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Calder’s Beckett

I […] performed a public duty as an interesting experiment (John Calder)1

introduction

Last year, 2009, marked the twentieth anniversary of Beckett’s death. It also
defined an epochal moment in the ongoing history of his œuvre’s cultural survival.
For the first time, Faber and Faber, who have been publishing the plays for over
fifty years, began to issue new editions of the fictions as well, starting with Murphy
and Watt. For Beckett’s readers and critics this is a welcome development, since,
as Faber rightly declares, their new editions offer ‘for the first time a corrected text
based on the scholarly appraisal of the manuscripts and textual history’.2 After
decades of slippage and contamination, which the Grove Century edition of 2006
only went some way towards addressing, the Faber paperback editions promise to
set the textual record straight in a clear, readable and affordable way.

For publishing historians this development has a different but no less telling
significance, since it signals the end of Beckett’s long relationship with John
Calder, one of the most important independent British publishers to emerge in the
post-war era. Calder was the principal publisher of Beckett’s fiction, poetry and
criticism in the British sphere of the Anglophone publishing world between 1958,
when he brought out an edition of Malone Dies, and 2007, when he was obliged,
under pressure from the Beckett Estate, to sell his Beckett rights to Faber who had
been making efforts to acquire them since the early 1990s. In 2007, after 58 years
in the trade, Calder, aged 80, also decided to withdraw from active publishing
without exactly retiring. While his Beckett list went to Faber, he sold the rest of
his remaining titles, around one thousand, to Oneworld Classics, a joint venture
launched by Oneworld Publications and Alma Books. They started to re-issue
some of the more successful Calder titles under this new label in 2008, beginning
with Alain Robbe-Grillet’s Jealousy (1960), Raymond Queneau’s Exercises in Style
(1979) and Alexander Trocchi’s Young Adam (1983). Given the structural changes
in British literary publishing in the last decades of the twentieth century, when
huge multimedia conglomerates like Bertelsmann AG absorbed many leading
firms and the market became increasingly centralised at all levels, it is significant
that the Calder list, though divided, remains in the small, always precarious but
still active, independent sector of the British book trade. While Faber, which was
founded in 1929, is one of the most established independents, Oneworld and Alma
are relative newcomers, the former founded in 1987, the latter in 2005.
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What significance Beckett’s relocation from Calder to Faber has for literary
historians is less evident, since, as Calder himself noted, the role of publishers as
‘purveyors of culture’ is ‘often underestimated in literary history’ (Calder 1999,
12). Among these forgotten intermediaries he also included booksellers, literary
agents, librarians, teachers and ‘the proselytising admirer’. In the past decade
a new generation of literary scholars, inspired partly by developments in book
history and cultural studies, has begun to address this deficiency, albeit with
sometimes questionable results. Lawrence Rainey’s Institutions of Modernism:
Literary Elites and Public Culture (1998), which did much to shape this new line of
enquiry, offers a good illustration of its strengths and weakness. Summarising his
ambitious thesis, while also taking issue with Terry Eagleton’s essay ‘Capitalism,
Modernism and Postmodernism’ (1985), Rainey remarks in his introduction:

Modernism is commonly considered a ‘strategy whereby the work of art resists com -
modification, holds out by the skin of its teeth’ against the loss of aesthetic autonomy. But
it may be that just the opposite would be a more accurate account: that modernism, among
other things, is a strategy whereby the work of art invites and solicits its commodification,
but does so in a way that it becomes a commodity of a special sort … integrated into a
different economic circuit of patronage, collecting, speculation, and investment. (Rainey
1998, 3)

As Calder’s own willingness to supply the collectors’ market suggests, this coterie
trade survived well beyond the modernist moment. Most notoriously, copies
of his last Beckett title, a deluxe limited edition of Stirrings Still (1988), sold for
£1000 each. 

Though Rainey takes a little too much delight in the easy disenchantments his
analysis affords – the anti-commercial is really commercial after all – his richly
detailed exploration of the modernist publishing archive convincingly shows how
bibliographical enquiry can transform literary history and, indeed, serve as the
basis for an incisive cultural critique. In a field often given over to detailed case
studies, this ambition can only be welcomed. The impact of Rainey’s rhetorical
stance as a materialist debunker of theoretical and literary-critical illusions has,
however, proved less productive. In the world of Beckett studies, this is perhaps
most clearly evident in Stephen John Dilks’s essay ‘Portraits of Beckett as a
Famous Writer’ (2006), which is a prelude to his full-length study Samuel Beckett
in the Literary Marketplace (forthcoming). As Dilks makes clear in his opening
remarks, he felt driven to adopt the rhetoric of disenchantment primarily in
response to Calder’s ‘effusive celebration’ of Beckett as a ‘saint’ – in his obituary
Calder compared him specifically to St Francis of Assisi – a hyperbolically
unworldly image which, Dilks argues, James Knowlson’s biography Damned to
Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett (1996) only reinforced (Dilks 2006, 161). In
contrast to these ‘proselytizing admirers’, Dilks sets himself up as a Rainey-esque
man-of-the-world who calls a paradox a paradox: ‘the campaign to brand and sell
Beckett took as its central proposition that the author was above commercialism
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and marketing’ (163). This is Beckett, or rather ‘Beckett’, as a commodified
postmodern anti-commodity, more Innocent smoothie than Coca Cola. Just what
role Beckett, as distinct from admirers like Calder, played in all this is not clear
from Dilks’s analysis. It is, he claims, ‘evident that Beckett withdrew from any
explicit involvement in the marketing of his texts’, but he also insists a few
sentences later that ‘Beckett was more effective than any other twentieth-century
writer in the strategic control and dissemination of a personal aesthetic and an
authorial persona’ (163). For any careful reader of Beckett, the rationalistic
language on which Dilks relies is perhaps as worrying as his ambivalence. 

Given the lack of interest literary historians and critics have shown in the inner
workings of the book trade, his analysis of the Beckett brand constitutes a useful
corrective. Yet, as the tensions in his argument suggest and the implications of his
critical rhetoric reveal, it begs too many questions to be convincing. To understand
the complex ‘elective affinity’ that developed between Beckett and Calder, we
need, I suggest, to develop a more nuanced mode of analysis, which avoids the
twin traps of admiring hagiography and sceptical anti-hagiography, and shifts the
focus away from the biographical details of the Beckett–Calder friendship. This
personal dimension should never be forgotten, of course. In the months before his
death Beckett wrote a tribute to Calder expressing in typically allusive but also
‘failing words’ his ‘unfailing affection, appreciation of his efforts on behalf of my
work, admiration of his resistance to the slings and arrows’ (Calder 1999, 1).
Tellingly, when Calder and Marion Boyars went their separate ways in 1975, after
an eleven-year publishing partnership as the firm Calder & Boyars, Beckett stayed
with Calder. Yet any analysis that remains at this level, or sees author-publisher
relations in excessively individualistic terms, risks obscuring the more important
institutional dimension of Calder’s role as a guardian of the literary in post-war
Britain and of Beckett’s place in that particular, always over-determined project.
Here the language of marketing, branding and selling becomes less helpful not just
because of its implied rationalism but because of its potential cynicism: it is as if
there is no substance to Beckett’s many refusals or Calder’s passionate advocacy
and sense of public vocation. Fashioning a different critical language more attuned
to the specificities of literary history as well as to the circumstances and energies
of those who shape it would, in my view, make it possible to speak about Calder’s
role as a purveyor of Beckett without reducing him, or Beckett for that matter, to
a caricature self-promoter whose only interest lies in maximising his visibility in
the market.

calder, beckett and the state

Calder liked to think of literature as a Hydra. Like ‘the many-headed monster,
whose heads are chopped off by Hercules only to have them grow back again’, he
commented in an autobiographical retrospect, it ‘rises time and again through,
and in spite of, opposition, disapproval, censorship, fundamentalist ideology and
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the incomprehension of the plain reader’ (Calder 1999, 11). Though the shape-
shifting Proteus is perhaps a more likely figure for the kind of literature Calder
championed, his invocation of the Hydra says a lot about his own self-
understanding as a publisher, since he, too, fought countless battles, resiliently
returning to the fray after every set-back. As the blurb on the back of Pursuit
(2001), his ‘Uncensored Memoirs’, puts it, he was ‘damned by a censorious press,
by politicians, by other publishers, and by organs of the state, for publishing books
on sensitive issues, often against the grain, and for such authors as Henry Miller,
William Burroughs, Alexander Trocchi and Hubert Selby, as well as for bringing
to public notice the abuses of the army and the security forces in colonial
countries’. One of the most significant titles in the latter category was La Gangrene
(1959), which exposed British and French atrocities during the anti-colonial
struggle in Africa. Fearing the consequences, especially for British interests in
Kenya, the Labour Home Secretary at the time officially requested Calder, via the
‘D Notice’ system, to withhold publication in the interests of national security.
But, as Calder later remarked, he ‘successfully ignored’ this call for self-
censorship ‘without prosecution and had reason to be proud of Gangrene’s
influence in righting a wrong and changing the course of history’ (2001, 149).

As a literary publisher Calder ought, on the face of it, to have had no such
difficulties with the British state. For one thing, he made his publishing debut in
1949, six years after the Council for the Encouragement of Music and Arts was
established. One of the great achievements of the post-war welfare state, the Arts
Council, as it came to be known, provided vital support to Calder from the late
1960s to the mid-1980s, first in the form of subsidies and then annual grants. For
another, Calder first rose to prominence after the Lady Chatterley trial, the most
famous test case for the 1959 Obscene Publications Act, which was, in part,
intended to safeguard adventurous literary publishers like him from prosecution.
Following a concerted campaign in the 1950s by liberal politicians, notably Roy
Jenkins, the Society of Authors, and established literary publishers, including
Secker & Warburg and Heinemann, the new Act was expressly designed, as the
preamble put it, ‘to protect literature’.3 As Calder soon discovered, however, the
consequences of the British state’s new commitment to literature and the arts as a
‘public good’ were far from straightforward.4

Anxieties about censorship in the mid-1950s played a role in Calder’s
acquisition of the rights to Beckett’s fiction. When Faber took the plays in 1955,
after Waiting for Godot’s success in the theatre, they decided against the fictions,
which were, in their view, too risky, even though the only trouble Beckett had with
the British state was as a dramatist. Before the Lord Chamberlain’s office was
abolished in 1968, he was obliged – very much against his wishes – to amend both
Godot and Endgame for the British stage. Like Joyce, his role model in this respect,
he was, and always remained, a passionate opponent of censorship. Some months
before More Pricks than Kicks (Chatto & Windus, 1934) was banned by the new
Irish Censorship of Publications Board – Watt (Olympia, 1953) and Molloy
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(Olympia, 1955) subsequently suffered the same fate – he wrote ‘Censorship and
the Saorstat’, a satirical attack on Ireland’s ‘constitutional belch’, and throughout
his career he supported numerous anti-censorship initiatives (Beckett 1983, 87).
For Calder publishing Beckett created various difficulties, as we shall see, but it
did not bring him into conflict with the British state. The two titles that turned
him into a fervent anti-censorship campaigner and critic of the apparently
reassuring 1959 Act were Cain’s Book (1963), an existentialist account of a
Glaswegian heroine addict in New York by the young Scottish writer Alexander
Trocchi, and Last Exit to Brooklyn (1966), the cult classic about New York’s
dispossessed in the 1950s by the American Hubert Selby. The other controversial
Calder title of this period, Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer (1934), which he re-
issued in 1963, was effectively given official approval after he sought the opinion
of the Director of Public Prosecutions in advance of publication. Revealing his
willingness to use the threat of censorship for publicity purposes, Calder carefully
kept the Director’s decision to himself, thereby propelling Cancer onto the best -
seller lists and helping the firm benefit financially from the brou-ha-ha generated
by the anticipation of a ban.

As the decisions against Cain’s Book and Last Exit clearly demonstrated, the
literary safeguards written into the 1959 Act were not as secure as the Lady
Chatterley trial made out. Indeed, the Trocchi decision, against which Calder
appealed unsuccessfully in 1964, not only showed that magistrates were free to
disregard the evidence of literary experts, whose testimony was first allowed to be
heard under the terms of the new Act, but that the legal meaning of obscenity was
not confined to ‘sexual matters’, as Lord Parker the appeal court judge put it.5

It encompassed any depiction of ‘the favourable effects of drug-taking’ as well,
since, as Parker continued, this too could ‘deprave and corrupt’ those ‘into whose
hands the book’ might fall.6 Though Calder’s appeal against the Selby ban in 1968
succeeded, largely on procedural grounds, it had more significant legal and
cultural consequences. To raise funds to fight the case, he founded the Defence for
Literature and the Arts Society (DLAS), to which Beckett contributed financially.
The DLAS, which still lives on as the Campaign against Censorship, had a
significant impact on British cultural life during the Mary Whitehouse era in the
1970s. After the appeal was heard, Calder then played an influential role in
encouraging the Arts Council of England to set up a Working Party on obscenity.
Its report, published in 1969, centred on the legal problems the Last Exit appeal
had exposed and called for the 1959 Act to be abolished.

Calder’s involvement in these various initiatives says much about the
circumstances in which he operated, the alliances he formed and, above all, the
idea of the literary to which he was committed as a member of the white, male-
dominated liberal elite in the Britain of the 1960s and 1970s. Other notable
members of this influential faction, all key Calder supporters, included Lord
Goodman, chair of the Arts Council from 1965 to 1972, Eric White and Charles
Osborne, who served on the Council’s Literature Committee, and John Mortimer,
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the writer and barrister who acted for the defence in the Last Exit appeal. Calder’s
ties to this elite circle are worth emphasising, given his tendency to represent
himself as an anti-establishment outsider. Describing the readership to which he
appealed in the 1960s, he remarked in his memoirs that that this was ‘the period
when a new generation of state-educated intellectuals had arrived on the scene and
were open to new ideas and serious culture: many were making that culture’
(Calder 2001, 102). Indeed, as a publisher he saw himself as creating space for
writers, like Trocchi and Alan Burns, who ‘came from the newly-educated
upward-thrusting working-class or lower middle’, unlike the writers of the self-
avowedly anti-modernist ‘Movement’, notably Philip Larkin and Kingsley Amis,
who were ‘very Oxbridge and middle-class’ (277). Calder’s stable, ‘my group’ as
he called them, was always more sympathetic to the modernist tradition, though,
as he admitted, they never really constituted ‘a new school’, mainly because they
lacked effective leadership (277). Seen in this context Calder’s own position was
more subtle than he sometimes made out. ‘Born into the most conservative of
establishment families’, as the blurb on the back of Pursuit has it, he was always
more an insider determined to open up a closed world, than an outsider trying to
break in. In this respect, too, he was very much at one with the kind of thinking
that characterised the Arts Council of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Despite its Keynesian origins and its commitment to state patronage, the
Council under Goodman adopted a determinedly liberal, anti-statist position
which Calder actively supported when it came to censorship. Firmly rejecting the
idea, which it traced back to ‘the days of the Puritans’, that a court of law is ‘custos
morum of the people’, the Council’s Working Party on obscenity argued that it is
‘a somewhat astonishing doctrine these days to say that in the last resort the way
we can behave, the things we can read, look at, hear and presumably enjoy, are
subject to Big Brother, wigged and gowned on the judicial bench’ (‘The Obscenity
Report’, in Girodias 1971, 241). This kind of thinking had, of course, been at the
heart of the campaign to reform the laws on obscenity in the 1950s, but, as the
report insisted, the 1959 Act (amended in 1964) was at best a confused
compromise, which effectively prescribed ‘an inept and disabling cure in order to
forestall an imagined malady’ (246). Among other things, since a book could be
judged to be both obscene and worth protecting for the ‘public good’, the Act
imposed absurd demands on jurors who were required to ask ‘whether an ounce
of depravity-spreading is more or less potent than an ounce of artistic merit’ (234).
Moreover, by granting ‘so-called experts’ the right to testify, it made a nonsense of
the ‘imponderable’ questions of merit. ‘Most unfamiliar art, written, aural or
visual,’ the Working Party noted, ‘has been broadly condemned by its contem -
poraries’ (233). For these reasons, and on the broader liberal grounds, it concluded
that the Act could only be scrapped not reformed.

This avant-gardist idea of an ‘unfamiliar art’ that tends to affront the ‘plain
reader’ or offend contemporary sensibilities was central to the liberal elite’s
thinking about the nature and function of the literary. In his defence statement
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during the Last Exit appeal, John Mortimer specifically contrasted a free
literature’s revelatory power to the ‘polite concealment of disturbing truth’, while
the Working Party drew attention to the frailty of the legalistic distinction between
actionable works that might ‘deprave and corrupt’ and those that merely ‘shock
and disgust’.7 In an attempt to distinguish historically variable standards of
acceptability from the unchanging causal logic implied by the phrase ‘deprave and
corrupt’, the judge in the original Last Exit case expressly directed the jury to
think in terms of the mechanistic Victorian formula that survived in the 1959 Act,
since, as he put it, ‘the charge is not that the tendency of the book is to shock and
disgust’ (Girodias 1971, 240). Last Exit depicts a brutal underworld of gangs,
junkies, prostitutes, transvestites and, as Baron Cyril Salmon, then lord justice of
appeal, put it, ‘homosexuality’ and ‘other sexual perversions’.8 Yet, as the Working
Party pointed out, Salmon had finally to ‘admit that all we could, in practice,
expect from a jury was their opinion of “what is acceptable … in the age in which
we live”’, that is, what might ‘shock and disgust’ contemporaries. ‘In the last
analysis,’ the report concluded, ‘Obscenity Laws are really about conformity and
mores,’ and therefore they were both anti-liberal and inimical to avant-garde art
(Girodias 1971, 240). In reply to criticisms of the Working Party report, Calder
underscored this conclusion, arguing that ‘the suppression of unorthodox views of
life and society can never be in the public interest; that enforced ignorance of the
darker sides of human nature in contrast to its nobilities and glories can only
militate against the advancement of goodness and the maturing of human beings’
(Calder et al. 1973, 15). On this analysis, which it is worth stressing met the
moralistic proponents of censorship on their own terms, the ultimate justification
for the disturbing power of ‘unfamiliar art’ was itself moral, rather than, say,
cognitive or aesthetic.

For all his modernist affinities Calder’s idea of culture was, as this suggests,
informed by an essentially Victorian, indeed, specifically Arnoldian set of ideals.
This, too, chimed well with the Arts Council’s own sense of mission in the 1960s
and 1970s, which was similarly Arnoldian. As Stevenson comments, its founding
ambitions, captured in maxims like ‘the best for the most’ and the ‘enjoyment of
the “high” arts by a wider public’, were ‘probably realized most successfully in the
late 1960s and the early 1970s’ under Goodman’s chairmanship (Stevenson 2004,
33). Following in the Arnoldian tradition, this democratising mission of course
assumed that defining the ‘best’ remained the prerogative of the metropolitan
liberal elite, a point Calder emphasised during a fractious public exchange about
Council policy in 1981. Responding to the suggestion that writers might apply
individually for grants, without having to go through a ‘sponsor of reputation’,
Calder fully endorsed Charles Osborne’s claim that ‘his function is to help
literature, i.e., literature that has the status of art’. ‘As an occasional sponsor,’
Calder noted, ‘I have tried to recommend only writers who work was on a high
literary level.’ In his view, writers could not be left to make these judgements
themselves, since most ‘see themselves as new James Joyces and cannot be
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persuaded of their lesser status, or do not understand the difference between the
really creative writer and the run of the mill’. ‘There is no way,’ he added, ‘that the
arts can be made democratic or egalitarian without a corresponding drop in
quality and sophistication.’ Having said this, he insisted, again in characteristic
Arnoldian fashion, that ‘the place for democracy is in access to the arts’ (Calder
1981, 12). After noting that Calder had misunderstood the central issue – the
Council was proposing to replace the relatively generous grant system with more
limited set of bursaries for ‘established writers’ – the writer Eva Figes, who was
among those Calder had sponsored, angrily denounced the ‘whole tone’ of his
intervention, which ‘reveals the degree of private patronage masquerading as
state patronage as perceived by John Calder’ (Figes 1981, 8). She could also have
pointed out that, after all the Council’s Working Party had said about ‘so-called
experts’ in its obscenity report, Osborne’s confidence in Calder’s expertise as a
cultural arbiter was, to say the least, moot.

A modernist with an Arnoldian sense of public vocation, a liberal committed to
state patronage, an anti-moralist who defended the avant-garde on moral grounds,
a democrat who believed passionately in the guardianship of the elite, Calder was
driven by a range of contradictory energies. While this made him a sometimes
questionable purveyor of Beckett, as we shall see, it also reflected his situatedness
as an influential member of the metropolitan liberal elite of the 1960s and 1970s.
If this was a golden age of British liberalism – consider its impact not just on the
Arts Council, but on divorce law, capital punishment and gay rights – it was also
Calder’s moment. Though he never succeeded in having the 1959 Obscene
Publications Act repealed, his numerous interventions helped to stop prosecutions
against literary works by the end of the 1970s. At the same time, his publishing
activities, though always hampered by his casual attitude to the business side of
things, flourished partly through the generosity of Arts Council. Having started
out in 1969 providing subsidies for individual projects, notably Gambit, the theatre
magazine, and Calder’s New Writers series, the Council began in 1980 to give
substantial annual grants to the Calder Educational Trust, which it encouraged
Calder to establish. In 1982 the amount granted annually rose to a peak of £35,000
at which it stayed for three years. In 1986, following a change in priorities, it fell to
£10,000 before finally being stopped altogether. In his memoirs Calder blamed his
declining fortunes as a Council beneficiary on Thatcherism and, above all, on Sir
William Rees-Mogg, the Tory journalist, who, when he was appointed chair of the
Council in 1982, promptly fired Charles Osborne as Literature Director. Calder
also blamed the novelist, critic and journalist Marghanita Laski, who went on to
chair the Literature Committee, for damaging ‘the previously liberal policy of the
Arts Council’ (Calder 2001, 503). Contrary to what he claims in his memoirs,
however, Laski was not appointed by Rees-Mogg. She began her tenure on the
Committee in 1980 under Melvyn Bragg and took over as chair in 1981. Though
factually inaccurate and excessively personalised – it is clear that numerous
factors, including general policy shifts and cuts, were at work – Calder’s version of
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events reflects his conviction that Margaret Thatcher’s advent marked the rise of
a new philistinism. During one of many increasingly vain appeals for continued
state support, he sensed that the Literature Committee of the mid-1980s, ‘then
consisting largely of popular thriller writers and children’s book writers would not
have much sympathy with the kind of serious literature in which I specialized’
(504).

calder, beckett and the market

According to the journalist Colin Murphy, Calder has a lot to answer for as the
principal British publisher of Beckett’s fictions because he compounded the
problem of producing inaccurate editions by failing to market them adequately.
‘While the plays were popularised,’ Murphy commented in 2009, ‘the prose has
languished in relative obscurity’ (Murphy 2009, 58). With the advent of the new
Faber editions, he felt this further problem would now also be remedied. This
analysis is unjust, but it points to an intractable difficulty facing all under -
capitalised independents like Calder. When it comes to marketing they cannot
compete with the conglomerates. It is largely for this reason that so many have
been obliged to sell up to their larger rivals. For Calder this key handicap had to be
set against the virtues of being small, which were, in his view, both cultural and
commercial. The ‘James Joyces and Virginia Woolfs of the future’, he remarked in
1961, ‘are hardly likely to be encouraged by the large publishing corporations,
which have to sell an edition in a limited time in order to justify the publication
to its shareholders, interested principally in quick growth and dividends’. With
lower overheads and a strong editorial emphasis, he was, as a ‘small specialized
publisher’, not only able to give ‘time, attention and know-how’ to his authors, but
to ‘take calculated risks of a type inconsistent with the efficient management of
larger corporations’ and to work for the long term (Calder 1961, 9). Despite his
never-ending financial troubles, which the Arts Council support did little to allay,
he remained committed to this view throughout his career. His resistance to
expansion in fact contributed to the break-up with Marion Boyars in the mid-
1970s.

What Calder lacked in financial resources he made up for in energy and
inventiveness when it came to bringing Beckett to the attention of booksellers in
the first instance and then readers. He not only kept his titles in print, he also used
an extraordinarily wide variety of book formats to ensure that they reached as large
and diverse a readership as possible. In the 1950s and, indeed, well into the 1970s,
British literary publishing was still firmly divided into major hardback publishers
like Secker & Warburg, who guaranteed reviews and library sales, and paperback
publishers like Penguin, who targeted readers directly through bookshops and the
media. Calder was among the first to go against this trend by publishing in both
formats, beginning with Calderbooks in 1959 and then with his Jupiter Books
series, which, unlike the standard mass-market paperback, was produced on high-
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quality paper and thread-sewn. While he initially published Malone Dies (1958) as
a traditional hardback with Brian Sewell’s modernist cover featuring a photograph
of a human skull, he reissued it as a paperback ten years later, before finally settling
on the dual format edition with what became the trademark Calder design: the
Mondrian-style, two-colour cover (a white background for the author’s name, a
saturated red, green or orange for the title), which incorporated a photographic
portrait of the author, mostly by John Minihan. From 1975 Calder adopted this
design for most of his Beckett titles, including Murphy and Watt which started
out as the inaugural Jupiter Book in 1963. This presentational strategy, which
combined photography to emphasise Beckett’s singularity and a modernist
aesthetic to place his work culturally and historically, became a distinctive feature
of Calder’s Beckett.

Calder continued to experiment with alternative formats, including, as we have
seen, deluxe editions for the collectors’ market or other novelty editions like the
twelve-volume boxed set of ‘Beckett Shorts’ he produced in 1999, but he also
negotiated agreements with more mainstream paperback publishers to ensure that
Beckett could benefit from their backing and distribution as well. In 1962, for
instance, without consulting Beckett, he allowed Penguin to bring out their own
paperback edition of Malone Dies. As he explained to Jérôme Lindon, ‘we do not
intend to sell any other Becketts to Penguin, but as the Penguins are able to get into
all the little villages, it may help to make a Beckett public and sell all the other
works’.9 Penguin subsequently reissued their edition as a ‘Modern Classic’ in
1968, a year before Beckett won the Nobel. On the same principle, Calder agreed
terms with Picador for Murphy (1973), More Pricks than Kicks (1974), The Beckett
Trilogy (1975), Company (1982) and Watt (1988), with the New English Library
for his own Beckett Reader (1967), and with Penguin again for The Expelled and
other Novellas (1980, reissued as First Love and Other Novellas in 2000). The latter
was based on Calder’s Four Novellas (1977), which he published only in hardback.
These arrangements probably did little to promote his own more expensive titles.
Seen against the background of Beckett’s early publishing career in the 1930s,
however, when firms like Chatto & Windus and Routledge produced very short
runs of his books that rapidly went out of print, there can be little doubt that they
transformed Beckett’s cultural visibility by ensuring that he had a mass-market
presence from the early 1960s not just in Britain but across the Anglophone world.

Yet when it came to promoting Beckett Calder was not just a publisher: he
was a ‘proselytising admirer’ and ‘popular educator’ as well (Calder 2001, 269).
Drawing on the experience he gained organising literary conferences at the
Edinburgh Festival in the early 1960s, the first of which made headlines when a
woman in the audience stripped, he launched his Beckett appreciation initiative in
1964 at the Criterion Theatre in London where Godot had its first success a decade
earlier. Setting the pattern for the future, this inaugural event combined a series
of readings from Beckett’s work by leading actors – Patrick McGee and Jack
MacGowran in this case – with supplementary comments by Calder and an
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academic conference chaired by the drama critic Martin Esslin. Calder had
initially hoped the actors would perform extracts from the plays and fictions, but
to comply with the Lord’s Day Observance Act (1932), which made fee-charging
public performances illegal on Sundays, he had to settle for more restrained
readings instead. He continued to develop this project, which he later called the
‘Theatre of Literature’, well into the 1980s, staging various events at festivals,
bookshops and universities to promote all the writers on his list, Beckett above all.
In his memoirs, he drew a ‘sharp contrast’ between his desire ‘to popularise the
arts and to push up public taste’ in this way and ‘what governments and the media
were to do later’, once again reflecting his frustrated Arnoldian ambitions and
growing sense of cultural dislocation after Thatcher’s rise to power (Calder 2001,
269). Beckett, for his part, was characteristically wary of the whole business – he
wanted to know which actors Calder was using and he worried about the extracts
he chose – and, unlike Robbe-Grillet and Alan Burns, he refused to participate in
any of the events. 

For Beckett, this detachment was principled, since, as he always recognised and
as Calder’s popularising campaign clearly demonstrated, literary works are public
documents with public meanings. The meanings Calder made for British readers
can be traced through a number of sources, including the blurbs he wrote for the
books, though his thinking is most clearly articulated in the introduction to the
Beckett Reader, which he produced in 1967. With its various extracts from the
fictions, poems and plays and its surrounding commentary, the Reader was a
‘Theatre of Literature’ in book form, especially in its cheaper paperback format.
As Calder remarked in the introduction, his intention was to make Beckett, whose
‘fans are found principally among intellectuals’, more ‘accessible to the average
reader’ (Calder 1967, 7). Yet, as his analysis revealed, he also used the occasion to
reply to reviewers in the British broadsheet press who were generally hostile to the
modernist tradition and who routinely labelled Beckett a gloomy pessimist. One
of the most consistent proponents of this prevalent view was the Observer’s Philip
Toynbee. In a typical review essay of 1966, he lumped Beckett together with
Burroughs, dubbing them both ‘terrorists of modern literature’ and bemoaning
their tendency ‘to paint only in the extreme colours of chaos and despair’.
Reflecting his own Arnoldian inheritance – in this case Arnold’s neo-classicism –
Toynbee contrasted them to Goethe, ‘the olympian, many-sided, panoramic
master’, who faced the ‘spiritual upheavals’ of his time in a mood that was
‘classical, stately, festive and dignified’ (Toynbee 1966, 24). Calder emphatically
rejected this reading of Beckett, which, as he noted, was partly based on an ill-
founded biographical account of his ‘supposedly unhappy childhood and Catholic
past’ (Calder 1967, 9). He acknowledged that Beckett ‘will take any situation to its
ultimate depth’, but ‘then, reiterating after all the impossibility of believing
anything, even that hope is impossible, he finds that when his eyes are accustomed
to the darkness, there is a glimmer of light, a hope, however slight, that something
might survive after all’. Citing the endings of Godot, Molloy and The Unnameable,
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especially ‘I can’t go on, I’ll go on’ in the last, he insisted that ‘Beckett never leaves
his reader without some hope at the very end’ (15–16).

Following the logic of his defence of the avant-garde against the moralistic
advocates of censorship, Calder once again begged a number of questions by
meeting his opponents on their own terms. Implicitly picking up on Toynbee’s
larger anti-modernist argument, while also appealing to what he took to be the
desires of the ‘average’ British reader, he went on to claim that Beckett was just as
interested in observing ‘the human condition’ and making ‘man greater than he is’
as Shakespeare, Sophocles or Goethe (Calder 1967, 11). He specifically compared
Molloy to Macbeth, Oedipus and Werther. As he explained, however, Beckett
had also achieved a ‘double breakthrough’, the first sociological, the second
psychological, which gave new life to this tradition. In contrast to the great writers
of the past who focused on the privileged classes, he chose ‘as his heroes the most
improbable, the most incapable, the most disgusting and the most handicapped
examples of humanity’. At the same time, ‘he has made it possible to sweep away
[…] all the lumber of tiresome convention that has strangled the novel and the
drama in our time, and return to something simpler and more elemental’, namely,
‘the inner truth of our thoughts, our fears and our passions’. Far from being some
sort of literary ‘terrorist’, Beckett had, according to Calder, effectively restored
the high moral seriousness of the Western tradition. By focusing attention on the
‘inner truth’ of a marginalised figure like Molloy he increased ‘our compassion
and understanding for those who would normally be below his readers’ notice’.
Importantly for Calder’s popularising campaign, this essentially moral project also
had political ‘significance in an age when faraway colonial wars are reducing whole
populations, and an atomic war could reduce us to the conditions of one of his
heroes, or worse!’ (Calder 1967, 11–12). 

For Christopher Ricks, this defence of Beckett as a politically engaged
psychological realist and avant-garde moralist was the ultimate betrayal. In a
scornful review of Calder’s equally populist festschrift Beckett at 60, which he
published in the same year as his Reader, Ricks argued that there was something
‘preposterous about the institutionalising of Beckett, the comfortable assimilation,
the pretence that his work isn’t really obscure, isn’t ever boring, isn’t on the face
of it cold and hard’. ‘John Calder,’ he concluded, ‘achieves the bizarre and
demeaning feat of selling Beckett as a good read’ (Ricks 1968, 148). It is difficult
not to agree. Yet to see Calder simply as a publisher eager to market his product,
as Ricks’s language implies, is to miss the complexities of his popular advocacy and
to underestimate the forces that shaped it. To assess Calder’s Beckett we need to
focus not just on the evident disjunction between the writing and the way Calder
presented it, or, indeed, on his various initiatives as a publisher, but on the battles
he fought as a guardian of the literary in post-war Britain. By championing Beckett
as a modernist sage with a profoundly humane and even ennobling moral vision
that would appeal to the ‘average reader’, Calder undoubtedly made him serve his
own purposes, but these were not merely commercial. More icon than brand, his
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Beckett emerged partly out of the conflicts he had with the British state, partly out
of his struggle against British reviewers whose cultural assumptions were even
more at odds with the writing than Calder’s own, and partly out of the Arnoldian
mission to which he dedicated himself as member of the British liberal elite of the
1960s and 1970s. For Calder, Beckett stood for, even exemplified, the ‘unfamiliar
art’ and ‘serious literature’ he set out to promote as a ‘public good’. That he
deformed the writing in the process was as much an expression of his cultural
ambition as it was a testament to his understanding of the realities of publishing
Beckett for a British readership.

calder, beckett and cosmopolitanism

Calder’s indebtedness to the Arnoldian tradition of cultural critique is also
reflected in his passionate opposition to British insularity. His unfavourable
comments about ‘The Movement’, the group against whom he defined his own
stable, focused as much on their privileged class background as on the fact that
they were, in his view, ‘a very English and inward-looking group, disliking
especially Europe and America’ (Calder 2001, 277). In his memoirs he was no less
severe about Scottish parochialism. Here, too, Beckett played an iconic part, this
time as the inventive heir of 1920s cosmopolitan modernism. By developing
strong, if often fraught, links with Barney Rosset of Grove Press, Maurice
Girodias of Olympia and Jérôme Lindon of Éditions Minuit, Calder formed part
of a transnational axis of metropolitan (New York – Paris – London) publishers
who created space for Beckett, not as an Irish writer, say, but as a leading figure in
a new post-war cosmopolitan avant-garde. Indeed, it could be argued, specifically
in contrast to Lindon, who made his name publishing the French avant-garde of
the 1950s, that Calder was among the most committed champions of a cosmo -
politan Beckett. If Lindon linked Beckett primarily to the French nouveau roman,
Calder placed him among a wider circle of writers, which looked back to the
French Surrealists and German Expressionists, and sideways to a diverse range
of contemporaries, including Ionesco, Pirandello and Duras, Miller, Selby and
Burroughs, Trocchi, Burns and Bond. In his Reader he drew parallels (and
important differences) between Beckett and Joyce who ‘developed the same cosmo-
politan tastes and outlook’; identified Proust, Kafka and Joyce as ‘the greatest of
his twentieth-century predecessors’; and called Beckett the ‘surest voice’ in the
‘real revolution in writing that has replaced Rattigan with Pinter, Malraux with
Robbe-Grillet, Hemingway with Burroughs’ (Calder 1967, 8 and 12).

Yet if Calder presented Beckett as a cosmopolitan for British readers, Beckett
also highlighted Calder’s own cosmopolitanism. This is particularly evident in the
use he made of Beckett in the Signature Series, which he launched in 1969 with
Darker Ends, a volume of poems by the young English writer Robert Nye. As
Calder noted in his memoirs, the series included ‘experimental work’ by ‘Kenneth
Gangemi (American), Nicholas Rawson (English and recommended to us by
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Beckett), Reinhard Lettau (German), Mark Insingel (Flemish), Ted Joans (Black
American jazz poet), Peter Bischsel (Swiss), Yuli Daniel (Israeli), Robert Creeley
(American), Chris Searle (English) and Eugenio Montale (Italian, later to win
the Nobel Prize)’. ‘Through this collection of lesser-known names, at least to the
British reading public,’ he then added, ‘we threaded shorter works by Beckett,
Sartre, Higgins, Trocchi (his poems) and Artaud’ (Calder 2001, 376). Beckett’s
Lessness (1970) appeared as Signature 9 in the series, and Texts for Nothing (1974)
as Signature 21. Calder also included the short text Still in the commemorative
Signature Anthology (1975), which he produced to celebrate his twenty-five years
in publishing. By making Beckett a key figure in the series, Calder used his prestige
to bring younger, lesser-known writers from various countries to the attention of
British readers, while also confirming and extending his own self-understanding
as a publisher at the forefront of a new cosmopolitan culture. In the process, as he
later recalled, he also unwittingly created a rich trove of collectables: ‘What I was
doing of course, although it did not occur to me at the time, was producing books
for the future rare book and first edition market’ (Calder 2001, 376).

Seen in cultural rather than commercial terms, the Signature Series was
perhaps even more paradoxical. At one level, it stands as a record of a particular
cultural moment in which a disparate group of writers and works all came together
under the auspices of Calder’s cosmopolitanism. Like any publisher’s series, it
created a co-textual frame, inviting readers to think about Lessness, say, in relation
to Christian Enzenberger’s Smut (1972) or Georges Bataille’s Literature and Evil
(1973). At another level, since the series was, as its title suggested, intended to
celebrate singularity, it put any such linkages in question and all cultural unities in
doubt, whether defined in narrowly parochial (even nationalist) or capaciously
cosmopolitan terms. As Calder explained on the back cover of the anthology, ‘the
series was established to publish work by writers of the highest quality that is
specifically idiosyncratic in form, length, or subject matter’. Referring to the
signature device, he added that each volume ‘represents a personal idea not to be
expressed or arranged into conventional forms’.10 All the twenty-one volumes
Calder published – Marion Boyars later continued the series under her own
imprint – had a facsimile of the author’s signature on the cover, a device he
repeated on the front of the Anthology, which reproduced the signatures of all ten
contributors: Beckett, Davie, Nye, Figes, Ionesco, Gangemi, Higgins, Rawson,
Ann Quinn and Jan Quackenbush. Yet, simply by highlighting their shared
‘idiosyncrasy’ and arranging them as a new cosmopolitan avant-garde, Calder was
inevitably betraying the radical singularity of their writing, once again leaving
himself open to Ricks’s charge of ‘comfortable assimilation’. In this case, however,
the problem was less interpretive than structural, and since it is an inescapable part
of the publishing process, it was also not peculiar to Calder. As Clare Beach
astutely observed of the Signature Series, it ‘epitomises that unavoidable and
irrevocable process by which, little by little, Beckett’s work – singular, unique,
new, at its origin – loses its singularity as it is circulated in the public sphere, and
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as it is read alongside, and so through, the work of other writers’ (Beach 2004, 95).
This was a relatively high-minded problem, however, since for Calder the

cosmopolitanism he championed was ultimately doomed for cruder reasons.
Recalling the financial difficulties he faced in the 1980s, he once again focused on
Thatcher, this time as the enemy of cosmopolitanism, though he also recognised
the threat the giant publishing conglomerates posed to his activities. ‘Thatcherism
was taking its toll in a xenophobic dumbing down of international culture,’ he
commented, ‘while review space was going to the big advertisers, so it was much
harder to create awareness of what we were publishing’ (Calder 2001, 542). These
pressures were undoubtedly reshaping the cultural landscape in Britain, and
presaging the end of the Calder era, though other factors were also beginning to
make Calder’s version of cosmopolitanism look as dated as his liberalism. In the
mid-1980s, for instance, the Arts Council, following broader political develop -
ments, for the first time recognised that ‘British people of Afro-Caribbean
and Asian origin’ had ‘developed a powerful voice which, if it is heard and
acknowledged, will have a profound and enriching influence upon the artistic life
of our multi-cultural society’. This new official openness to Britain’s diversity was
premised on a broader understanding of cosmopolitanism, which extended
beyond the northern, metropolitan co-ordinates that defined Calder’s version.
‘The influences of non-western art forms,’ the Council observed in its annual
report for 1986, ‘have begun to be recognised and they in turn have been
influenced by the indigenous cultures of the Caribbean and Europe.’ This new
thinking lay behind the development of the Council’s Glory of the Garden project
in 1986 and its decision to commit ‘a minimum of 4%’ of its expenditure ‘to the
development of Afro-Caribbean and Asian arts by the end of two years’.11 This
was, of course, also the year in which it cut Calder’s annual grant by £25,000,
before finally stopping it altogether. Not surprisingly, as an ardent defender of
liberal individualism, Calder decried these new developments, commenting in
1999 that ‘democracy has become a sham in every country where there are too
many conflicting interests or ethnic minorities in collision’ (Calder 1999, 15–16).
Reflecting the restrictive assumptions underlying his idea of the cosmopolitan,
which centred on Western eclecticism, he added in a similarly testy spirit that
‘Beethoven and Shakespeare have no place in African culture, nor do most modern
equivalents, but Peter Brook and John Cage would not be so alien there’ (16–17).
If this said a lot about the limits of Calder’s cosmopolitanism, it also revealed his
ignorance about the long, often fraught but also creative history of cultural
exchange between Africa and Europe.

As I have argued, it is impossible to see Calder’s complex relationship with
Beckett, which was at once personal and institutional, in merely commercial or
crudely ideological terms. If Calder was, for Beckett, a tireless if sometimes
questionable sponsor who helped to bring his work to the attention of a new
generation of British readers and others across the Anglophone world, Beckett
was, for Calder, an icon of the liberal, avant-garde, cosmopolitan culture to which
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he committed himself out of a sense of ‘public duty’. As the depth of feeling on
both sides reveals, this ‘elective affinity’ brought obvious benefits to both parties.
It also had a transformative impact on British culture of the post-war era. For
literary historians, the challenge, as I have suggested and tried to demonstrate, is
to develop a mode of analysis with which to understand the forces at work in this
relationship and a language with which to appreciate its historical specificity and
importance. For literary critics, I would argue the task is to build on this analysis
by looking in greater detail at its interpretive consequences, not least to create
space for a new, post-Calder Beckett to emerge. One way of doing this might be to
consider how Beckett’s writings were absorbed, questioned and transformed by a
new generation of writers not just in Europe and America, but in Africa, where,
according to Calder, he supposedly had ‘no place’, a claim at least one major
writer’s œuvre calls into question. Towards the end of J. M. Coetzee’s fictionalised
memoir Youth (2002), the young narrator John comes across ‘a chunky little book
with a violet cover: Watt, by Samuel Beckett, published by Olympia Press’. It is
the early 1960s and he is in London, having fled apartheid South Africa. The book
is a puzzling but revelatory discovery, partly because John only knows of Beckett
as a dramatist, partly because he associates the Olympia Press with pornography.
‘It is hardly likely that Samuel Beckett, author of Waiting for Godot and Endgame,
writes pornography,’ he thinks. Then, posing the question all readers attuned to
the effects publishers have on the writings we encounter, he asks: ‘What kind of
book, then, is Watt?’ (Coetzee 2002, 155). As Calder’s Beckett passes into history
and we try to fashion a new, ideally less iconic Beckett for the twenty-first century,
it is difficult to think of a more productive point from which to start, and no doubt
fail, again, but perhaps fail better.

notes

1 John Calder, Pursuit: The Uncensored Memoirs of John Calder (2001), 218.
2 Samuel Beckett, Watt, ed. C. J. Ackerley (London: Faber and Faber, 2009), back cover.
3 Obscene Publications Act 1959 (c. 66), http://www.statutelaw.gov.uk/content.aspx?
activeTextDocId=1128038 [accessed 28 September 2009].
4 Ibid.
5 John Calder (Publications) Ltd v. Powell (1964) [1965], 1 Q.B., 515.
6 Ibid. 
7 Regina v. Calder & Boyars Ltd (1968) [1969], 1 Q.B., p. 159; and Girodias 1971, 240.
8 Regina v. Calder, 172.
9 Calder to Lindon, 9 November 1962, Calder and Boyars Archive, Series V, Box IV,
Folder 1. Courtesy, The Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana.
10 Samuel Beckett et al., The Signature Anthology (London: Calder and Boyars, 1975),
back cover.
11 Arts Council, 42nd Annual Report and Accounts 1985/6 (London: Arts Council,
1986), 9.
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