September 1939 did not affect my consciousness, I was too young and too far away. It was not until Pearl Harbor that a
difference was palpable for me. I vaguely remember what I think was the
morning after seeing a small crowd of European families (English, Dutch,
perhaps also American) assembling to be repatriated, resettled or interned.
It’s a blurred memory, but soon I had to change from my British to my
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French-Irish school, and my father’s office changed, and the Japanese occupying presence became very visible. Barbed wire was festooned in the bushes
surrounding our local park, near the Picardie Apartments, a fourteen-floor
massive yellow building which I saw again recently, now as the grandiose
floodlit Hengshan Picardie hotel, a big landmark which helped me to find
our old apartment house in 2012. The park was increasingly used by Japanese
soldiers for relaxation but remained open to the public. I have no idea what
the barbed wire was doing, hidden in the bushes, but I crashed my forehead
into it when running away from something or someone, and it caused a deep
gash. I remember running home covered in blood and not daring to press the
electric call button because my hands were wet with blood! I had stitches and
still have the scar. Japanese soldiers were on patrol or at leisure in the park,
sometimes drunkenly swaying and noisy. It was said they had a poor head
for drink. As a boy, I collected RAF insignia and admired Spitfires as well
as Japanese fighter planes, but my mother disposed of the British badges
after the war arrived in Asia, much as she later disposed of my altar. I recently
discovered some US Air Force insignia, which I must have acquired from
liberating GIs after 1945. The Anglo-American tug I exhibited later is unexpectedly in evidence already at the age of ten.
At the Catholic school, the war did not greatly impinge on my life until the
bombing started c. 1943. Ironically, they were allied bombs, specifically American. There followed intermittent raids, some of them near our house and the
Picardie (which may have turned into a Japanese headquarters of some kind).
There were perhaps some military installations nearby, in the outer limits of
the French quarter. I remember one raid in the middle of the night where we
cowered in the corridor of our fifth-floor apartment, away from windows. But
we could glimpse the sky, ironically beautiful with the brightness of explosives
and searchlights. It made some sense of passages of curdled lyricism about the
beauty of nocturnal warscapes, already assimilated into the modernist wordhoard, but encountered by me later, in the leisure of academic perusal, and
claiming an odd intimacy from the unbookish memory. The children in the
school were from many countries, the assorted European assemblage of
expatriate empire, minus the once predominant British contingent, mostly
repatriated or interned. There were relatively few French because there was
a fully French secular school catering for them, near or in a possibly consular
building which also housed an Alliance Française Library, where I sometimes
read or borrowed books, including exotic adventure stories set in French
North America and the dialogue novels of the comtesse de Ségur. (For
years, I gravitated to the dialogue sections of the fictions I was reading, and
away from prosaic description or even narrative.)
My school was a cosmopolitan community. I think there were few if any
Jews, or perhaps I felt singled out. The school included some White Russians,
perhaps Eurasians with Portuguese names, perhaps some Italians, I don’t
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remember clearly, but I think no Asian children. My chief rival for high marks
in the classroom was a longhaired brainy Russian called Pleshakoff, who
outdid me in all subjects except one, I think French or English.
We were too young, or I was, to be conscious of the war at school, except
when the bombs fell, and I can’t remember relating the local explosions to a
wider conflict. I was only dimly aware of Nazi atrocities, but I think Hitler
was already a comic bogeyman among largely uninformed or uncomprehending schoolboys. That sort of blend of the very wicked and the comically inept
fed the imagination: not quite in the sentimental mode of that film of the
time, Chaplin’s Great Dictator (1941), but more like the Devil or Vice in medieval drama, or like some manifestations of Milton’s Satan. But Hitler had no
greater reality for me than this, until the news from Europe started to reach
my parents after 1945, and they were hugely afflicted. My feelings about
Germany go back to this time, I suppose, and I have never been to Germany
except professionally, always finding the experience vaguely disturbing.
Two of my mother’s brothers survived the war and joined us around 1947,
having spent part of the war in Tashkent, or one of them had. I’m not quite
sure how he or they got to what was then Soviet Central Asia, but perhaps
Primo Levi’s The Truce offers a clue, in the account of prisoners being transported east from Auschwitz and neighbouring camps. The elder of the two
(both younger than my mother, however) had a wife, for whom I lusted
and with whom I enjoyed some cuddles, not entirely innocent on either
side. and a baby son, Karol. His brother was nine years younger than my
mother, unmarried, my favourite uncle, who later married a kind woman
from Shanghai (Eurasian I think). They all emigrated to Brazil at the end of
1949, after the Communist entry into Shanghai. We met them en route in
Paris that year, and I have since visited them in Brazil on lecture trips.
By 1949, Shanghai had become unlivable for the European settler community. Labour unrest and inflation followed the euphoria of liberation by American troops. Anti-European feeling was spreading as news of the Communist
advance became unignorable. A new Chiang Kai Shek currency, worth five shillings or one dollar to the Chinese yuan, came into force about August 1948. I
was paid one yuan a week for pocket money and could go to the cinema about
twice on that money. The Cathay cinema, going back to the 1930s, is still there
(Figure 4). In 2012, I stood on the steps on which, in 1949, I bought ice-creams
from a pedicab seller for 50,000 yuan and an hour later for 75,000 yuan.
Inflation was in double figures per day. Workmen took home their pay in
suitcases. People fought in the shops to buy things, any thing was worth
more than any money you paid for it. I read about such phenomena in
Europe in the 1920s. I remember, during a short bout of exceptional inflation
(in double figures per year) in England in the 1970s, being astonished to hear
from learned economists on TV that 1920s inflation had never happened since,
because we now knew too much economics.
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Figure 4. Cathay movie theatre, Shanghai, 2012. © Claude Rawson.

We had left in April or so, by boat to Hong Kong, and a couple of weeks
later by BOAC flying boat from HK to Southampton, about four nights with
two stopovers a day. My first ever flights took off and landed on water:
Rangoon, Calcutta, Karachi, Bahrain, Alexandria, Augusta (Sicily), Southampton. My parents half intended to stay in England and half to return to
China, and they packed half their possessions. I still have Chinese furniture
and art objects. They wanted me to be educated in England. My sister had
left for university in Canada, where she lived out a long rather sad life, a
year or two earlier. My parents were now in straitened circumstances for
the rest of their lives.
MP: Arriving in London in the summer of 1949 must have been quite a
culture shock. How did you and your family adjust? Where in London did
they settle? What was that first summer like? You mentioned that you soon
were sent to Frensham Heights, a progressive school. It must have been a
financial hardship for your parents to send you there. Tell us more about
that experience.
CR: My father had made a trip to England in 1947, during which I had broken
my right arm twice, and he returned full of admiration for the atmosphere of
civic decency generated by the Attlee government and a national mood of
guarded but generous postwar optimism, mingled with social responsibility.
It was the England I knew until Thatcher broke its spirit, and Brexit
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completed its demise. I saw this national decency again in New Zealand on a
brief visit in 1986, but that country soon became Thatcherised too. I remember learning, on a British Council visit to Brazil in 1988, that Thatcher’s
education reforms were admired by both Deng Xiaoping and Augusto Pinochet, a double whammy that proved they couldn’t be all good, but by that time
I had moved to Yale. I felt pangs of nostalgic detachment from an English
undergraduate system that I thought had until then been the best in the
world, and which I missed in the Yale classrooms, for all their eagerness
and sporadic vitality. That is another story. But in the late 1940s, as my
father was discovering a cherished bond with Britishness, I had a contrary
boyhood admiration for America, fostered by the friendly US military personnel who had liberated Shanghai from the Japanese. My father, having presumably visited his old company proprietor Frank Millington on his trip in 1947,
now took us back to England just as Mao’s armies were about to take over
Shanghai.
I came to England as a swaggeringly pro-American loudmouth, fresh from
my GI enthusiasms (Figure 5). On arrival, and roughly during May to July
1949, we stayed first with the M’s and their four daughters in their big
house in Sevenoaks in Kent. I was not happy there. The girls were pretty
and lively, and I was probably obnoxiously awkward. My mother bonded
closely with their mother, Constance, and her sister Jess, who in later life
lived in my parents’ house. I always felt a little uneasy with the daughters,
who were teasingly adversarial with me. I remember reading a lot of
P. G. Wodehouse at the Ms’ and after, and in spite of my showoff American
affectation, I also developed an emulative aspiration to Woosterish foppishness, which I maintained for years until I realised I had no hope of excelling
in this mode. The only analogue to this bizarre expatriate mix that comes to
mind was a man I met as an undergraduate, who became an eminent medievalist. He was then called John Norton Smith.
Norton, as he was known to his friends, was an older student who had come
to Oxford from Haverford in 1953. He played the tough guy, modelled on
Hemingway, whom he claimed improbably to have known and drunk with
(as well as most other living writers and jazz musicians). A flavour of his youthful manner was shown in an episode in the autumn of 1953, when he, I and two
or three other Magdalen undergraduates were having tea, after a lecture in the
Schools, at a restaurant, now extinct, called The Angel. A portly waiter asked
what we wanted, at which Norton growled: ‘Whatcha got?’ The waiter imperturbably said, ‘Well, sir, we have eggs on toast, beans on toast, tomatoes on
toast, … ’, to which Norton immediately rejoined, ‘I’d like a woman on toast’.
The waiter responded without blinking: ‘Large or small, sir?’ Norton retained
this he-man, all-American, tough guy act for another year or so, after which,
very suddenly, modelling himself on one of his tutors, he morphed into a
parody of an elderly donnish Englishman, became a learned medievalist, and
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Figure 5. Claude as a teenager, in Paris, 1950s. © Claude Rawson.

hyphenated his name to J. Norton-Smith, another mutation of personal names.
I mention this transformation as a distant analogue to my youthful Woosterish
pretensions, the odd blend of hyper-American and hyper-English aspirations
tugging away at my own expatriate psyche. I hope these things remained
largely confined to my psyche, and that I never quite fell into the excesses of
Norton’s social demeanour. Norton became a professor in Dundee, and died
many years later, in 2003.
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Anyway, after the summer weeks in Kent in 1949, we lived in a series of
boarding-houses in Hampstead, until my parents bought their house in Stamford Brook, between Shepherd’s Bush and Chiswick. That must have happened in 1950 or 1951, by which time I was at school at Frensham Heights.
My parents paid about £1800 for the house, a price which seemed astronomical then. (My first salary in 1957 was £500 a year.)
In the summer of 1952, I worked in an office about which I remember
almost nothing, not even the name of a cuddly slightly older woman colleague, a single mother, who befriended me. In September, I taught for
three weeks or so in a school in Uxbridge, now the constituency of the infamous Boris Johnson. The school was run by the English wife of a Polish carpenter who worked in my parents’ house in London. His name, improbably,
was Kowalski, but his wife was no Blanche DuBois acted by Vivien Leigh. She
was much older than her husband, in her mid-fifties, and an obsessive disciplinarian who wanted me to walk the children through Uxbridge as often as
possible, to display their bright orange uniforms. The children hated her, but
liked my classroom behaviour because it was unlike hers. I can’t remember
what or how I taught, but I expect it seemed more informal than their
usual fare, and I told stories and got laughs. One or two of the children
bonded with me, and when I was a freshman at Oxford sent me letters and
cards beginning ‘Dear Sir’. It was the first time I had seriously been called
‘Sir’ and has made me reflect since on the many different registers, deferential
or not, of that appellation one becomes exposed to in a lifetime of teaching.
MP: What was life like at Frensham Heights for the new boy from Shanghai?
Did you begin to learn much about English lit? Tell us about your school days
there and how they culminated in a scholarship to Oxford and your years at
Magdalen.
CR: The English master was a mini-version of Cyril Connolly, not so fat, but
arty and pompous, about fifty. I remember nothing that he taught me, and he
called me Sambo because I had thick curly hair. I could receive friendly teasing
as a ‘golliwog’ without any particular consciousness of race, but I don’t think
there were any blacks in the school. I read quite a lot, including the grotesquely adolescent A Farewell to Arms, to which the soft tough guy in me
positively thrilled (I reread it recently with shamefaced discomfiture at its
sheer comic hamminess), Aldous Huxley’s essays (which made me want to
become an ‘intellectual’) and his novels, some French novels, detective
stories from my parents’ stable, poems from Kenneth Allott’s famous anthology (MacNeice always a great favourite). Whole postwar generations were
educated in poetry by the original Allott anthology. It was added to in later
editions, all of which I bought, but they didn’t have the same canonical
aura. I loved that book.
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The French teacher was an easygoing fellow called Bickley who gave me his
Oxford University Handbook, where I read that undergraduates were considered adults and parents had no standing in the eyes of College or University
authorities, which did not consider themselves in loco parentis. It was an old
handbook, probably secondhand when he got it, but it rang true and grownup. Things have since become infantilised in universities in that regard, even
as freedom of conduct in sexual and personal mores has increased. Bickley
told me a bit about Oxford and gave me two textbook volumes of Voltaire
in annotated editions. I don’t remember his teaching me much else, but he
spoke goodish French with a British accent, and I knew from the start that
I wouldn’t read a foreign-language subject at an English university. Too
much time would be spent in language-learning drudgery which inhibited
an appropriately inward response to literary texts. In my time English departments were the only place to study literature in English-speaking universities.
I think they are now places not to study literature, if you like books.
In early 1952 I won a Doncaster Scholarship at Magdalen College, specially
awarded for proficiency in French, biographically gifted to me rather than
meritorious, and I chose to read English. My years at Oxford were not
happy. I went to an intimidatingly posh college, Magdalen, with longstanding
Wykehamist and Etonian connections, which was going through a conversion
of a vaguely democratic sort, with some dons spearheading a movement to
admit grammar-school boys. I belonged to neither the posh nor the
grammar-school camp, though I played football (then an iconically
working-class sport) with several of them, and drank beer with the College
XI, of which I was a member for a time, once playing against the Cambridge
sister college spelt with an e, Magdalene. On the other side, the Wykehamist
and Etonian undergraduates were socially and often drunkenly dominant.
Some of them inserted a notice in The Times announcing the death at Magdalen College of the late lamented ‘J.C.R.S Mart-Sett’ (Junior Common Room
Smart Set), a silly example of defiant class allegiance which contributed to my
feelings as an outsider, belonging to no group. I was also young (seventeen),
and fresh from school, whereas a lot of my immediate contemporaries had
been in the army, seen the world, felt at home in pubs, and had a maturer
grasp of literature than I could possibly have. The college’s main English
tutor was C. S. Lewis, who clearly found me immature and trivial (though
he was always kind). Lewis enjoyed the company of older undergraduates,
notably my friends Emrys Jones and especially KM, a tormented Catholic
convert who had been in the Australian Navy, and was spiritually conflicted
by his homosexuality (he later married and had many children). Lewis liked
serious man-to-man conversations with KM, an experience I was too timid
and insecure to aspire to, but which I envied as another instance of exclusion.
It was KM who told me homosexuality really existed and that he thought
T. S. Eliot was probably homosexual. I had always been deeply ignorant on
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this subject, and Forster’s The Longest Journey had seemed incomprehensibly
unsettling when I read it as a schoolboy shortly before Oxford. Rereading
Forster’s early novels after recording this recollection, I find all somewhat
febrile, with unexpressed or inexplicit subtexts in their treatment of sexual
relations, including the tendency of characters in sexually fraught situations
to die abrupt and unexpected violent deaths.
I am not proud of my ignorance. It sounds outlandish today. But it is
typical of a state of mind that was more than personal or even generational
in a narrow sense. It reminds me of a story I read much later in Diana Trilling’s The Beginning of the Journey (1993), in which she reports how Truman
Capote once asked her in Grand Central Station why her husband had never
mentioned E. M. Forster’s homosexuality in his book on that author (1943).
Diana transmitted the question to Lionel, who, incredibly, said because he
hadn’t known. It happens that I was asked to review Diana’s book for the
TLS, whose Deputy Editor was then Alan Hollinghurst. I included the anecdote in my review, and thought no more about it, until a few days later Hollinghurst rang to say they were going to press and needed to cut a columninch. I said I would get back to him in 30 minutes, but he said he knew
exactly what might be cut, and surprised me by suggesting the anecdote
about Lionel not knowing. When I said I thought readers would find it interesting and surprising, Alan replied ‘Not at all surprising. How could he possibly know?’ For Alan Hollinghurst, of all people, to hold this view in the 1990s,
suggests that my puzzlement in the 1950s, while ludicrously immature, was
within a normal range of cultural denial.
MP: How did your Lewis tutorials affect your thinking? Did they motivate you
to go on to graduate study?
CR: Lewis’s fiction left me cold and his religious writings also, but I have come
to regard him as one of the best literary critics in English, although I find
myself frequently disagreeing with his views. This is true also of Samuel
Johnson, on whom, incidentally, Lewis modelled himself. Both were men
who engaged with books with a wholeness of intellectual energy, a gusto for
reading, and a capacious store of unpedantic knowledge which seem to me
the prerequisites of valuable critical performance. Lewis was the first man I
met who made me feel in the presence of ‘greatness’, a quality which came
through even more in his conversation and his lectures (delivered at dictation
speed, in a soberly entrancing surrender to the intellectual pleasure of communicating knowledge) than in his books and essays, brilliant as they are.
I was a negligent student, reading Freud and Scott Fitzgerald rather the prescribed weekly authors, on whom I wrote rather scrappily, and I read out my
lucubrations in the allotted fifty-five minutes, which Lewis always ended with
clockwork precision. It is said that he never carried a watch, though I think I
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remember something brought out of a fob in the fifty-fifth minute. Never has
a fob watch, however imaginary, seemed more aptly named. Some gesture of
the hand clearly indicated the end of the tutorial. As soon as the essay was
read out, he would take over, in his booming voice, reciting Marlowe, deflating any favourable opinion of Dryden, indulging in Johnsonian putdowns. I
did not have the maturity or resilience to react, and our tutorials became a
repeated battlefield of conversational routs. He did this, in Johnson’s way,
even if I said things which I knew were in support of known statements of
his own. Essays for him were either praised as ‘good’ or dismissed as ‘interesting’. Mine were always ‘interesting’, though he told me once or twice that a
Cambridge tutor would probably give me an alpha. He thought me a disciple
of Leavis, whom I had not read at the time, and whom I regard as a lesser
figure than Lewis. The experience confirms my misgivings of the oneto-one tutorial as pedagogically inefficient, in that unless both parties had
exceptional intellectual flexibility there was a risk of the same conversation
being repeated each week. I have always as a teacher preferred small groups
of four or five, not a pattern which fits in with the economics of education
or the housekeeping of university departments. I thought Lewis’s Stentorian
dominance good to learn from if pedagogically flawed, but that my own
shortcomings were the greater barrier to my getting the full benefit of his
wisdom. He was personally kind to me in ways both discreet and, I think,
deeply Christian. At the time, he was still best known for his religious broadcasts and writings, but he never let his homiletic side enter into his teaching.
Oxford University denied him a Professorship, dismissing his writings as
‘journalism’, though his scholarship was richer and deeper than that of any
other member of the English faculty who voted against him. In 1954,
Cambridge created a chair expressly for him, which ‘freed’ him, as he told
me, from undergraduate teaching. Ironically, he became a colleague of
Leavis, and found a fellow feeling with him as an embattled outsider in the
faculty. On balance, I found my seven terms as his tutee one of the most
enduringly enriching experiences of my intellectual and professional life.
It was never my intention, when I went to Oxford, to be an academic. My
ambition was to be a journalist and, I suppose, critic (not then a dirty word).
Early on, I joined Isis, the main undergraduate paper, as a cub reporter. I was
assigned to interview Patrick Dromgoole, then prominent in student theatre
and subsequently a well-known producer, whose daughter Jessica is similarly
active in the theatre and the BBC today. I found the triviality of the interview
format dispiriting, and wrote a pompous letter of resignation which in effect
also expressed the end of my journalistic ambitions.
I continued as an engaged reader, but not a serious student, and only developed the desire to be a scholar in my last terms (Spring and Summer 1955). I
neglected academic study and went through a neurotic adolescence. I smoked
sixty cigarettes a day until, in the summer of 1954, I abruptly gave up because
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of a bad taste in my mouth. This was before the cancer scare took on, or independently of it. In later years, I smoked small cigars or a pipe, more or less
giving up in the 1990s, though I deplored the self-righteous crusade against
smokers, and still do. A few months before Schools (Finals), I felt the need
to revise for the exams at very high intensity, which in effect required me
to read what seemed like the whole of English literature from Beowulf to
the Romantics, much of it for the first time. It was a panic conducted at
such intensity that I was paradoxically responding to my texts with a fervid
intimacy of nervous involvement that I had not experienced before (I remember in particular a totally overwhelming reading of Paradise Lost). I decided at
that time that I wanted to do this for the rest of my life.
The trick then was, having blown my reputation as a serious student, to do
well enough in Schools to be admitted as a research student, and get a grant.
That was the hard part. I was in poor spirits, heavily sleep-deprived, and I had
to default on one of the nine finals papers, ironically the one covering the
eighteenth century. That was not then my particular interest, but I was
given a grilling at the viva, in which I manoeuvred the conversation to Rasselas, on which I had written an essay for Lewis. The viva enabled me to scrape
by sufficiently respectably to be accepted for postgraduate study, and thus recommended for a grant. This was no mark of distinction. In those palmy days
of welfare state education, grants were conferred automatically by the national
system on candidates admitted by a university. Tempora mutantur, indeed.
My barely adequate performance was such that I was being actively encouraged by my undergraduate tutor (Lewis had left by then) to apply for lectureships in far-flung places, while I was determined to stay in Britain. I turned
down one or two unappealing invitations from overseas, and deliberately
sabotaged my candidacy at an interview for a job at a small university in Australia for which I had been groomed. The interview was held in London, and
one of the interviewers was the eminent Pope scholar, Geoffrey Tillotson. I am
ashamed to this day of how my answers were designed to avoid being made an
offer I knew I would wish to refuse.
MP: It’s interesting that somehow you already understood where your
strength lay. It seems you chose the eighteenth century partly by fluke –
because you happened to do so well on the Rasselas question – but surely
also through an intuitive sense that the particular issues that occupy eighteenth-century satire were especially congenial to you as someone with a
special sensitivity for the stress points of the Augustan age, the ironic contradictions of Enlightenment thought.
CR: Well, I started on my research for a B.Litt. in 1955. The B.Litt. was then
regarded as a mini-D.Phil., a ‘contribution to knowledge’ on a smaller scale.
Cleanth Brooks told me years later, at the Monday lunch group we both
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belonged to at Yale, that he had taken the same degree (c.1929!), and we concluded that we were the only members of the Yale English Department
without a Ph.D. Like Brooks, I never registered for a doctorate, which in
those days was said to be useful only if you hadn’t secured an academic job
within a decent period of time. Doctorates were snobbishly looked down
on, and academics who had them preferred to be called Mr, like senior
medics in England (but not America) today. The same obtained in those
days among Yale professors, who preferred Mr to Professor. Samuel
Johnson also preferred to be called Mr rather than Dr, wishing to be
known as a gentilhomme comme un autre, as Boswell reported of him, and
as Voltaire reported of Congreve. This gentlemanly disguising of merely professional distinction, in Ford Madox Ford’s opinion, may be an English rather
than French foppery. When Congreve told Voltaire he wanted to be visited as
a gentleman, not as a famous playwright, Voltaire replied that if he had been a
mere gentleman, Voltaire wouldn’t have come to see him. Johnson’s social
pretension was nevertheless oddly poignant, an aspiration to social status
which his professional eminence had largely earned for him anyway. His doctorate was honorary, and he would at other times be justly proud of it. I have
often, in other and private ways, identified myself with Johnson because his
introspective writings, among which I include Rasselas, the subject of my
career-preserving viva, speak to my own introspective concerns, but it gives
me pleasure to think that my own two doctorates are also honorary.
I am of course not proud of not having a normal Ph.D. The lack has caused
me slight embarrassment over the years. But I think it was wise of my early
universities not to require beginning academics to specialise too early, when
they should instead be starting to become well read in a wider field of great
authors. In this sense the British university system, where jobs in English
departments, though in those days scarce, were effectively tenured almost
from the start, had a certain strength. My path was slightly less smooth. I
obtained a two-year research fellowship at Newcastle, under the great Pope
scholar John Butt, and obtained local promotion from that point. The department was small but very distinguished. In addition to Butt, it included
J. C. Maxwell, Peter Ure and Barbara Strang. Frank Kermode had recently
been a colleague. It provided an encouraging and demanding professional
context. I was lucky in the social and intellectual climate I found myself in,
in the England of those days.
My beginnings as a scholar included neither Johnson nor Swift, the two
authors of that period whom I most admire. My undergraduate reading of
Johnson, the master of introspective self-management (at least the most sensitive chronicler of it), answered directly to my own personal concerns. Swift
came later, and the bond between his either-way-you-lose outlook and way of
addressing the reader, and Johnson’s bleak sense of the possibility of human
happiness, strikes me as very deep. Johnson’s dislike of Swift (who did not
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write to be liked), and his temperamental and adversarial intimacy with
Swift’s life and writings, have been objects of study for me elsewhere. I did
not become associated with Swift studies until 1968, when I first sketched
an essay called ‘Gulliver and the Gentle Reader’, for a Festschrift, which
alas became a memorial volume, for John Butt, edited by Maynard Mack
and Ian Gregor. But although my B.Litt. topic had nothing to do with
Swift, it happened that my appointed supervisor was the eminent editor of
Swift, Herbert Davis. His influence on me was largely through my later use
of his major work. By the time I met him, Davis was elderly and not much
interested in my own choice of topic, which was regrettably not Swift, as I
am especially sorry to think in hindsight. I was cautious of taking on any
major author, preferring the safety of the uncharted or little known. I had
not in any case seriously ‘found’ Swift for myself, though of course I had
written a duty essay on him for Lewis. My chosen B.Litt. topic dealt with
mid-eighteenth-century ‘sensibility’, a subject which has since become fashionable to the point of corrupting literary taste. I made myself read novels
of the 1760s at the rate of one a day, and remember with some despair how
I took notes on a wretched two-volume work by Frances Brooke, and
found such sameness to all the other novels that I accidentally found
myself reading through volume I a second time under the impression it
was volume II. This must have been in 1956. Tastes have changed, and the
pulp fiction of the time has been revalorised as a major form of expression.
In 1984, when I first met a very distinguished authority on the fiction of
the period, and asked her what she was currently interested in, she enthusiastically named the same novel by Frances Brooke. A book which I read in 1956
because no one else did, was being read in 1984 because everyone else did.
When I wrote my B.Litt. thesis, the requirement, as for the more ambitious
D.Phil., was to make a demonstrable ‘contribution to knowledge’, so we were
encouraged by the culture to choose little-known topics, and to have titles that
suggested precise and rationally limited ambitions: ‘with special reference to’
was a customary formula, and mine ‘referred specially’ to The Fool of Quality,
a five-volume novel by Henry Brooke, no relation to Frances but more prolix
and equally gushing. He occupied a single long chapter of several widerranging discussions, but the focus was formally on the one minor figure.
When, after this, I joined John Butt’s department, I chose to try my hand at
the quite different discipline of editing, determined to learn under the wing of
the General Editor of the Twickenham Pope, but again I chose safety in a
minor figure. Of the authors in the Swift-Pope circle, Thomas Parnell, the
friend of both, and an estimable writer whose poems Pope edited in 1722,
seemed an attractive subject. I was quickly fortunate in finding manuscripts
both of many new poems, and of new texts of poems Pope had edited. I published an edition, many years later, with the collaboration of F. P. Lock. Good
editing seems to me the single most important activity of literary scholarship.

22

C. RAWSON AND M. PERLOFF

Without good editions, all interpretative and historical scholarship is handicapped. The best editing requires a range of skills and qualities of temperament that I do not possess in appropriate measure. But I regard my main
contribution to scholarship to be the setting up and direction of the
Cambridge Edition of the Works of Jonathan Swift, of which I am not one
of the volume editors. This project is intended to replace my old supervisor
Herbert Davis’s edition of the prose, and Harold Williams’s and Pat
Rogers’s editions of the poems, in a manner of which I would like to think
all three would approve.
MP: It’s interesting – and perhaps a bit puzzling – that a young man who was
as unenthusiastic a student as you were during your undergraduate years at
Oxford, should go on to have a meteoric career: you were, I believe, a full professor at Warwick at age 36 and were soon to be Chairman of the Department,
Editor of Modern Language Review, the official journal of the MHRA, and so
on. You seem to have had a finger in every pie. And from what you have said
so far you never seem to have questioned a system which, after all, was soon to
be called into question by many of your fellow academics. Why, for example,
was it a good thing to spend years reading third-rate novels of the 1760s? And
how/why was the study of Englit so circumscribed (e.g. no American literature, no critical theory, no contemporary literature)? You seem to have
been at once highly competitive and yet curiously docile for someone who
would later be considered a severe critic of his fellow scholars. Do you
think that being an outsider made you more respectful of the status quo in
the ’50s? And did your great knowledge of French literature, even though
you chose not to study it formally, influence your work on eighteenthcentury and modern English literature?
CR: I found reassurance in ‘hard’ scholarship and still think it is the necessary
foundation of everything we do. But I never accepted what you call ‘the
system’. My first monographic book (on Fielding, 1972) challenged the prevailing view of the ‘Augustan’ period as essentially settled and traditional,
and argued that it was in many ways engaged with modern challenges, and
I wrote similarly the following year about the much more disruptive figure
of Swift. It was objected that I was transgressing against historical scholarship
by comparing Augustan to modern authors (as well as to classical ones, by the
way), but my interest was strictly in historical continuities and discontinuities,
applying a method of comparison of particular themes, images or fictions
across several periods, and designed to reflect cultural and intellectual
transitions. Indeed, I was then regarded by traditional scholars as a Young
Turk, though I have since been seen as an arch-traditionalist. I haven’t
changed my principles, but I have seen the same persons, over a twentyyear interval, condemning me for these opposite derelictions, and using the
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same examples in each case. It was especially held against me in the 1970s that
introducing modern authors (Orwell was once cited as an example!) into the
discussion of eighteenth-century authors was a serial form of trendy anachronism. In fact it was designed to chart moments of cultural change as
well as the continuing vitality of older texts, as for example when Alfred
Jarry’s or Brecht’s use of Shakespearean or gangster motifs throws retrospective light on Fielding’s plays and novels. Incidentally, wearing my traditionalist hat, I continue to use the word ‘Augustan’ without inhibition. It seems to
me wholly useful, and the slightly terroristic objections to it in circulation
nowadays seem to me ill-grounded and driven by posturing pseudo-scholarship. I think the current academic mafia is often terroristic in its prohibitions
as well as its faddish advocacies. This is equally true, as in so many other
respects, of the ‘innovative’ left and the ‘conservative’ right.
As to those feeble minor novels of the 1760s, which are not thought minor
now, I studied them because the subject gave me a chance to add to knowledge
of a then little known field, as I’ve said. I would not read them now, though
everyone else seems to. And I don’t regret what I learned doing it. My really
serious reading of canonical authors began in 1955, in my final undergraduate
year, though of course I read unsystematically all my earlier life. And no, I did
not read literary theory, but I did read Aristotle, Longinus, Horace, Quintilian
at the times relevant to what I was studying, or for pleasure. And I also read
Sidney, Dryden, Pope, Johnson, Coleridge, Arnold and Eliot on poetry. But no
theory was taught as such. French literature has been a readerly (and at times a
scholarly) interest all my life, but never as a student of what I then considered
the poor standard of foreign-literature university courses in English-speaking
universities. The French writers who have meant most to me are Rabelais,
Montaigne, Baudelaire, and Flaubert. I have found Voltaire and Jarry of
absorbing cultural interest, not least for what they teach me about Swift or
Fielding for example, a demonstrable record of instructive continuities as
well as epochal change. I think the French response to Shakespeare, which
deeply implicates most of these French writers, is a topic that invites much
more exploration than it has received. I did read American authors, mainly
novelists, for pleasure, not for study, or not until I became passionately interested in Wallace Stevens (on whom I undertook to write a book for Routledge
in the 1960s, never finished), and in Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the Black writers
of its afterlife, notably Richard Wright, also the subject of unfinished work. I
have in addition maintained a persistently antipathetic interest in the deplorable Norman Mailer, as an example of the species of pseudo-modernity that
Swift accurately satirised in advance. When I was an undergraduate, American authors were not in the Oxford syllabus, which stopped at 1830, though it
did cover rather well the English literary tradition from Beowulf until then. I
am not sure that was a bad educational programme, and feel that more recent
literature is best read without being instantly academicised.
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MP: Claude, in recent years, you have frequently been invited to China and
have given courses and lectured widely there, coming, as it were, full circle.
You are, at the moment, the Vice-President of China’s International Association for Ethical Criticism. And God, Gulliver, and Genocide has recently been
translated into Chinese. Has this turn of events given you satisfaction and can
you see a connection with your early Shanghai years in your later work? I
know that you recently visited your childhood home in the French Concession. Tell us how that ‘return’ felt.
CR: After 1949, I did not have an opportunity to return to China for over sixty
years. In the period from the 1960s onwards, when I travelled a lot for the
British Council, I had the opportunity to visit many distant places, but
longed for an invitation to China which never came. In 1988, shortly after I
had moved to Yale, I was asked by the Director of the Council’s Literature
Department if I would like to start a British Studies programme in Shanghai.
It was the city of my birth, as she had not known, and I wished I could accept.
But this would involve a year away from both my family in England and my
job, which I could not take on at the time. However, I told her of my life-long
interest in going to China on a shorter lecture visit, and she said she would try
to arrange that. Alas, Tiananmen Square intervened soon after, and by the
time cultural relations were restored, the Director had retired. I continued
to travel for the Council in my Yale years, to Turkey, Mexico and India
(for the T.S. Eliot centenary in 1988), to Brazil twice, and to Portugal,
where Fielding is buried, for his tercentenary, but never China.
I had spent my first fourteen years in Shanghai, and I felt reticent about
talking about my childhood China, which had endured the twin indignities
of European ‘settlements’ and Japanese occupation. Actually, I found my
Chinese hosts very tolerant on the first point and surprisingly relaxed on
the second. Indeed, the sites of European settlement in Shanghai and elsewhere are preserved as particular attractions, historically listed and often
well looked after on sites that are now very exclusive. The old Banking and
Customs buildings of Shanghai, Hankow, Ningbo and other cities are imposingly floodlit at night. In the French part of Shanghai, a decorative explosion
of greenery has occurred as a result of large-scale tree planting. On the other
hand, our old apartment at 700 Hengshan Lu (Avenue Pétain) is in bad repair,
almost as if nothing had been done to it since 1949, but is at the same time,
I was told, worth a lot of money to the proprietor because of its location. I
found the building behind a lot of green trees on Hengshan Lu. When I
first saw the Picardie, now a classy hotel, which was the most visible landmark
from which to locate my old home, I realised at once that we had to turn back
two hundred or so yards, instead of continuing forward. I had been misled by
the fact that we were now driving on the right, and not, as in the days of
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Figure 6. Return to 700 Hangshan Lu, Shanghai, 2012. © Claude Rawson.

British influence, on the left, so that I had been urging the driver in the opposite direction. Such are the daily markers of the passing of empire. As soon as
this, and the cover of trees, was negotiated, I started to notice the numbers
712, 710, 708, and so on, and realised that our number 700 was still there
and had survived the change of name from Avenue Pétain to Hengshan Lu
for more than sixty years (Figures 6 and 7).
I was taken to what I thought was my parents’ flat on the fifth floor, and
had a vivid moment of recall, until I realised that what we used to call the
fifth floor in the European sense is now what I would have known as the
fourth, another small shift in cultural leverage. It was only on leaving that I
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Figure 7. Claude on the balcony at 700 Hengshan Lu, Shanghai, 2012. © Claude Rawson.

noticed the additional stair going up (the erstwhile fifth, now sixth, was the
top floor), and it was too embarrassing to restart the pilgrimage, though my
hosts offered to try. In China, Western nomenclature is now American, the
ground floor counting as first, and not British or European. Still, the shape
of the apartment was recognisably the same, even allowing for the difference
that it has since been split into three quite small flats. The lift seemed the same
as sixty years before, and not working, as often in my boyhood. The semicircular front driveway, where I broke my arm as a boy of twelve, was still
there, including, I believe, the actual kerb stone against which I broke it.
One of my hosts photographed me standing on it, and he wrote a poem
about the event, in which ‘I’ addressed my father in an Odyssean way on
my return ‘home’. The Chinese have a sense of ancestry, as well as a regard
for age, that are not unHomeric. I believe they learn Homeric and other
Western stories and myths in Chinese in university courses, but of course
in this regard they have their own potent traditions.
Teaching Chinese university students European (mainly English) authors, I
was conscious of large gaps in reading, due partly to a shortage of books and
partly to a theory-driven curriculum. But I was impressed by an unexpected
familiarity with Biblical and classical legends and motifs. I assume these are
taught in Chinese, often in departments of Chinese and general literature
such as that presided over at the Central China Normal University in
Wuhan by the infinitely genial Professor Nie Zhen Zhao. Nie, who fosters
his international literary interests by directing two influential journals of
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world literature, is the founder of an association of ‘Ethical Criticism’, which is
gathering momentum and should be effective in countering theoretical ‘literary’ studies which bypass the reading of books. Especially impressive to
me, on a short lecture visit, was the spectacle of Nie in his home environment,
tirelessly sponsoring poetry readings and translations as well as the writing of
poems and plays in Chinese and English. It is in such contexts that a live appetite for books is perhaps being fostered in universities remote from the more
arid ways of our own academic culture.
I found teaching in China infinitely rewarding. In spite of a severe language
barrier, the culture induces in the students an appetite for knowledge and a
regard for teacher-figures which seemed to me especially heartening. I
found myself teaching both broad-canvas topics (e.g. the Origins of the
Novel, the Decline of the Heroic, Modernism), or else extremely specific
ones (Gulliver’s Travels, or a daily three-hour graduate seminar on early
T. S. Eliot). I reckon that because of language and other barriers, but not of
inattention, a proportion of content is lost, which is doubtless different in
each student, so that (with luck) most parts of the whole reach a target. At
the end of the three hours, as the western instructor wilts, or is kept going
by adrenal powers that are not normally activated in passive listening, most
of the class are still taking notes. The unforced desire to know more or understand better seems totally genuine, and is further made plain in the often eager
questioning that follows, both inside and outside the classroom. This appetite
for knowledge seems to me to suggest an untaught and forthright ‘ethical’
bent, naive in a good sense and not reductive. Perhaps that is a surprising
byproduct of political teachings they don’t always accept literally but whose
emphasis on social improvement they absorb, and perhaps this is what
Nie’s ‘ethical criticism’ is reaching out to.
MP: Yes, who would have dreamt, at the time of the Cultural Revolution, that
in the twenty-first century, Chinese scholars would be engaged in studying
ethical issues in Swift and Austen and Tolstoy and that they would turn for
help to a child of the French Concession of the 1930s and 1940s? It’s a fascinating story.

