
Truth and Tragedy in the work of David Nobbs

Cousin Hilda said "Mrs. Wedderburn said 'I can't understand why she writes novels, a 
nice girl like her. I prefer biographies, me. At least you know  they're true.' She's very 
direct, is Mrs. Wedderburn, but she has a heart of gold. Where I'd ever have found 
another friend like her I do not know"
(Nobbs 1994:116)

Preface

In this essay, I attempt to explore what the relationship is between tragedy and truth in 

literature, focusing on the writings of David Nobbs.  My objective is to show that when we are 

moved by fictional works, it is because they contain truth; the truth in question being a real 

emotion that has been expressed by the author through his fictional work, in such a way that we 

are able to recognise the emotion as something we have ourselves experienced (mea res 

agitur).  In other words, I argue that tragedy in fiction is effective because it contains "truth": 

the truth of an emotion which has been felt by the author.

Introduction

I will first argue that art proper is defined by communication of emotion: the audience is made 

to feel an emotion that was felt by the artist. More that that: the emotions conveyed are ones 

which could not (as) successfully be communicated in any other way.

It follows from this that when we have an emotional response to a piece of fiction which is true 

work of art, we must be experiencing emotions that the author himself felt.
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The way that we are made to feel these emotions is via a mechanism of  make-believe, or 

simulation.  Certain conditions give a work of fiction more or less power as a "prop" to a 

process of make-believe, and specifically, a the greater the internal truth of a work, the more 

likely it is to work as a prop.

While still in thrall to the simulation, we may instinctively feel that our emotions have the 

fictional characters as intentional objects.  But after a short period of reflection, we can realise 

that in fact the response we feel is to the author himself, with whom we share a bond of having 

experienced the same emotions. 

Books communicate these emotions more effectively than can be done with a mere "scientific" 

explanation. Some books I've read and I want to press them on to other people; some books I've 

read and I'm wary of recommending them to others for fear that they'll realise the way I've felt 

about them.

Why David Nobbs? 

David Nobbs is a comic writer who, as well as having been employed as a writer for various 

stand-up comedians, has written a dozen or so novels, some of which have been transferred to 

television or radio; his best-known creation is probably Reginald ("Reggie") Perrin.
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His novels too are generally categorised as comic ("One of the most noisily funny books I have 

ever read" - Michael Palin, quoted on the cover of "The Complete Pratt"), but Nobbs' writing 

typically has poignant, and sometimes even tragic themes, as characters struggle to cope with 

the situations into which Nobbs has placed them.

I started reading these novels over thirty years ago, and although I've since read many books 

which I think would be regarded as being "better" literature, still they have a hold on me: like 

the songs you hear when you're a teenager, these books will always be a part of my life. But 

even though I've read and re-read them, they still have a hold on me which I find difficult to 

explain.

None of the novels is literally a "true story" (although, as we will see, certain situations in the 

novel are derived from events in his own life), and the main characters are fictional: they exist 

in the novel, but not as actual people in the real world.  Despite this, two of my reactions on 

reading these books are (a) to believe that the books are "true" in some sense or other, and (b) 

to experience something that feels like concern for the characters. In this essay I would like to 

explore the justification for these two reactions: in doing so I hope to show that they are linked.

Backdrop: Art as communication of emotion

In his essay, "What is Art?", Tolstoy identifies art wth communication of emotion or feeling: 

"If a man without exercising effort and without altering his standpoint, on reading, hearing or 
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seeing another man's work experiences a mental condition which unites him with that man... 

then the object evoking the condition is a work of art" (Tolstoy 1930:227). Similarly 

Collingwood (1958), suggests that art involves the audience sharing in an emotional experience 

that is expressed, by the artist, through his work.

Collingwood distinguishes between such "art proper", as he calls it, and "art falsely called", 

which provokes an emotional reaction that does not correspond to something felt by the artist 

(as an example of "art falsely called", Collingwood suggests the fear felt in reading work by 

Poe). To this I think it is useful to introduce the term "flawed art", as a label for those works in 

which an artist attempts to express his emotion, but fails to do so in a way that allows the 

audience to experience it.

There are a couple of limitations that must be acknowledged if we go with this approach: 

firstly, the fact that we experience an emotional response to art doesn't necessarily mean that 

what we feel was something felt by the author: it could be a case of "art falsely called". 

Secondly, as Collingwood admits, 

"We can never absolutely know that the imaginative experience we obtain from a work 
of art is identical with that of the artist. In proportion as the artist is a great one, we can 
be pretty certain that we have only caught his meaning partially or imperfectly."
(Collingwood 1958:309)

I have previously argued along these lines (Hudson 2007), and do not intend to elaborate or 

defend it further here, but I think it is a useful perspective on the issue at hand, namely the 

question of what is going on when we engage with a work of fiction and feel some kind of 
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emotional response to it.

Specifically, I am assuming for the purposes of this essay that one of the things that contributes 

to the aesthetic value of works of fiction, such as those considered here, is that they succeed in 

communicating, through the written word, emotions that the author himself has experienced. I 

suggest that, in reading his novels, we are able to experience emotions that have been felt by 

Nobbs himself. Exactly how the novels do this, exactly what these emotions are, and in what 

way they affect the artistic value of the books, are issues which I aim to address.

Incidentally, taking the view that art provides a special way to communicate emotion, it follows 

that any explanation of what emotion has been conveyed by a work of art will necessarily be 

impoverished in comparison to the work itself. I cannot, by describing an emotional response 

that I have to a work of art, evoke that response in you, although I may be able to point out 

things which make you more receptive when you encounter the work: this is one of the jobs of 

the critic.

Truth in Fiction

In this section, I will distinguish four types of "truth" that may be found in a work of fiction.

Sense 1: "Verifiable Truth". There are descriptions of events or circumstances in a work of 
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fiction which we believe to be true in the non-fictional world: Reggie's commuting train is 

described as passing through Surbiton on its way to Waterloo, just as trains do in my own 

experience.  When an author unintentionally gets something wrong in a novel, this detracts 

from the novel's value (we will see why, later).  "In fiction, truth is neither necessary nor 

sufficient for literary merit...but truth is always a virtue and falsehood always a vice" (Rowe 

1997:335).

Sense 2: "Autobiographical Truth". In a slightly more indirect way, the novel may fictionalise 

events that we know, or suppose, to be based on the author's own experience.  In his 

autobiography, Nobbs relates his experiences as a reporter for a local newspaper:

You can imagine how proud I was when I saw my first word in print, the very first word 
of my professional career. Wrong! I wasn't proud at all. I was upset. It was 'Thives' - 
'Thives who broke into the home of Mrs Emily Braithwaite stole...'" (Nobbs 2003:99)

While the second Henry Pratt book opens:

Henry Pratt stared in disbelief at the first word that he had ever had in print. It was 
'Thives'. (Nobbs 1988:9).

In fact, there are many episodes in Nobbs' autobiography which have obvious parallels in his 

fiction.  Almost without exception, I find the fictional alternatives to be more moving than the 

factual ones.  Perhaps this is because they are more carefully written, perhaps that the fictional 

world is one that I can imagine and relate to more easily than the factual one.  Perhaps because 

the autobiography tends to be somewhat self-deprecating. 

Sense 3:"Internal Truth".  The coherence theory of truth "holds that a proposition is true iff it is 
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a member of a coherent set" (Dancy 1995:112). Russell, though he rejects the coherence theory 

of truth, nevertheless says that coherence "is often the most important test of truth" (Russell 

1912:71).  The second way that we might ascribe "truth" to a work of fiction is by virtue of its 

coherence (within itself, if not to the real world).  The greater the internal coherence of a novel, 

the easier it is for us to think of it as being "true" in this sense, and for the work to act as a prop 

to our imagination when we engage in acts of make-believe (see below).

On the other hand, inconsistencies (intentional or not) are a potential problem.  Nobbs writes of 

a letter he received about a passage in which he makes off-hand mention of "Matthew Arnold 

Avenue" in the fictional town of Climthorpe, Reggie's home.  The writer complains: "The 

Perrins live in Coleridge Close and so far I can't find any other reference to Matthew Arnold 

Avenue in the Poets' Estate." (Nobbs 2003:204).  Being jarred out of a state of make-believe in 

the novel can be disruptive to the aesthetic experience.

Another advantage the author has to bolster the internal truth of a work is that he can make 

public the inner thoughts of the characters: by doing this he can, so long as they are coherent 

with the characters' behaviour etc., strengthen the sense of internal truth.

Sense 4: "Unverifiable Truth" Next, a novel may purport to express truths of the kind not 

empirically verifiable, such as moral or psychological truths.  For example, following an 

argument between Reggie and his secretary about who should pay for afternoon cakes, we read:
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It needs as much generosity to receive charity as to give it. Are we so screwed up, he thought, 

that we can accept nothing without paying it back? (Nobbs 1975:117).

It is not obvious how one might go about testing the truth of the claim in the first sentence 

(leaving aside the question of whether this is simply a description of Reggie's thoughts, or 

whether it being asserted by the author), although we may be temperamentally inclined to agree 

with it, especially by the time we reach this part of the book and are to some extent sympathetic 

to the story.  However,I would say in passing that as a direct result of this book, I have tried to 

adopt the maxim, whenever in company, of never refusing someone else's offer to pay the bill.

Similarly unverifiable are claims to provide an account of "what it's like" to have a particular 

experience, although this doesn't mean that such accounts should be dismissed as being without 

value.  "The novel is arguably mans most successful effort to describe the experience of 

individual human beings moving through space and time" (Lodge 2002:10)

Stolnitz dismisses the idea that works of fiction may contain significant truths: "Artistic truths 

are, preponderantly, distinctly banal" (Stolnitz 1992:342).

Tragedy

Aristotle's description of "tragedy" in Poetics is of an art form that we have little or no 

experience of now, and common usage of the term today focuses on a particular aspect of the 

plays, which "were not called tragedies because they were so tragic...the word tragic was 
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derived from tragedy" (Kaufmann 1968:310).

However, for my purposes, it is worth borrowing some of Aristotle's definition for a perfect 

tragedy, which he says should "imitate actions which excite pity and fear, this being the 

distinctive mark of tragic imitation...pity is aroused by unmerited misfortune, fear by the 

misfortune of a man like ourselves" (Poetics 23).  The word here translated as "imitate" is 

"mimesis", for which Kaufmann suggests that "a make-believe or pretend action comes closer 

to his meaning than the imitation or copy of an action" (Kaufmann 1968:38).  This idea of 

"mimesis as make-believe" is one that is picked up by Walton and others, and will be discussed 

later.

The tragedies that Aristotle talks of would have been performed in a theatre to an audience. 

This is a different environment from that in which the reader experiences a book.  An important 

part of the Greek experience though, was that the performance of a tragedy involved a chorus, 

who are seen to watch the goings on of the play while "forced to recognize real beings in the 

figures on the stage.  The chorus of the Oceanides really believes that it sees before it the Titan 

Prometheus.."  (Nietzsche 1872:56).

In summary, the word "tragedy" as I use it here refers a situation in which we feel pity or fear 

in response to a work of fiction, which typically (although not necessarily) involves the 

misfortune of the characters involved.
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Emotional Responses to Fictional Works
"I laughed two hundred and eighty seven times and cried twice" (Ronnie Barker, after 
reading "The Death of Reginald Perrin", quoted by Nobbs 2003:203)

When reading a novel, there are various types of responses that we may experience. These can 

be broadly divided into two classes. First, there are responses which seem to be directed to the 

work itself.  For example, I might relish the prose of George Eliot, or admire the cleverness of a 

the structure of a novel by David Lodge.  Alternatively, I might be offended by the language 

used by Irvine Welsh, or bored by Agatha Christie. These reactions are relatively 

straightforward to explain, and may be present whether or not the author was attempting to 

express any particular emotion. Their presence or absence may be relevant to the aesthetic 

value of the work, but does not necessarily affect whether or not the second class of response 

may arise. 

The second class of response are those which seem to be about the fictional world evoked by 

the novel (borrowing from Feagin, I'll label these "sympathetic and empathic"): specifically, 

feelings of concern for the characters described.  However, these apparent feelings of concern 

raise a paradox which needs some explaining.  The following passage from the first Reginald 

Perrin novel can be used to illustrate this.

The Paradox of Caring
In "The Death of Reginald Perrin", Reggie responds to a mid-life crisis by faking his own 

suicide in order to start a new life. But he finds that he cannot escape thoughts of his past: he is 
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drawn to revisit his old haunts, and (while under disguise) make contact with members of his 

family. But he finds that people have become used to the idea of his death: a service of 

memorial is being arranged, and his wife has become romantically involved someone else. 

Returning to his hotel, Reggie determines to write a letter to her, explaining what has 

happened. After throwing away his first attempt, he writes a second letter, which ends as 

follows:

It is hard to know that I shall never see you again, and that I can't even send you this 
letter, and you will never receive my best wishes for the future.

With all my love
Reggie.
 
He read the letter three times, crumpled it up, and threw it in the waste-paper basket.
 
That night, tucked up in his hotel bed in Worthing, with the sea lying dark and placid not 
a hundred yards away, Reggie thought: 'Well, I'm in a mess, but at least I've stirred my 
life out of its predictable course.'

Then he wondered if a psychiatrist would say: 'On the contrary, this is exactly what I 
would have expected from you.'

We can never escape our destiny, he realized, because whatever happens to us becomes 
our destiny.

It had all been a terrible mistake.  
(Nobbs 1975:218)

I first read this book thirty years ago, and I've read it many times since. I know that this scene 

occurs; I know what happens after this scene, and I know what happens to Reggie in the 

subsequent books. I know that, as it happens, Reggie and his wife are re-united and find 

happiness. But despite all this, I find that reading this extract evokes feelings which, on the face 
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of it, feel as if they are concerns for Reggie: I feel a sense in which I want to express my 

empathy and support for this character whose attempts to find happiness appear at this stage to 

have foundered so badly. I feel this even as I re-read the extract now.

This is the "paradox of caring", which appears to present us with three mutually incompatible 

propositions:

P1. I care about Reggie
P2. To care about someone I have to believe in him or her
P3. I don't believe in Reggie
(from Currie 1997:65, substituting "Reggie" as appropriate)

There are various ways in which we might try and resolve this – Levinson (1997) lists seven 

types of response to the paradox, each of which has numerous variations.  Rather than discuss 

each of these in turn, I will instead offer a defence of the solution which I feel to be most 

plausible. which calls P1 into question. 

There are two ways in which P1 might be re-written to make it fit with the other two 

propositions:

P1a. I "care" for Reggie

P1b. I care for "Reggie"

In the case of (P1a), the emotion I feel for Reggie is some special kind of response which has a 
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prima facie resemblance to what I normally think of as "care", but is, in fact, some kind of 

quasi-emotional state.  Walton appeals to this idea in his essay "Fearing Fictions": he suggests 

that when reading a novel, we make-believe that the characters described are real, and so 

experience make-believe emotions in response to their circumstances.  I think there is much of 

value in Walton's account of make-believe, and will return to it, but I don't think he's right here. 

For P1b, the object of my emotion is not actually the fictional Reggie at all, but something else 

for which Reggie stands as a token.  This is what Levinson calls the "surrogate object" theory, 

and it is this which I will argue offers the best explanation of our emotional responses to a work 

of fiction.  This view is not without its critics.  Currie says:

The idea that fictional characters serve simply as pointers to real people about whom we 
care is not very plausible... it is in some cases not clear who those real people are, 
especially when the character's fate is a very exotic one.
(Currie 1997:66).

while according to  Radford:

we do not really weep for a pain that a real person might suffer, and which real persons 
have suffered, when we weep for Anna Karenina...We weep for her... but we do not feel 
pity for her state or fate, or her history or her situation, or even for others, i.e. for real 
persons who might have or even had had such a history.  We pity her, feel for her and 
our tears are shed for her.
(Radford 1975:304)

 
It seems to me that objections such as these, heartfelt though they may be, do not provide much 

of an argument and rely too much on intuition.  While it is useful to appeal to intuition, our 

intuitions in themselves cannot necessarily be relied upon to provide answers: they may be 

wrong.  
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In subsequent sections I will attempt to show why P1b is in fact a plausible way to resolve the 

paradox of caring, despite what Radford and Currie might say.

For the moment though, I will try to flesh out my initial claim: the emotion that we experience 

in response to the novel is one that was experienced by the author himself.  Note for now, that 

whatever P1 means, I need to show that it is equally applicable to me and to David Nobbs.

 

How Novels Evoke Emotion

Reactions to the Work Itself

I mentioned earlier the two classes of emotional response to a work of fiction, and am primarily 

interested here in those of sympathy and empathy, but before discussing that it is worth 

showing how the other class – those that are responses to "the work itself" - could be regarded 

as an example of communication of emotion.

While listening to a recording that I'd made of a lecture which I attended, I had the somewhat 

disconcerting experience of hearing myself on the tape, making a comment which was funny 

enough to cause me, on hearing it, to laugh out loud.  I'd forgotten making the comment, but 

presumably did so because I regarded it as humourous at the time.  This is an example of how 

an emotion can be communicated (albeit from my earlier self to my later self).

In a similar way, it seems reasonable to assume that some of the responses to "the work itself" 
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mirror emotions that were felt by the writer, who may well have felt pleasure in alighting on le 

mot juste, or constructing a particularly neat plot resolution, or felicitous turn of phrase. One 

that I like is:

The three Turnbull daughters had been famous throughout the district for their vitality 
and beauty. Their ephemeral charm and grace had contrasted exquisitely with the stark 
timelessness of the gritstone landscape of Upper Mitherdale. They could have had 
anybody, and for two worrying years it seemed that Fiona had.  (Nobbs 1983:48)

and I am inclined to think that Nobbs too enjoyed this description (it crops up again, towards 

the end of the book).

Obviously this is not to say that all the responses we have to a work will correspond with the 

author's own feelings: for example, the author might feel a sense of pride that will not be 

reflected in our own experience.  But there are likely to be cases where the feelings that we 

have about "the work itself" do correspond with the author's own experience.

It may be that in some cases it is less clear whether a particular response is to "the work itself" 

rather than being sympathetic/empathic.  Humour is perhaps an example of this: if Nobbs puts 

words into a character's mouth which make me laugh, is my response to the work or to the 

fictional world?

Advocates of the quasi-emotional view tend to focus on negative emotions, such as fear, 

sadness, and horror, so I am not certain whether they would consider such a response as "quasi-

humour". 
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I will leave discussion of such borderline cases for now, and assume that there are at least some 

cases which are representative of the former class of response.

Sympathy and Empathy; Make Believe, Props, and Simulation 

The apparent feeling of concern I have for Reggie, as he lies in his hotel bed, seems to be a 

mixture of sympathy (in that I share what I take to be his emotional state) and empathy (I 

understand what that it feels like to be in that emotional state).  As I have said, I will question 

the exact nature of the emotions and their objects, but taking these feelings at face value, the 

next question to be answered is through what mechanism might a novel can evoke them?

Kaufmann offers "make-believe" as an appropriate translation of Aristotle's "mimesis".  Walton 

exploits this in his book "Mimesis as Make-Believe", and the theme is picked up by many 

others.

[I]n reading a novel, a reader makes-believe he is being given a report of actual events. 
In other words, he makes-believe the content of the novel is being reported to him as 
known fact by a narrator...He then has a certain propositional attitude, that of make-
believing (or imagining), toward the content of that report. 
(Matravers 1997:79)

Feagin expresses a similar idea with her talk of mental shifts:

In the process of reading a novel or short story we become psychologically adjusted in 
different ways as we read: we mentally shift, or slip into, different 'gears.'
(Feagin 1996:60)

Make-believe is an activity we may engage in at any time (such as when we daydream), but it 

can be made more effective with the use of props.  Walton suggests that works of art function 
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as props to help us make-believe that fiction is true, in the same way that an orange crate may 

function as a prop in a children's game, when it is make-believedly an oven.

On the face of it this might seem a bit circular: can a story act as a prop to a game in which we 

make-believe that the story is true?  The answer to this is to realise that our imaginative 

experience is not constrained by the story: the world that we make-believe to be true has 

features and qualities which may be inspired by the story, but there are other features and 

qualities that we come up with by ourselves.  For example, when reading a description of 

Henry Pratt's first day at school, I may form a mental picture of the school building, even 

though there is no description of it in the text.  Had I not read the story, I wouldn't have formed 

any mental picture at all, so it has, in this sense, acted as a prop which prompted my 

imagination to do some work.

In a game of make-believe, some props will be better than others - an orange crate is a more 

effective oven than an inner-tube would be, but better still might be a box with a lid that can 

open and shut.  And overlooking those features of the orange crate which are obviously non 

oven-like requires extra imaginative work.

Correspondingly, there may be ways in which fiction can be more or less effective as a prop to 

the imagination.  If the act of reading a novel involves a change of mental gear, then it is made 

easier if the fictional world is consistent with the mental picture that we construct; 

unintentional falsehoods, and internal inconsistencies in a novel are the sorts of things that can 
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stall the engine of make-belief.

One way in which fiction may make it easier for us to make the mental gear shift is by 

demonstrating truth (in sense 1 and/or 3).  For example in the chapter following the events of 

Henry's birth on 13 March 1935, we read:

Three days after Henry was born, Hitler introduced conscription. Twenty-five days after 
Henry was born, his Auntie Doris bought a genuine crocodile handbag for a pound at 
Cockayne's Hand Bag Event in Sheffield. Eighty-six days after Henry was born, 
Baldwin became Prime Minister. Slowly the shadows of war grew darker. Slowly 
Britain rearmed. Henry remembered none of this.
(Nobbs 1983:16)

This paragraph contains verifiable truths (Hitler introduced conscription on 16 March 1935; 

Baldwin became Prime Minister on 7 June), as well as internal truths (we already know that 

Henry lives in Yorkshire, and has an aunt called Doris).  I'd have to check on the internet to 

find if there really was a shop called Cockayne's in Sheffield, but there's enough "truth" here to 

allow me to make-believe without difficulty.

Similarly, it is true that there is a place called Worthing, and that hotels exist there, even if 

there was never a character called Reggie who stayed there and attempted to write to his wife.

So, the fictional account, by virtue of its verifiable and internal truths, is an effective prop to 

our ability to make-believe that the story it tells is true.  The more vivid our make-believe 

experience, the more we are likely to feel sympathy and empathy with the characters in the 
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story.

Communication of emotions

My objective is to show that the sympathetic and empathic responses that we seem to feel are 

representative of similar emotional states felt by the author.  On the face of it, this looks like it's 

going to be an uphill struggle: I said that, after reading of Reggie in his hotel bed in Worthing, I 

want to express my concern and support for him.  Does this mean that I am claiming that David 

Nobbs feels this way about his own creation?  It would seem strange to suggest he really had 

felt that way: if so, why place Reggie in that situation in the first place?

Before trying to examine this further, It will be useful to consider another extract

In the book "A Bit of a Do", the socally awkward Rita, who has recently been abandoned by 

her husband, is attending a dinner dance, when her father suffers a fatal heart attack in her 

arms:

The dance ended. There was warm applause. Rita lowered her father slowly to the floor, 
and silence fell rapidly.

'Dad!' she cried, and she didn't care that everyone was listening. Appearances didn't 
matter. They never had!! That what was so awful. She knew now that they never had. 
'Dad! You can't be dead! I haven't told you that I love you.'  
(Nobbs 1986:112)

In his autobiography, Nobbs writes of how he had to visit a police station to identify the body 

of his father, who had died during a dinner party. Of the preceding scene, which was written 

19



twenty years after his own father's death, he says:

This was an uncharacteristic line, potentially sentimental...and I wrote it with truth and 
feeling, not with sentimentality, because of course it was me, crying down the years, 
saying what I felt in the police station.  
(Nobbs 2003:170-171)

I read the novel several years before reading the autobiography, so I wasn't aware of the 

passage's roots.  Before reading the autobiography, I think I would have said that I the 

compassion I felt compassion was for Rita.  And still now, even knowing that the episode 

derives from Nobbs' personal experience, I think that my reaction to the fictional passage is in 

some senses more acute than that which I feel when reading Nobbs' autobiography.

There are a couple of points to be made here.  First of all, I think that the strength of my feeling 

toward Rita is a partly a function of my having been able to immerse myself in the fictional 

world, which has been constructed with internal truth. Rita already has my sympathy: I know 

what's recently happened to her, and I know (from reports of her private thoughts) what her 

state of mind is.  In other words, the novel is acting as effective prop to my make-believing.

One might object that the events depicted in the autobiography should be more real than those 

in the novel: it also has "internal" truth, as well as verifiable truth, let alone autobiographical 

truth.  It has also described, to an extent, Nobbs' internal thoughts.  I don't need to employ any 

make make-believe apparatus.  Surely my sympathies should be much stronger in this case?

I think we might find a way of answering this question if we consider the way that the episode 
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is handled in the context of the novel.  As we read it, the novel has an immediacy which is 

lacking in the autobiography.  We are more easily able to empathise with Rita, because we live 

through her experience as it happens.  We don't know how she will react or cope.  On the other 

hand, upsetting though it may still be, we know that Nobbs' own father's death occurred many 

years ago, and so any sympathy we feel for him is attenuated by the distance from the event.

A second point to be made is that, now that I know the episode to be autobiographical, I am 

inclined to review my feelings about it, and question what it means for me to feel concern for 

Rita.  Here perhaps, is a clue to how we might go about providing a justification for P1b: 

perhaps in caring for "Rita", the object of my concern is actually something or someone else, 

for whom Rita stands as a convenient marker.

Looking at Nobbs' description of his motivation in writing this section, it is notable (not to say 

convenient for me) that he uses the terms "truth and feeling".  On his account, the emotions that 

he expresses in the novel are not for Rita, but for himself: Rita is acting as a proxy for his own 

experience.

This means that, at least in this case, a fictional account of a fictional character may evoke in 

me an emotion which has a parallel to one felt by the author.

But this is a fairly specific case where we happen to have special knowledge of the author's 

motivations.  In the more general case, author intentions are notoriously difficult to establish, 
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and we can't rely on knowing them.  As a matter of fact, though I have no reason to doubt him, 

it's conceivable that Nobbs is being disingenuous in his autobiography, and providing specious 

explanations of his motivations.  While it is useful to consider this case, it will not do to base an 

argument on such foundations.

Ponsonby

There is one more extract I want to quote, before going on to elaborate the idea of emotion 

being communicated through fiction.  In this scene, Reggie has become successful by being 

eccentric, but finds himself increasingly disillusioned by success, and sets out deliberately to 

destroy his business. All his attempts fail.  As happens at various places through the book, he 

talks to his cat about his present predicament:

Then he poured himself a gin and tonic, and sat in his favourite armchair, with Ponsonby 
on his lap.

'Well, Ponsonby,' he said, stroking the gently purring cat. 'What do I do next? How do I 
destroy this empire I don't want?'

Ponsonby put forward no theories.

'Exactly. You don't know. Nor do I. The invitations are pouring in, Ponsonby. 
Everybody wants me to talk to them, waiting for me to be unpredictable. And when I am 
they'll say: "There he goes. He's being
unpredictable. I thought he would. Oh, good, he's saying something completely 
unexpected. I expected he would."'

Ponsonby purred faintly.

'Nothing I can do can shock anyone any more, Ponsonby. What a fate.
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'So what of the future, Ponsonby? Am I to go on from success to success? Grot will 
sweep the continent. I'll get the OBE. We'll win the Queen's award for industry. I'll get 
into Parliament. I'll be asked to appear on Any Questions. Climthorpe will be elected to 
the football league. Local streets will be renamed Reginald Road and Perrin Parade.'

Ponsonby gave a miaow so faint it was impossible to tell whether the prospect delighted 
or appalled him.
...

'I shall become richer and richer, lonelier and lonelier, madder and madder. I shall 
believe that everybody is after my money. I shall refuse to walk on the floor, for fear of 
contamination. And, unlike Howard Hughes, who seemed strangely trusting in this 
respect, I shan't be prepared to walk on lavatory paper, because that will be equally 
contaminated. I shall die tense, emaciated, rich, alone. There will be a furore over my 
will. What do you think of all that as a prospect, Ponsonby?'

Ponsonby thought nothing of all that, because Ponsonby was dead. He had died an old 
cat's death, gently upon a sea of words.

Reggie cried.
(Nobbs 1977:265-266)

I care for "Reggie"

I am now at the stage where I can attempt to justify my reasons for claiming that the "surrogate 

object" theory is the way to resolve the paradox of caring. 

I said earlier that my concern for "Rita" was altered by the knowledge of the context in which it 

was written, namely that Nobbs was motivated to use this episode as a way of expressing his 

feelings about his own father.  But if my earlier response to this passage ("I am concerned for 

Rita") is subject to correction in this way, then perhaps my initial responses to other passages 

are similarly conditional.
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I have no reason to believe that the "Worthing Hotel" or "Ponsonby" episodes are based on 

specific incidents in Nobbs' life.  I'm pretty sure he's never faked his own suicide and then tried 

to get back in touch with his wife; nor has he run a multi-million pound business.  And there's 

no mention in his autobiography of cats.  So we can't substitute "David Nobbs" for "Reggie" in 

the passages in question for an easy answer.

My daughter doesn't like to watch films in which characters are chased: she finds it frightening. 

Asked why, she says that it is because the films make her think that she might be being chased. 

In other words, she has vague, latent feelings, which, as a result of engaging with a fictional 

work, crystallise into something more solid.  This, I think, may provide a clue as to what 

happens in our case.

Revisiting the example of Reggie, lying in his hotel bed:

We can never escape our destiny, he realized, because whatever happens to us becomes 
our destiny.
It had all been a terrible mistake.  

Although my initial reaction is to say that I feel concern for Reggie, the example of Rita's 

father prompts me to re-evaluate that opinion.  In that case, I said suggested that perhaps "Rita" 

stood as a proxy for the author himself.  Perhaps the same is true here, although in this case it is 

not so obvious why "Reggie" should stand in for "David Nobbs".

However, while it may be true that Nobbs hasn't experienced the similar circumstances to 

Reggie, perhaps it would be fair to say that he has experienced feelings similar to those which 
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we suppose Reggie would be subject.  Specifically, we may imagine that Reggie, at this stage, 

feels despair at the failure of his plans and his apparently barren future. 

I think that the best description of what is happening here is given by Kaufmann:

The suffering we feel in seeing or reading a tragedy is thus not mainly Hecuba's but pain 
of which we had some previous knowledge. Presumably, it was the same with the poet. 
He chose a story he could use to represent the suffering that he knew - not in the manner 
of a man who writes an autobiography but rather, effacing himself, so as to find symbols 
with the power to evoke the griefs of those who read or see his play.  
(Kaufmann  1968:82)

In other words, we have latent feelings of despair at the human condition, and these are brought 

to mind and crystallised into solid emotion when we read of Reggie's fate.  Those feelings 

focus on Reggie, but he is just a proxy for them: we don't really care for Reggie, it is ourselves 

and our fellow humans (including the author) for whom we feel sympathy.  It is this feeling 

which Nobbs himself has felt (I suggest), and it is through the medium of fiction that it has 

been communicated to us.

Now, as I mentioned earlier, there are dissenters to the "surrogate object" theory, notably 

Radford, who objections are based on the fact that the feelings we appear to have are directed 

specifically at the fictional character: an argument which has a strong intuitive appeal.  Why is 

he wrong?

I think the reason for the intuition is that the make-believe game that we are playing can be 

quite a powerful one.  After engaging the correct mental gear so that we are allowing the story 

to function as a prop to fuel our imaginative energies, there is a certain amount of cognitive 

25



momentum, which still infects our thoughts as we initially step back from the story.  So our 

initial response to a situation such as Reggie's is to project the emotional response which has 

been aroused on to the object which appears the most likely candidate.  Once we've swapped 

mental gears back to our normal, non make-believe state, we are left with the sense that Reggie 

is the object of emotion.  But, as I pointed out in the case of Rita, some reflection can help us to 

see that the fictional character is no more than a token on to which our emotional response has 

latched.

The example of humour, which I mentioned earlier, also may be relevant here. There are many 

places in Nobbs' books where characters do or say things which make me laugh

26



Conclusion

There are pieces of tragic fiction which arouse emotional responses in us: these responses may 

appear on the face of it to be directed at the characters involved.  I suggest however, that while 

the emotions we feel are genuine, they originate from the author of the work, and in fact have 

as their object the human condition generally.  Fiction can be effective because, as Kaufmann 

says:

 "when suffering is voiced in magnificent poetry, we feel a sense of liberation as our 
own hopelessly tangled and mute grief is given words and takes on wings." (Kaufmann 
1968:51).

© Nick Hudson 2008 nick@nickoh.com
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