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David Lodge is best known in the United States for his comic and
metafictional books, and especially for Small World and Changing Places. In
these novels, both studies of the academic life (I say studies rather than
satires, though they find much to ridicule, because his attitude toward
academia is more mixed than "satire" suggests), his relationship to his
literary tradition is an odd mixture of skepticism and reverence; a
paradoxical act of paying homage while making fun. The same attitude may
be found in his recent novel Nice Work, which has received extraordinary
reviews here: it parodies the "Condition of England" novel, while being one.
(I might add that David Lodge’s criticism also features a refusal to choose
between apparently contradictory positions--realism and metafiction, for
instance. He posits a "Novelist at the Crossroads," but declines to have him
choose one path or another).

Lodge’s novels easily divide themselves into two groups. The watershed
book is The British Museum is Falling Down, published in 1965. After that
we get Changing Places, Small World, Nice Work--all more or less
metafictional and more or less comic novels of academic life with punchy
plurisignificant titles--and a novel too much overlooked in this country,
How Far Can You Go? or Souls and Bodies.

I want to focus on the earlier group today. They are The Picturegoers
(1960), Ginger, You're Barmy (1962), and Out of the Shelter (1970, but
written much earlier). Of these his first novel, The Picturegoers, is the most
interesting case. I want to demonstrate that in the novels of the early 1960s
Lodge’s attitude to his literary predecessors is much less self-conscious, less
playful, than that which we find in the later books, but still complex. The
Picturegoers provides the clearest example of this complex heritage, in this
case specifically a heritage from the writers of the Fifties, immediate
predecessors like John Osborne and John Wain and especially Kingsley
Amis. But Lodge is also devoted to the great modernists, especially Joyce.
How he reconciled these allegiances to polar traditions, or how he used
them without reconciliation, sheds some light on the pluralism of his later
fictions and his critical thinking as well.

Lodge has commented on the phenomenon of "belatedness--the
awareness every young writer has of the daunting weight of literary
tradition, and the necessity, yet seeming impossibility, of doing something in
writing that has not been done already" (Write On 66). The concept of
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