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The great enemy of clear language is insincerity. When there
is a gap between one’s real and one’s declared aims, one

turns, as it were, instinctively to long words and exhausted
idioms, like a cuttlefish squirting out ink. —George Orwell

Eric Arthur Blair (George Orwell)
[1903-1950]

CONFESSIONS OF A BOOK REVIEWER



In a cold but stuffy bed-sitting room littered with cigarette ends
and half-empty cups of tea, a man in a moth-eaten dressing-
gown sits at a rickety table, trying to find room for his typewriter
among the piles of dusty papers that surround it. He cannot throw
the papers away because the wastepaper basket is already over-
flowing, and besides, somewhere among the unanswered letters
and unpaid bills it is possible that there is a cheque for two guineas
which he is nearly certain he forgot to pay into the bank. There are
also letters with addresses which ought to be entered in his address
book. He has lost his address book, and the thought of looking for
it, or indeed of looking for anything, afflicts him with acute suici-
dal impulses.

He is a man of 35, but looks 50. He is bald, has varicose veins and
wears spectacles, or would wear them if his only pair were not
chronically lost. If things are normal with him he will be suffering
from malnutrition, but if he has recently had a lucky streak he will
be suffering from a hangover. At present it is half-past eleven in
the morning, and according to his schedule he should have started
work two hours ago; but even if he had made any serious effort to
start he would have been frustrated by the almost continuous ring-
ing of the telephone bell, the yells of the baby, the rattle of an elec-
tric drill out in the street, and the heavy boots of his creditors
clumping up and down the stairs. The most recent interruption was
the arrival of the second post, which brought him two circulars and
an income tax demand printed in red.

Needless to say this person is a writer. He might be a poet, a novel-
ist, or a writer of film scripts or radio features, for all literary peo-
ple are very much alike, but let us say that he is a book reviewer.
Half hidden among the pile of papers is a bulky parcel containing
five volumes which his editor has sent with a note suggesting that
they “ought to go well together”. They arrived four days ago, but
for 48 hours the reviewer was prevented by moral paralysis from
opening the parcel. Yesterday in a resolute moment he ripped the
string off it and found the five volumes to be Palestine At The
Cross Roads, Scientific Dairy Farming, A Short History Of Euro-
pean Democracy (this one is 680 pages and weighs four pounds),
Tribal Customs In Portuguese East Africa, and a novel, It’s Nicer
Lying Down, probably included by mistake. His review—3800
words, say—has got to be “in” by midday tomorrow.

Three of these books deal with subjects of which he is so ignorant
that he will have to read at least 50 pages if he is to avoid making
some howler which will betray him not merely to the author (who
of course knows all about the habits of book reviewers), but even



to the general reader. By four in the afternoon he will have taken
the books out of their wrapping paper but will still be suffering
from a nervous inability to open them. The prospect of having to
read them, and even the smell of the paper, affects him like the
prospect of eating cold ground-rice pudding flavoured with castor
oil. And yet curiously enough his copy will get to the office in
time. Somehow it always does get there in time. At about nine pm
his mind will grow relatively clear, and until the small hours he
will sit in a room which grows colder and colder, while the ciga-
rette smoke grows thicker and thicker, skipping expertly through
one book after another and laying each down with the final com-
ment, “God, what tripe!” In the morning, blear-eyed, surly and un-
shaven, he will gaze for an hour or two at a blank sheet of paper
until the menacing finger of the clock frightens him into action.
Then suddenly he will snap into it. All the stale old phrases—"“a
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book that no one should miss”, “something memorable on every
page”, “of special value are the chapters dealing with, etc etc”—
will jump into their places like iron filings obeying the magnet, and
the review will end up at exactly the right length and with just
about three minutes to go. Meanwhile another wad of ill-assorted,
unappetising books will have arrived by post. So it goes on. And
yet with what high hopes this down-trodden, nerve-racked creature

started his career, only a few years ago.

Do I seem to exaggerate? I ask any regular reviewer—anyone who
reviews, say, a minimum of 100 books a year—whether he can
deny in honesty that his habits and character are such as I have de-
scribed. Every writer, in any case, is rather that kind of person, but
the prolonged, indiscriminate reviewing of books is a quite excep-
tionally thankless, irritating and exhausting job. It not only in-
volves praising trash—though it does involve that, as I will show
in a moment—but constantly inventing reactions towards books
about which one has no spontaneous feelings whatever. The re-
viewer, jaded though he may be, is professionally interested in
books, and out of the thousands that appear annually, there are
probably fifty or a hundred that he would enjoy writing about. If he
is a top-notcher in his profession he may get hold of ten or twenty
of them: more probably he gets hold of two or three. The rest of his
work, however conscientious he may be in praising or damning, is
in essence humbug. He is pouring his immortal spirit down the
drain, half a pint at a time.

The great majority of reviews give an inadequate or misleading
account of the book that is dealt with. Since the war, publishers
have been less able than before to twist the tails of literary editors
and evoke a paean of praise for every book that they produce, but
on the other hand the standard of reviewing has gone down owing



to lack of space and other inconveniences. Seeing the results, peo-
ple sometimes suggest that the solution lies in getting book review-
ing out of the hands of hacks. Books on specialised subjects ought
to be dealt with by experts, and on the other hand a good deal of
reviewing, especially of novels, might well be done by amateurs.
Nearly every book is capable of arousing passionate feeling, if it is
only a passionate dislike, in some or other reader, whose ideas
about it would surely be worth more than those of a bored profes-
sional. But, unfortunately, as every editor knows, that kind of thing
is very difficult to organise. In practice the editor always finds
himself reverting to his team of hacks—his “regulars”, as he calls
them.

None of this is remediable so long as it is taken for granted that
every book deserves to be reviewed. It is almost impossible to
mention books in bulk without grossly overpraising the great ma-
jority of them. Until one has some kind of professional relationship
with books one does not discover how bad the majority of them
are. In much more than nine cases out of ten the only objectively
truthful criticism would be “This book is worthless”, while the
truth about the reviewer’s own reaction would probably be “This
book does not interest me in any way, and I would not write about
it unless I were paid to.” But the public will not pay to read that
kind of thing. Why should they? They want some kind of guide to
the books they are asked to read, and they want some kind of
evaluation. But as soon as values are mentioned, standards col-
lapse. For if one says—and nearly every reviewer says this kind of
thing at least once a week—that King Lear is a good play and The
Four Just Men is a good thriller, what meaning is there in the word
“good”?

The best practice, it has always seemed to me, would be simply to
ignore the great majority of books and to give very long reviews—
1,000 words is a bare minimum—to the few that seem to matter.
Short notes of a line or two on forthcoming books can be useful,
but the usual middle-length review of about 600 words is bound to
be worthless even if the reviewer genuinely wants to write it. Nor-
mally he doesn’t want to write it, and the week-in, week-out pro-
duction of snippets soon reduces him to the crushed figure in a
dressing-gown whom I described at the beginning of this article.
However, everyone in this world has someone else whom he can
look down on, and I must say, from experience of both trades, that
the book reviewer is better off than the film critic, who cannot
even do his work at home, but has to attend trade shows at eleven
in the morning and, with one or two notable exceptions, is ex-
pected to sell his honour for a glass of inferior sherry. L



PLEASURE SPOTS

Some months ago I cut out of a shiny magazine some para-
graphs written by a female journalist and describing the pleas-
ure resort of the future. She had recently been spending some time
at Honolulu, where the rigours of war do not seem to have been
very noticeable. However, “a transport pilot. . .told me that with all
the inventiveness packed into this war, it was a pity someone had-
n’t found out how a tired and lifehungry man could relax, rest, play
poker, drink, and make love, all at once, and round the clock, and
come out of it feeling good and fresh and ready for the job again.”
This reminded her of an entrepreneur she had met recently who
was planning a “pleasure spot which he thinks will catch on tomor-
row as dog racing and dance halls did yesterday.” The entre-
preneur’s dream is described in some detail:

His blue-prints pictured a space covering several acres, under a
series of sliding roofs—for the British weather is unreliable and
with a central space spread over with an immense dance floor
made of translucent plastic which can be illuminated from beneath.
Around it are grouped other functional spaces, at different levels.
Balcony bars and restaurants commanding high views of the city
roofs, and ground-level replicas. A battery of skittle alleys. Two
blue lagoons: one, periodically agitated by waves, for strong
swimmers, and another, a smooth and summery pool, for playtime
bathers. Sunlight lamps over the pools to simulate high summer on
days when the roofs don’t slide back to disclose a hot sun in a



cloudless sky. Rows of bunks on which people wearing sun-glasses
and slips can lie and start a tan or deepen an existing one under a
sunray lamp.

Music seeping through hundreds of grills connected with a central
distributing stage, where dance or symphonic orchestras play or the
radio programme can be caught, amplified, and disseminated. Out-
side, two 1,000-car parks. One, free. The other, an open-air cinema
drive-in, cars queueing to move through turnstiles, and the film
thrown on a giant screen facing a row of assembled cars. Uni-
formed male attendants check the cars, provide free aid and water,
sell petrol and oil. Girls in white satin slacks take orders for buffet
dishes and drinks, and bring them on trays.

Whenever one hears such phrases as “pleasure spot”, “pleasure re-
sort”, “pleasure city”, it is difficult not to remember the often-
quoted opening of Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan”.

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

A stately pleasure-dome decree:

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

Through caverns measureless to man

Down to a sunless sea.

So twice five miles of fertile ground

With walls and towers were girdled round:

And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;
And here were forests ancient as the hills,
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.

But it will be seen that Coleridge has got it all wrong. He strikes a
false note straight off with that talk about “sacred” rivers and
“measureless” caverns. In the hands of the above-mentioned entre-
preneur, Kubla Khan’s project would have become something
quite different. The caverns, air-conditioned, discreetly lighted and
with their original rocky interior buried under layers of tastefully-
coloured plastics, would be turned into a series of tea-grottoes in
the Moorish, Caucasian or Hawaiian styles. Alph, the sacred river,
would be dammed up to make an artificially-warmed bathing pool,
while the sunless sea would be illuminated from below with pink
electric lights, and one would cruise over it in real Venetian gondo-
las each equipped with its own radio set. The forests and “spots of
greenery”’ referred to by Coleridge would be cleaned up to make
way for glass-covered tennis courts, a bandstand, a roller-skating
rink and perhaps a ninehole golf course. In short, there would be
everything that a “lifehungry” man could desire.



I have no doubt that, all over the world, hundreds of pleasure re-
sorts similar to the one described above are now being planned,
and perhaps are even being built. It is unlikely that they will be fin-
ished—world events will see to that—but they represent faithfully
enough the modern civilised man’s idea of pleasure. Something of
the kind is already partially attained in the more magnificent dance
halls, movie palaces, hotels, restaurants and luxury liners. On a
pleasure cruise or in a Lyons Corner House one already gets some-
thing more than a glimpse of this future paradise. Analysed, its
main characteristics are these:

1. One is never alone.

2. One never does anything for oneself.

3. One is never within sight of wild vegetation or natural
objects of any kind.

4. Light and temperature are always artificially regulated.

5. One is never out of the sound of music.

The music—and if possible it should be the same music for every-
body—is the most important ingredient. Its function is to prevent
thought and conversation, and to shut out any natural sound, such
as the song of birds or the whistling of the wind, that might other-
wise intrude. The radio is already consciously used for this purpose
by innumerable people. In very many English homes the radio is
literally never turned off, though it is manipulated from time to
time so as to make sure that only light music will come out of it. I
know people who will keep the radio playing all through a meal
and at the same time continue talking just loudly enough for the
voices and the music to cancel out. This is done with a definite
purpose. The music prevents the conversation from becoming seri-
ous or even coherent, while the chatter of voices stops one from
listening attentively to the music and thus prevents the onset of that
dreaded thing, thought. For

The lights must never go out.

The music must always play,

Lest we should see where we are;
Lost in a haunted wood,

Children afraid of the dark

Who have never been happy or good.

It is difficult not to feel that the unconscious aim in the most typi-
cal modern pleasure resorts is a return to the womb. For there, too,
one was never alone, one never saw daylight, the temperature was
always regulated, one did not have to worry about work or food,
and one’s thoughts, if any, were drowned by a continuous rhythmic
throbbing.



When one looks at Coleridge’s very different conception of a
“pleasure dome”, one sees that it revolves partly round gardens and
partly round caverns, rivers, forests and mountains with “deep ro-
mantic chasms”—in short, round what is called Nature. But the
whole notion of admiring Nature, and feeling a sort of religious
awe in the presence of glaciers, deserts or waterfalls, is bound up
with the sense of man’s littleness and weakness against the power
of the universe. The moon is beautiful partly because we cannot
reach it, the sea is impressive because one can never be sure of
crossing it safely. Even the pleasure one takes in a flower—and
this is true even of a botanist who knows all there is to be known
about the flower—is dependent partly on the sense of mystery. But
meanwhile man’s power over Nature is steadily increasing. With
the aid of the atomic bomb we could literally move mountains: we
could even, so it is said, alter the climate of the earth by melting
the polar ice-caps and irrigating the Sahara. Isn’t there, therefore,
something sentimental and obscurantist in preferring bird-song to
swing music and in wanting to leave a few patches of wildness
here and there instead of covering the whole surface of the earth
with a network of Autobahnen flooded by artificial sunlight?

The question only arises because in exploring the physical universe
man has made no attempt to explore himself. Much of what goes
by the name of pleasure is simply an effort to destroy conscious-
ness. If one started by asking, what is man? what are his needs?
how can he best express himself? one would discover that merely
having the power to avoid work and live one’s life from birth to
death in electric light and to the tune of tinned music is not a rea-
son for doing so. Man needs warmth, society, leisure, comfort and
security: he also needs solitude, creative work and the sense of
wonder. If he recognised this he could use the products of science
and industrialism eclectically, applying always the same test: does
this make me more human or less human? He would then learn that
the highest happiness does not lie in relaxing, resting, playing
poker, drinking and making love simultaneously. And the instinc-
tive horror which all sensitive people feel at the progressive
mechanisation of life would be seen not to be a mere sentimental
archaism, but to be fully justified. For man only stays human by
preserving large patches of simplicity in his life, while the ten-
dency of many modern inventions—in particular the film, the radio
and the aeroplane—is to weaken his consciousness, dull his curios-
ity, and, in general, drive him nearer to the animals. AN

Eric Arthur Blair (June 25, 1903 — January 21, 1950), much bet-
ter known by the pen name George Orwell, was a British author



and journalist. Noted as a political and cultural commentator, as
well as an accomplished novelist, Orwell is among the most widely
admired English-language essayists of the 20th century. He is
best known for two novels written towards the end of his short life:

Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four.
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