MYSTERY

z P ,
EMNNN Emﬁ. is SQ_SJM s last recorded speech (“The rest s silence”

fhe c 00 gmloém s Faustus (« y this is hell, nor am [ out m
it”) in his earljer Statement, “You’ve only had to é.mﬁnr. Pm w -

34

8 Names

... and a girl you have not yet been introduced to, who now
comes forward from the shadows of the side aisle, where she
has been lurking, to join the others at the altar rail. Let her be
called Violet, no, Veronica, no Violet, improbable a name as that
is for Catholic girls of Irish extraction, customarily named after
saints and figures of Celtic legend, for I like the connotations of
Violet - shrinking, penitential, melancholy - a diminutive, dark-
haired girl, a pale, pretty face ravaged by eczema, fingernails
bitten down to the quick and stained by nicotine, a smartly cut
needlecord coat sadly creased and soiled; a girl, you might guess
from all this evidence, with problems, guilts, hangups.

DAVID LODGE How Far Can You Go? (1 980)

And there, for the time being, let us leave Vic Wilcox, while we
travel back an hour or two in time, a few miles in space, to meet
a very different character. A character who, rather awkwardly
for me, doesn’t herself believe in the concept of character. That
is to say (a favourite phrase of her own), Robyn Penrose,
Temporary Lecturer in English Literature at the University of
Rummidge, holds that “character” is a bourgeois myth, an
illusion created to reinforce the ideology of capitalism.

DAVID LODGE Nice Work (1988)

“In that case,” he said, “I'm happy to oblige you. My name is
Quinn.”

“Ah,” said Stillman reflectively, nodding his head. “Quinn.”

“Yes, Quinn, Q-U-I-N-N.”

“I see. Yes, yes, I see. Quinn. Hmmm. Yes. Very interesting.
Quinn. A most resonant word. Rhymes with twin, does it not?”
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“That’s right, Twin.”
“And sin, too, if I’ :

» t00, if I’m not mj »
“You’re not.” Staken.

€« 9 n Q Nmmo u.hu. one n or inn two —WHM-H Hrﬂﬂ movou
.

E:..SE... Sw.m, very interesting. I like your
p_.u..mw: Hm flies off in so many little directi
es, 've often noticed that myself.”

name enormously, Mr
ons at once.”

PAUL AUSTER City of Glass (1985)

existenti i :
ntial connection between a word and its referent Not «

is they called pigs,” as the man said, but by iy

linguistic chance,

NAMES

In a novel names are never neutral. They always signify, if it is
only ordinariness. Comic, satiric or didactic writers can afford to
be exuberantly inventive, or obviously allegorical, in their naming
(Thwackum, Pumblechook, Pilgrim). Realistic novelists favour
mundane names with appropriate connotations (Emma Wood-
house, Adam Bede). The naming of characters is always an
important part of creating them, involving many considerations,
and hesitations, which I can most conveniently illustrate from my
own experience.

The question in the title How Far Can You Go? applies to both
the undermining of traditional religious belief by radical theology
and the undermining of literary convention by the device of
“breaking frame”, which I referred to earlier in connection with
the intrusive authorial voice (see Section 2). For an author to
openly change his mind about the name of a character, in mid-
text, is a particularly blatant admission that the whole story is

“made up”, something readers know but usually suppress, as
religious believers suppress their doubts. Nor is it customary for
novelists to explain the connotations of the names they give to their
characters: such suggestions are supposed to work subliminally on
the reader’s consciousness. _

The invention of the word processor has made it easy to change
the name of a character at a late stage of composition, just by
touching a few keys, but I would have a strong resistance to doing
that to any but the most minor character in my fiction. One may
hesitate and agonize about the choice of a name, but once made, it
becomes inseparable from the character, and to question it seems
to throw the whole project en abime, as the deconstructionists say.

I was made acutely aware of this in the process of writing Nice

Work.

This novel concerns the relationship between the managing
director of an engineering company and a young academic who is
obliged to “shadow” him. Although it contains some frame-
breaking asides, as the quotation above illustrates, it is generally a
more straightforwardly realistic novel than How Far Can You Go?
and in naming the characters I was looking for names that would
seem “natural” enough to mask their symbolic appropriateness. I
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