
 

ECONSPEAK: A Journal of Advances in Management IT & Social Sciences, 

 Vol. 5, Issue 1, January 2015  Impact Factor 3.418       ISSN: (2231-4571) 

 www.skirec.org         Email Id: skirec.org@gmail.com 

 

 
 

      
 

Page 56 

Alan Sillitoe- Thematic Review of select novels 

 
Dr. L.N. Seshagiri 

GFGC, Jayanagar 

 

Abstract: 

 

The primary aim of this paper being the thematic study of the novels of Alan Sillitoe published 

between 1958 and 1993. Alan Sillitoe is a great storyteller and has developed his art in more 

ways than one. His art has branched out in many forms and his reputation as a novelist, poet, 

short story writer and playwright has increased in stature. He has penned travelogues and essays 

for children, besides selected autobiographical essays and a selected Reader. He has also written 

screenplays-Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, The Loneliness of the Long Distance 

Runner, Counterpoint, Che Guevara and The Ragman’s Daughter- which proved him as a 

multi-faceted artist.  

--- 

Alan Sillitoe- Introduction 

 

Sillitoe‟s novels and short stories make a compelling reading both for a common reader 

and the serious scholar of literature. Though he was very serious about his calling as a writer, he 

strongly believed that fiction should be entertaining, and it is through enjoyment of reading that 

one learns more. 

 

 I never read a book that was not enjoyable and, enjoying 

everything because it was good, learned more than if I had 

been told to read or from a sense of duty. 

 

 Alan Sillitoe was born on 4 March, 1928 to Christopher Sillitoe and Sabina Burton in a 

council house in Nottingham. Born in a family gripped by poverty and eternal conflict, young 

Sillitoe was a witness to „the dumb god-damned suffering‟ of his parents. Their mutual 

antagonism, incompetence to earn money, tangible anguish and the misfortune of the family 

more than not made life a terrible mess for Sillitoe. His childhood was too eventful-right from 

being sent to a school for the mentally retarded at six, down to working at a factory at fourteen 

unable to put up with the suffering and poverty at home. As a child he was sent to the school for 

mentally retarded children by his mother to save him from the pangs of hunger. Though Sillitoe 

looked at school as a god-sent escape from the boredom at home at eleven he concluded that he 
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was not „cut out for education‟, when he could not get through the scholarship examination for 

high school.  

 

 For Sillitoe earning a living was an incontrovertible necessity and at fourteen, he jumped 

school to work at the Raleigh Bicycle Factory as an unskilled labourer, but soon was a Capstan 

lathe operator earning a handsome salary with the „key to the door‟ of the house in his pocket. 

Sillitoe‟s homeland Nottingham offered a significant life style and a peculiar life source. 

Nottingham, its people and life in general seem to have gone into the making up the mind of the 

writer. His childhood, poverty, parents bouts, scraping for tips, and the war experiences, appear 

to have left an indelible impression on his mind. His experiences at school, work at the factory, 

his youthful sexual exploits, experiences as a trainee for ATC, time in Malaya, and the pristine 

forests on Gunong Jerai were so remarkable that they form a rich treasure house for Sillitoe. His 

dread of TB and death, his loneliness, finally his yearning to make something remarkable of 

himself and his own obsession with books and writing all seem to have gone into the making up 

of his remarkable stories, novels, travelogues, poems, non-fiction and auto-biography.  

 

 Sillitoe had to undergo a bitter life of insufficiency with his brothers Brain and Michael 

and sisters Peggy and Pearl. The children had to rush to the local dinner centre where they could 

get midday meals. Alan spent much time as a child in scraping for tips on the rubbish near a 

canal. His maternal grandfather Burton, left an indelible impression on young Sillitoe because of 

his discipline and dedication to work. His grandmother provided him enough to eat and ample 

love. He was sent to „Poor Boys Camp‟ very much against his wishes and later in life saw his 

mother going with odd men to bring something to eat on to the dining table.  

 

 Utter helplessness, poverty at home and dejection made Sillitoe realise that – „Social 

conditions were not good‟ and that he was „a playing thing of Fate‟. It was during this time that 

Victor Hugo‟s Les Misérables stirred Sillitoe, and appears to have left a deep impression on his 

mind. His experience of war conditions with the fear of death looming large, and the social 

conditions were a matter of concern for Sillitoe. The war provided employment to his otherwise 

idle father, which made Sillitoe realise that the war had its benefits too. He joined Raleigh 

Bicycle Factory at fourteen, where the job was taxing, though promised a handsome wage packet 

at the end of the week. In October, 1942 he enrolled in the Air Training Corps and at fifteen his 

sexual encounters made him aware of the other side of life, with a girl friend who was ready 

„going all the way‟ to unloose the passion. In March 1946, he enlisted himself as a volunteer in 

the Royal Air Force as a ground wireless operator and was sent to Malaya on eighth May 1945 

on a troopship for a two year stint of eventful experiences in Malaya. His lonely hut in the 

Malayan jungles as a wireless operator and his experience on his mount to Kedeph Peak were to 

leave ineradicable flashes of nature that changed him into a new being. He tells that he entered 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Les_Mis%C3%A9rables_(2012_film)
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the tropical rain forests in Malaya perhaps for a sort of revelation, which he describes as to 

„discover something about myself. 

 It is during his fight with the Malayan People‟s Anti-British Army that Sillitoe faced 

many complexities that were beyond his comprehension to answer. It seemed Fate again had a 

role to play in his life when he was informed of his TB after an X-ray during his demob. Sillitoe 

being young and full of passion believed that he was the master of his own fate, but had to 

“acknowledge that Fate was a malicious knock-me-down that would take much living with” 

(141, LWA). To avoid the dread of the diseases at Wroughton Hospital, he scribbled a few pages 

about an account of his ascent of the Gunong Jerai. The narrations kept him busy, and seemed to 

offer him solace from his fear of the disease and death. “The experiences of being cut out from 

the world was a new; a piece of obsolescent equipment for which one could have any use” (142, 

LWA). His one lung was cut off and an air cylinder compressed his lung to quiescence, in a 

process, which was called Artificial Pneumo Thorax to give him a further lease of life. Ruth 

Fainlight came into his life as a „lifeline‟ and provided relief to a life which otherwise seemed 

empty. Between dejection and hope a few of his short stories were published and in 1958, 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning was published by W.H. Allen. His dream of success as a 

writer came true.  

 Between bouts of despair and innumerable mindless sexual affairs, his zeal to write 

continued and he perfected the art of storytelling with an eye on language and style. His seven 

published novels and many short stories that were put into cold storage made him realise that: 

  “... you do not write what society or editors expect, 

but only that which is illuminated by the truth of your own 

experience. A certain amount of iron must have been in my 

soul before I was born, reinforcing the attitude that the writer 

must listen to no one but his self, as a magnet attracts iron 

fillings because it is a piece of more solid metal. (236, LWA) 

 Sillitoe had „itching fingers‟ to write, and he loved books and writing. The story teller in 

young Sillitoe was evident when he narrated many stories thrillingly to his brother and sisters in 

the darkness of an attic where they slept. He whispered dreadful occurrences viewed at the 

pictures mixed with the „murky imagining‟ of his „sparked-off brain‟ which made gripping 

stories that wrapped them up into the relief of sleep. Sillitoe was a voracious reader and as a 

child he came across  many a books at Grandfather Burton‟s house. Browsing through a variety 

of books and writers as various as Homer, Shakespeare, Dostovesky, Tolstoy, Zola, Dickens, 

E.M. Forster, Les Miserables, The Golden Bough and the holy Bible besides a compendium of 

fact, fiction, biographies and history appear to have inspired the writer in him. Sillitoe had come 

of age, since he started his honeymoon into the world of writing at fourteen that began with a 
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few humour doggerels. A few short stories were published later in The Nottinghamshire 

Weekly Guardian that gave him the break by publishing a few of his stories though they did not 

help him to establish himself as a writer to be reckoned with.  

 Nottingham forms the background for many of Sillitoe‟s novels and short stories. Its 

geographical locale and the people bubbling with life struck him as something remarkable. It was 

Robert Graves who mentioned to him that it was “an interesting town” for writing a novel. 

According to him Nottingham was a town worth writing about. Sillitoe took the cue and 

overcame the gloom of discouragement and the weight of his seven unpublished novels that were 

returned to him by the publishers. He set on working on the life and adventures of Arthur Seaton, 

a roughneck from Nottingham who believed in nothing except fags, booze, smart clothes and 

sex. After the publication of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning- on one „misty April 

morning‟, Sillitoe never looked back. It established him as one of the major writers of the period. 

The best of the reviews on Saturday Night and Sunday Morning came from Anthony West 

who opined that:  

Even if he (Sillitoe) never writes anything more, he has 

assured himself a place in the history of English novel. 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning was considered to have broken new ground in the 

tradition of working-class fiction. It was praised for capturing the working class life from very 

close quarters and with much realism that was almost true to life. Saturday Night and Sunday 

Morning came as a positive reaction of Sillitoe against the way the working class life was 

portrayed in England by the cinema, radio and television, which were all highly unrealistic, 

making the people in them mostly comic.  

Thematic Analysis of select novels: 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning is the story of twenty-one year old Arthur 

Seaton, an appealing existentialist hero, violently asserting his individuality and rights against 

the selfish world. He is a roughneck with no clear political allegiance to any party or 

organisation, and is given up to a life of fun and frolic. He seems to rebuff violently any attempt 

to forge fetters on him. He criticises oppression of all sorts and decides to pay its due to the 

world. Arthur joins factory at fourteen to escape boredom, poverty and to assert his 

independence. The monster world of industrialism and inequality seem to provoke him to raise a 

voice of protest.  

 Arthur appears to be a social anarchist, criticises class, authority, oppression, 

administration, Tory bosses and the police. His philosophy borders on Marxism. He has a strong 

yearning for social change, but declares his aversion to any form of idealism and hopes for his 

own personal comfort. He proclaims his agenda of life: 
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 “I ain‟t a communist. I tell you. I like‟em though, because 

they‟re different, from these big fat Tory bastards in 

parliament. And them Labour bleeders too. They rob you 

wage packets every week with insurance and income tax and 

try to tell us it‟s all for our own good. I know what I‟d like to 

do with the government”.  

Instead of finding means and ways to bring out a change for the better he hopes to earn riches and 

declares: „when I‟d made a big packet I‟d settle down somewhere with fifteen women and fifteen 

cars that I would.” 

 Arthur is a self-conscious rebel, who earned the money through hard labour, but preferred 

to spend it on smart clothes, fags, booze and sex. He cuckolds his co-worker Jack by going to 

bed with his wife Brenda and later her sister Winnie. Then comes the “ceremony of „bringing it 

off‟”, when Brenda is  made to undergo an abortion through hot bath and hot gin. Winnie‟s 

husband Bill, who gives him a nice smack, finally outsmarts Arthur. Arthur undergoes a 

symbolic death and rebirth after the fight in which he is wounded. It is the unreachable Doreen 

who comes to Arthur to find solace and soothe him, upon which Arthur decides to accept the bait 

of matrimony and draw the curtains on the past that seemed barren and soulless.  

 Sillitoe deals with the theme of social reformation, love and sex besides giving voice to 

the less represented working class. By showing Arthur as careless of the world through his 

violent outbursts on the body politic, traditional society, and being indifferent to any strong 

political will, Sillitoe portrays the working class psychology true to its core. Sillitoe succeeds in 

pasting a happy ending to the defeat of Arthur, who prefers to take the defeat in his stride and to 

lead a life of purpose guided by love and domestic harmony. He strongly believed that once a 

rebel, always a rebel, but he realises that the bait of matrimony was a welcome change in his life 

instead of repeatedly going stray in sexual promiscuity. 

 Though Saturday Night and Sunday Morning invited a world of attention, criticism 

and praise for Sillitoe, it is his collection of stories, The Loneliness of the Long Distance 

Runner that carved a niche for the writer that is undisputedly everlasting. It contained important 

„Uncle Ernest‟. „The Match‟ and the moving story „The Fishing-Boat Picture‟. The Loneliness 

of the Long Distance Runner (1959) established Sillitoe as one of the best contemporary 

writers in the Modern English literary scene and brought him the coveted Hawthornden Prize for 

literature.  

 The book deals with the rebound against repression by the Borstal boy Colin Smith and 

as the story unfolds, one may realise that it goes beyond what is called „juvenile delinquency‟. 

Colin Smith is a grand hater of „them‟ (the elite class and all those who hold power and 

authority) and acknowledges the open war with „them‟ for sending him to the borstal. Smith, a 
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convict at Borstal, is trained as a long-distance runner to achieve the Borstal Blue Ribbon Prize 

Cup for Long Distance Cross Country Running, because of his able body and athletic build. He 

awaits the much awaited race which he deliberately intends to lose as a slap on the face of the 

governor whom he calls „ a stupid bastard‟. Smith comes before the reader as a strong willed 

daredevil- though an adolescent, exhibits the cunningness capable of an adult. He declares: “I‟ll 

lose that race, because I‟m not a race horse at all ... By Christ I will”. 

 With least hesitation, one may say that “The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner“ 

is  better composed than the novel Saturday Night and Sunday Morning. It has a well-built 

plot and Sillitoe‟s style renders it more effective by the careful use of language. Sillitoe employs 

two separate registers of English to bring out the inner thoughts of Smith. Whenever Smith 

indulges in violent outbursts of anger, he resorts to slang terms. Sillitoe employs elision, slang, 

dialectical variations and wrong spellings to verbalise the ideas of Smith. He resorts to the 

repeated use of plosives to alliterate words. Onomatopoeia, as a figure of speech, is extremely 

exploited to portray the eloquence of Colin Smith as he breathlessly narrates his story. He uses 

words such as “Trot-trot-trot”, „Puff-puff-puff, „Slap-slap-slap‟, „CRACK!CRACK!, „Flip-flap‟, 

„jog-trot, jog-trot‟, „Crunch slap-crunch slap‟ to bring out the ideas and true feelings of Smith 

besides their symbolic meaning. Such broken words express his anguish, agony and anger at the 

rich class. Sillitoe also employs incorrect grammar as a stylistic technique to hint at the mistaken 

selection by Smith when he becomes too busy in giving vent to his ideas, but to state them 

correctly.  

 In Saturday Night and Sunday Morning and the short story „The Loneliness of the 

Long Distance Runner‟, Sillitoe gives a voice to the frequently unheard working class. He 

portrays the natural reaction of the working class to the inequalities in the society, to their 

oppression, and to their yearning for an escape from poverty, and ill treatment. Working class 

people declare their personal rights, individuality and their hope for a better deal through his 

novels. Smith aptly puts his idea: “I‟m a human being and I‟ve got thoughts and secrets and 

bloody life inside me that he (the governor of the prison) doesn‟t know is there and he‟ll never 

know what‟s there because he‟s stupid. (p. 5 „LLDR‟) 

 His next novel in the series was The General (1960), which shows its writer in an 

altogether different light as it deals with a fantastic realism. The book‟s background is neither the 

Nottingham locality with factories, nor a Borstal landscape, but is set in Gorshek war camp 

where everything seems improbable. The story revolves round an incident when a passenger 

train driven by a drunken driver accidentally passes through the front and enters the enemy 

camp. The entire symphony orchestra team on board the train is taken prisoners and the High 

Command orders that they be shot. In a yet again impossible reaction,  the General intends to 

listen to the Symphony and blesses the conductor and his troop with life if he is pleased. They 

play the Pathtique, which brings out an oceanic change in the General who engineers a way to 
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allow them go scot-free. The General refuses to plead guilty for permitting the players to escape 

and as a result is sentenced to a labour camp for life for insubordination. Sillitoe seems to play 

ample tribute here to the power of art and the music in particular. The General deals with the 

theme of redemption and the forgiving power of art. It also deals with the cannibalistic power of 

war and its dehumanising effects. Sillitoe throws light on the nightmare of the Western 

intellectuals living in an anti-cultural and dehumanising civilisation out to destroy all forms of 

creativity.   

  The autobiographical novel Key to the Door was published in the year 1961, 

though it was written very much earlier to the novel Saturday Night and Sunday Morning. It 

gives an excellent account of life in Nottingham, its factory life, and poverty besides the 

everyday problems. The first section deals with the childhood experiences of Brian Seaton with 

the pre-war life in Nottingham forming the background. Brian‟s life in Malaya during the war 

and before his call-up, his innumerable affairs, his early marriage and his affair with the Chinese 

girl Mimi are all inextricably intertwined with the plot, which culminates the action with  Brian‟s 

encounter with the Communist bandit. Brian with his secretly nurtured allegiance to Marxism 

and Socialism hesitates to fight his „pals‟ who were fighting a war, a war of the Anti-British 

People‟s Malayan Army. His chance meeting with a supposed terrorist brings him face to face 

with his own fear of death and his inner conflict. He sacrifices the professional ethics for his 

personal, and allows the terrorist go scot-free, because “he was a man”. The early life full of 

poverty, suffering and agony sum up for his voice of dissent and protest and indirect support of 

those who were fighting for freedom with firm belief in equality. Sillitoe deals with the theme of 

working-class life, marriage, love, sex and the human predicament caught up in the „jungle‟ of 

life attempting “the salvation of  ... soul in some unpredictable manner.” (p. 417, KDR) 

 As one goes through the works of Sillitoe, one may come to feel that Sillitoe is more 

effective and stylistic in the composition of his short stories. It is interesting to note that his first 

collection of short stories The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner, established him as a 

major writer in the contemporary England, whereas his collection of short stories The Ragman’s 

Daughter (1963), Guzman, Go Home (1968), Men, Women and Children (1973) and The 

Second Chance and other Stories (1981), were recognised as excellent master pieces that stand 

apart. He also published The Far Side of the Street, a collection of fifteen short stories selected 

by the author himself and in the year 1995, he published Collected Stories which includes all the 

major short stories.  

 In his introduction to The Far Side of the Street, Sillitoe opines that his stories were 

about: 
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  ... individuals, not themes or incidents, or message of 

any kind except perhaps to say that people who live and suffer 

make up the sum of anything worth writing about. 

He writes about the common people whose lives are no less eventful than the life of the kings and 

queens. Their daily problems are more fundamental and tormenting, and „their soul is of the same 

depth” (p. 10 TFS). They are the complicated people whose „souls are diverse‟ and he explains 

„the complications of the human soul with a simplicity that can be universally understood” (P. 9, 

TFS).  

 Sillitoe presents himself as a master sculptor of characters, delineating the finer feelings 

of love and emotion which they occasionally give chance to explain. “The Fishing Boat Picture” 

included in The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner is again an excellent story that 

captures human emotions in what can be termed as a delicate portrayal of life. It deals with the 

story of Tim, a postman in Nottingham whose marital life ends in disaster for his wife Kathy 

hates two things, one his pitiable job of roaming the streets delivering letters and the second 

being his passion for books. Kathy hated books like poison. She considered the people who read 

books as fools “because they‟d such a lot to learn”. “Guzman, Go Home” is a propaganda piece, 

which deals with the story of an ex-Nazi, termed Guzman. The first part deals with the account of 

Christ, a painter in his attempts to flee from London and the second part narrated in the first 

person by Guzman addressing Chris as “England” gives out his anxiety at homelessness as he is 

asked to leave England. Sillitoe‟s Men, women and children contains the celebrated „pit strike‟ 

which was televised for the BBC. It is about the miner‟s strike that caused the fall of the 

conservative government. The „pit strike‟ was later included in The Three Plays (1978) along 

with The Slot Machine, and The Interview.  

 Sillitoe was quite comfortable with his stories, novels and proves his capabilities as a 

playwright too. Intending to reach many people as against select readers though a novel, Sillitoe 

started his first excursion into the drama by staging This Foreign Field at Round House in 1970, 

which was later revised as The Slot Machine for publication. Sillitoe observes that a novelist “is 

a dictator whose words are final, whereas a playwright has to come to terms with a democracy of 

sorts”. 

 Sillitoe composed a trilogy, keeping in tradition with the times, when trilogies, quartets 

and works running into several volumes were published. Starting with The Death of William 

Posters in the year 1965, he published A Tree on Fire (1967) and The Flame of Life (1970). 

The trilogy deals with the theme of working-class possibility in revolution and in art. It seems to 

capture the war that people had been fighting all over the world against oppression, selfishness 

and inhumanity: “...the great hundred years‟ war against imperialism and the established order, 
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class war, civil war, dark and light war, the eternal conflict of them against us and us against 

them”. 

 The novel The Death of William Posters revolves round Frank Dawley, an intelligent, 

independent, modern working man. It is excellent account of his journey from the working class 

life into the wider physical and spiritual landscape. It is the spiritual quest that sets Dawley on 

his journey to the unknown remote regions, leaving his job, wife and children. He embarks on a 

pilgrimage which takes him first into the rough weather of the values of middle-class England 

and finally into the actual combat as a guerrilla fighter in the Algerian war of independence. 

Dawley makes a number of derogatory remarks about England and the problems plaguing the 

nation, including class-consciousness.  

 Dawley appears to be obsessed with the myth of William Posters, an imaginary working-

class revolutionary hero, an archetype of the man, killed by inhumanity of modern industrialism. 

Before he takes a plunge into the battlefield on the Moroccan-Algerian border, where the death 

of his myth of William Posters takes place, he undergoes a process of transformation with two 

women that he associates himself with. His earlier concept of life and human predicament seems 

to undergo an enormous transformation. As a factory worker he opines: 

  I‟m the emptyman, the man without religion. All I 

believe in is house and factories, food and power-stations 

bridges and coalmines and death, turning millions of things 

out on a machine that people can use, people who also turn 

out millions of things that other people can use. (sic) 

  But later in life the purely utilitarian aspect of life undergoes a metamorphosis 

when he realises the desert in his life. He repents for a life of emptiness and purposelessness. 

Once he enters the front and decides to contribute his might to the freedom struggle he realises: 

“The desert was the unknown that was being made known again. His empty soul was explaining 

itself .... His mind had been empty for a purpose. Its falsefulness had created this emptiness in an 

act of creation.” (sic) (p. 318, DWP)  

 The novel Tree on Fire deals with the story of Frank Dawley who successfully 

transcends the immediate concerns of a working-class hero. After his role as a guerrilla fighter in 

which he suffers convalescence, he retires to England to raise money for the insurgency. He joins 

his wife Myra and the child who shared a house with Albert Handley, a middle aged eccentric 

painter whom he meets in the novel The Death of William Posters. Handley, an anarchist artist, 

continues his battles against the enemies of art world, and the class-conscious lot. Handley too 

with his intense revolutionary spirit intends to support the cause of Frank Dawley, but does not 

believe in a magical change as he thought that England was brimming with people who were full 

of “peculiar self-satisfied ... pipe-smoking resignation.” He strongly believes that it “lacks the 
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imagination, or energy to be revolutionary” (p. 279, TF). Frank Dawley dedicates his life to fight 

out class-consciousness, and be a crusader for a sweeping social reformation.  

 A Tree on Fire the last novel in the trilogy deals with the life of Frank Dawley and 

records his harrowing experiences as a freedom fighter with the Algerian FLN. It concludes 

Sillitoe‟s series in the trilogy, which began in the year 1965, with the publication of The Death of 

William Posters. The trilogy was profound, though received less attention. It deals with the 

theme of rebellion and social change in the mid-twentieth century. It revolves round the Handley 

community which experiments with the community life based on social equality and justice. 

Sillitoe seems to emphasise the brutality and irrationality in the violence of the youth of the 

period, which causes the collapse of the Utopian Handley community. The novel ends in the 

crashing of the idealism because of the corruptive environment, and the personal idiosyncrasies 

of the other members of the community.  

 Sillitoe exploits his abilities to analyse the psychological mind frame of his characters 

and show how under the pressure of extreme personal prejudices and self-interest the fall of the 

whole system is caused. Sillitoe strongly believed in a broad sense of human values and 

international socialism, and denounced any type of violence and war brutalities.  

 A Start in Life (1970) is an excellent rogue story by Sillitoe which discharges him of the 

weakness that he was at home only in dealing with the working class life and was more often 

than not repetitive in his style. Sillitoe takes recourse to the picaresque tradition and reminds the 

readers of the great master Henry Fielding. The portrayal of the life of the Irish bastard Michael 

Cullen, in a satirical vein, full of irony and humour, made it evident that he was capable of 

selecting different jackets for the portrayal of life than resort to a mere stereotyped delineation of 

working class life. It deals with the adventures of the bastard protagonist who embarks upon a 

journey to escape from an imposing pregnant girl friend and an unethical job. He lands himself 

in a prison and undergoes experiences that are varied. He finally settles down with one of the 

trollops with whom he had enjoyed earlier.  

 A Start in Life is not a narrative which records the picaresque adventure in an episodic 

fashion but Sillitoe‟s mastery in exploring the satiric possibilities of the genre, portrays the wide 

spectrum of life on the canvas, with various motley characters. Sillitoe appears to amuse very 

much as he engaged himself busily in portraying the fools and rogues, bastards and pseudo-

intellectuals, reactionaries and dunce heads while he takes care to capture the contemporary 

social scene. Arriving in London Michael Cullen lands in the world of criminality and enjoys a 

span of time in limelight as an international gold smuggler before he reaches the prison. As in the 

usual Sillitoe fashion, the rogue narrator suffers from repentance and settles with a trollop to lead 

life in a respectable way.  
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 It seems probable that Sillitoe was being conscious of the mounting criticism on him for 

being obsessed with the working-class life, and almost repetitive in his themes and style. It 

appears also possible that as he completed his trilogy, he intended to shift his focus to the more 

pressing and immediate social concerns in the broader spectrum of human life in all the spheres 

than revolve round only Nottingham. He casts his novel A Start in Life in the picaresque 

tradition and comic style, though working-class life occupies his attention with a score of other 

problems. After the publication of A Start in Life, Sillitoe came up with the yet more surprising 

and challenging novel Travels in Nihilon (1971). It is a satirical novel cast in a humorous vein, 

where Sillitoe simply inverts Utopian fantasy into a dystopian one. It is a political fantasy, which 

emphasises the fact that every political system will tend towards personal interest and 

development than the larger interest of humanity.  

 Travels in Nihilon deals with the world of nihilism at its best and nihilistic head of the 

state President Nil. In Nihilon, cheating and violence are part of the accepted social norms where 

people were told that disorder and chaos should be nurtured at all costs. One may also be 

reminded of Orwell‟s novel Nineteen Eighty Four, and its „Newspeak‟, as the Nihilon State run 

news bulletin „the Lies‟ echoes the opposite of the „Newspeak‟. Every trader is asked overcharge 

and every motorist is made to drink and drive to promote large-scale death in Nihilon. It is 

believed by Nihilons that life is a great lawless adventure. The Nihilistic politics practised with 

utter ruthlessness reminds the modern political system. Sillitoe intends to show that the all-

powerful personal interest and monumental greed can negate any system and can set the reverse 

trend. The Times Literary Supplement carried out a remarkable review that went on to praise 

the work and its writer. It proclaimed that the novel was a very pleasing reminder of Sillitoe‟s 

range, from poignant social realism in his early work through earnest social documentation to 

that of the satirical vein. It praises Sillitoe that: 

He has become one of the most varied and unexpected of 

novelists. 

Raw Material published in the year 1972 can be roughly called as the family autobiography of 

Alan Sillitoe, put in a complex mode. It revolves round two families –one that if a blacksmith 

and another upholsterer. It is an attempt at self-portrait where Sillitoe fictionalises his own 

family history, simultaneously deals with the problems involved in creating order out of chaos of 

the raw material of one‟s own life. It is a treatise on writing and the complexity involved in the 

writer‟s task while converting the raw material of his own life to suit the purpose of a work of 

art.  

 The book Raw Material according to Sillitoe, is neither a fiction, nor a non-fiction, but a 

“part novel, part autobiography, but all in all a book, a reading book”. It is an attempt to portray 

the relation between a writer and the accumulation of fact and fantasy in his own background, 
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and the physics and chemistry involved in the art of writing. It is the raw material that delineates 

the difficulty involved in the portrayal of truth. Though Sillitoe is more often not criticised for 

being auto-biographical in his novels, he strongly believes that the necessary grist for writing 

inevitably comes from one‟s own raw material. He opines: “Before a novelist comes into the 

open he must find some trick of getting inside himself, and there is no other way to do it but go 

backwards, which is the only direction left if one is to rediscover the fictional truth that sprawls 

behind one‟s spirit.  

 Raw Material also delineates the role of Britain in the Great War of 1914-18, exploiting 

his own military knowledge and his uncle‟s firsthand experience in the trenches as supplemented 

to Sillitoe, with his own working-class background and the horrors that experienced during the 

war.  

 The Widower’s Son (1976) is the tenth novel of Sillitoe in the series, which earned him 

all round acclaim. It emphasises the fact that Sillitoe was a good storyteller, a social critic and an 

artist portraying the basic traits of human life. It is a novel that can be termed psychological 

realism for its plot that has got a strong undercurrent of social criticism. It is divided into three 

parts, each of which brings out the vivacity in the art of Sillitoe. The first part deals with the life 

of Charlie Scorton, his career and his turbulent life. His father disowns him and by the time he 

retires from military, he attains the rank of a sergeant. He is rendered a widower with the death 

of his wife after the birth of their son. It also portrays the „training‟ that he provides to his son 

that was devoid of any emotion or finer feelings of love. He trains his son for life, which he 

thought, was no less tactical than the military life that was based on tactics and unemotional 

discharge of duty.  

 The second part deals with the military career of William Scorton, Charlie‟s son who 

merely „mimics‟ his father because he is taught to do it. He is promoted to the rank of a captain, 

but the emptiness in his life, keeps on haunting him, till he meets Georgina Woods, the daughter 

of a brigadier Jacko Woods. He marries Georgina, but their affair is gripped by the conflict of 

class and rank. Except a few of tired passionate sexual encounters, which seem no less than a 

military assault, they appear to share nothing. William intends to be a civilian and a teacher, 

which makes Georgina desert him to lead life with her former lover. George is driven to the 

extreme step of attempting a suicide, and later in the novel rushes to meet his bed ridden father 

Charles Scorton. The death of his father shows a cathartic effect on the widower‟s son, as he 

decides to lead a life of independence, where his actions are self-affirmed and self-guided. The 

novel does not just stop at delineating the usual theme of working-class life, but  probes deep 

down into social maladies that seem to wreck life  fuelled by personal prejudices and half formed 

perceptions of human heart and mind.  
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 The Storyteller published in the year 1979 is once again a remarkable novel, which 

reminds the reader of the book Raw Material by Sillitoe. The fiction sometimes bordering on 

the truth, or the autobiographical details of the author‟s life, makes one wonder about its identity 

as a fiction or on-fiction. The Storyteller is the story of Ernie Cotgrave, who gets his life source 

from his own creator-Sillitoe. The novel revolves round Ernie, a poor Nottingham boy who 

develops the art of storytelling as a professional art. He resorts to the technique to escape from 

his turbulent existence at school and later lands himself in a pub to entertain the customers with 

his story telling. It is a type of confessional novel by Sillitoe, and also a confessional art that 

Ernie practises.  

 The novel can be looked at, as a veiled warning to those writers who settle down to be 

mere entertainers, than be serious writers for their calling. The artist, who debases his art for lack 

of integrity and concern for his profession, ends up as a comic figure. Sillitoe seems to 

emphasise the fact that art can also be destructive if one meddles with it and attempts to debase 

it. Sillitoe also seems to put the „psychic power‟ behind the storyteller, on to the canvas, which 

makes him turn out sheets of paper with characters bubbling with life.  

 Her Victory published in the year 1982, shows Sillitoe as an adept storyteller and 

inventor of characters. His ability to take a deep journey into the heart of a woman, come in 

flying colours in the novel Her Victory. Once the focus was shifted from his early working-class 

themes, it was fairly easy for Sillitoe, to capture life in all its gross manifestations. He probes the 

secrets of a woman‟s heart and portrays the chemistry of love and its effects on human life. One 

may tend to observe that Sillitoe‟s characters more often than not attempt an escape from the 

routine life of drudgery. Her Victory is the story of a Nottingham woman who decides to escape 

from the monotonous married life of twenty years through the suicide. She is rescued by a 

former naval man obsessed with maps, routines and the study of human life which he looks at as 

no less than a jungle of sorts. Though their relationship appears stormy, it provides them an 

opportunity to learn as to how to lead a meaningful life.  

 The Lost Flying Boat was once again a surprise from the pen of Sillitoe when it was 

published in the year 1983. It has the power of poetry and the ease of storytelling. It is an 

adventure story brilliantly told on the surface level, but the metaphysical and psychological 

implications startle the reader, and satisfy the readers‟ sense of thrill and adventure. The narrator 

of the story Adcock is a wireless operator on a short-term contract to serve in the flying boat lead 

by Captain Bennett. Captain Bennett was on an undisclosed mission to Kergunelen Islands in the 

mid Antarctic Ocean to hunt for the Nazi gold buried in the island by the captain of a German 

Submarine. Bennett holds the map to recover the gold as he had rescued the captain. Captain 

Bennett binds men from different corners, some joining for pure adventure, some for money and 

some as a means to escape from the present and seek the glory of their past. The ex-RAF men 

who had fought in the Second World War seem to seek an identity on Aldeboran-the flying boat, 
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before finally they perish. Rose the navigator from Bennett‟s crew during World War II, is a man 

of great technical competence, who commits suicide out of frustration whereas the enemy pirates 

kill Nash in the encounter. The lost gold is recovered, but all perish except Adcock to complete 

the tale. Bennett‟s death reminds the reader of Captain Ahab in Herman Melville‟s Moby Dick 

(1851) who dies in his fight against the forces of Nature.  

 Sillitoe has come of age and his art has flourished enormously as proved by the novel 

The Lost Flying Boat, which deviates from his regular theme of working class. It is an 

adventure story with metaphysical repercussions. It also deals with the innate brutality and 

violence in the human nature besides his all-consuming passion for riches. Sillitoe‟s mastery 

over the language is laudable as he carefully juxtaposes the RAF slang, clichés and the „lingo‟ 

particular to each character to highlight the connotations and vividly portray the figure of speech. 

The Lost Flying Boat appears to dramatise the age-old theme of man‟s quest for quick profit, 

and seeking belongingness and identity to recapture the glory of the past when faced with the 

turbulent present. It also exhibits the nature of war, which fills the life with futility and 

purposelessness. 

 Down from the Hill published in the year 1984, is not necessarily a profound novel, but 

is highly evocative and stands a testimony to the variety in the art of Sillitoe. It deals with the 

graphic description of a two fifty-mile odyssey of young Paul Morton in the summer of 1945. 

The second part deals with the ghost journey or the repetition in a large Volvo by Paul in the 

summer of 1983 as a successful television scriptwriter. The entire journey of Paul Morton can be 

looked at as a journey of self-discovery.  

 It deals with the stories inside a story of large number of characters mostly from the areas 

that Michael Cullen especially moves in. They are a group of never-do-wells, a shifting 

population of prostitutes pimps, poets, tramps and hoodlums and cut-throats. Each character tells 

his or her story running into several pages, which remind the reader of Chaucer‟s characters in 

Canterbury Tales. Even Sillitoe‟s graphic description of each character is no less Chaucerian in 

style and wit, which makes the bastard‟s tale more interesting. Micheal‟s father Gilbert Blaskin, 

a novelist busy in churning out trashy pot-boilers under the pseudonym of Sidney Blood, was a 

bankrupt because of his passion for women and wine. It is story of Cullen that actually comes to 

the rescue of his father, as it becomes an instant success.  

The novella Out of the Whirlpool came after a gap of two years after the publication of 

Life Goes On in 1985. It is a complex story of an adolescent boy who attempts to escape the 

suffering of insufficiency to find a berth in the elite. Sillitoe‟s twist adds much complexity to the 

otherwise usual working-class life that is portrayed in the novel. The Open Door published in 

the year 1989 takes up the story of the life of Brain Seaton exactly where Key to the Door had 

left him. As Sillitoe wanted to bring back Brain Seaton stranded somewhere in the Malayan 
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jungles back home, he takes up The Open Door exactly after a gap of twenty eight years. It is 

well composed and stylistic when compared to its predecessor Key to the Door. The themes of 

self-identification, and the portrayal of narrative instinct as a defence against the otherwise 

dreaded life, are treated excellently by Sillitoe in a sophisticated way.  

 The novel Last Loves published in the year 1990, and Leonard’s War published in the 

year 1991, are both profoundly philosophic. The former deals with the lives of two sexagenarians 

who indulge in a retrieval of the past for self-realisation. The latter deals with the life of Leonard 

Frankland, a life-long shunter on the railways, seeking the affection of Sophie. Leonard seems to 

become a martyr not just through his contribution for his country in the war, but through his 

death for the love of Sophie. The novel Snowstop (1993) appears to be the most profound work 

of art that mirrors the artistry and the vision of its writer. The novel Snowstop captures the 

contemporary England and the innate ability in man to cause total destruction 

 It is interesting to note that Sillitoe‟s art has accommodated shifts and turns from time to 

time, caused by the changing concerns and the pressing demands on his art though the treatment 

of working-class life seems imminent. It seems probable that after the publication of Saturday 

Night and Sunday Morning and the “The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner” Sillitoe 

might have felt that he had made a comprehensive statement about working-class conditions and 

aspirations and the repeated accusations on inequality and injustice in the society will serve no 

purpose. He turns his focus on the suffering undergone by the “victims of communal forces and 

pressures” and the human predicament caught up the world of ambition, prejudices and sexual 

obsessions. His focus seems to further change after the publication of The Flame of Life. In 

novels like The Widower’s Son, The Storyteller, Her Victory, The Lost Flying Boat and Life 

Goes on he deals with multiple themes, and experiments with different styles. Though there is a 

stamp of Sillitoe as for as the presence of his social philosophy running as a powerful 

undercurrent in all the novels, he deals with human emotions, love, marriage and sex as multiple 

themes besides the maladies that haunt human life.  

 It is also worth noting that a lot of criticism is presented in favour or against the early 

novels of Sillitoe and much of the novels that were published during 1976 and 1985. A host of 

critics have spilled much ink in the analysis of the novels that were varied and various. Major 

critics like Maryland, Alan Penner and Atherton have dealt with a majority of the early novels 

and one may tend to observe that, their works mostly revolve round the major theme of Sillitoe 

in his early works. Atherton appears to limit the distinction to the working-class themes, and the 

milieu of Sillitoe that seem to influence his works. It is interesting to note that he viewed Sillitoe 

as a major writer who would establish himself as a writer producing works that will defy any 

brand or  classification.  
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It seems quite obvious that Sillitoe talks about realisation, reformation, redemption, 

retribution and salvation in his novels published after 1995. He tends to talk of the “the treasure 

Island‟ of the „self‟ and the „quintessential self‟ in man that should be attained in a sublime 

moment that holds the key for immortality , sacrifice and love Sillitoe writes with a strong 

conviction that: 

“The occupation of a novelist is a lonely one: labouring like 

the coalminer far underground, and away from all populist 

influences, or intellectual preconceptions, he has only the 

light from his helmet to illuminate the unique ore he has 

discovered, at which he must work undisturbed: 

 The publication of his autobiography Life Without Armour (1995) came as a surprise 

for the readers as Sillitoe writes with more gusto and zeal. It records a brief account of his long-

distant journey of life and literary career. His novel Snowstop published in the year 1993 shows 

that Sillitoe is a truly long-distance runner and a master storyteller as he shows no signs of 

flagging. His anger seems no less fiery, and concerns no less sharp as compared between the first 

novel Saturday Night and Sunday Morning and up to Snowstop.  

 This paper limits itself to the analysis of the thematic concerns of Sillitoe limited to a few 

select novels. It also tries to bring out the variety and vivacity in his art with the changing 

concerns and themes as he writes at the maturity of his literary career.  

------ 
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