



ELIZABETH MAVOR: A WRITER RIPE FOR REVIVAL?
Many charity bookshops will have a copy of an Elizabeth Mavor book, often her best-known work ‘The Ladies of Llangollen’ published in 1971. She wrote six other works of non-fiction, three of them in the 1990s. She also wrote five novels, of which ‘A Green Equinox’ was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 1973 alongside Beryl Bainbridge and Iris Murdoch, all of which lost out to JG Farrell’s ‘The Siege of Krishnapur’. Yet all her books, unlike those of the other three, are now out of print.

From time to time an author deserves re-consideration and re-publication for, perhaps ahead of her time when she was writing, is now in tune with the pre-occupations and trends, some might say zeitgeist, of the 21st century. Elizabeth Mavor is one such, especially as her best books demonstrate her imaginative and descriptive powers. Reading ‘The Redoubt’, her 1967 story set against the background of the 1953 east coast floods, is to be there, a sustained evocation that few writers can achieve. It also summons up the likely impact of the climate crisis on all of us if action is not taken to halt current trends.

Elizabeth Mavor was born in Glasgow in 1927 where her father ran the mining equipment business Mavor and Coulson. A twenty year old David Astor, the future editor of the Observer, worked there in 1932 while he thought through his career options and sought to evade the clutches of his formidable mother Nancy Astor. 

After studying history at Oxford University at the end of the 1940s and editing the student magazine Cherwell, Mavor worked on the short-story magazine Argosy. Her first book ‘Summer in the Greenhouse’ was published by Hutchinson in 1959 in its promotion of first-time authors. Few of them went on to publish a second, and even fewer had their first book picked up by an American publishing firm, as Morrow did Mavor’s in 1960. Her second ‘The Temple of Flora’ in 1961 was reviewed by a young Anthony Burgess for the Yorkshire Post.

There was a six year gap before her next novel ‘The Redoubt’ was published and another six years before ‘A Green Equinox’ appeared. In between she had written a study of the Duchess of Kingston in 1964 for Chatto and Windus and ‘The Ladies of Llangollen’ in 1971. The latter was published by Michael Joseph and she stayed with them for her 1973 attempt at the Booker Prize before reverting to Hutchinson for her fifth and final novel ‘The White Solitaire’ in 1988. This was based on the life of a pirate Mary Read and could hardly be further away from the whimsy of ‘The Temple of Flora’.

Mavor’s private life similarly defies easy categorisation. Married for sixty years before her death in 2013, and the mother of two sons, she is alleged to have had close relations with at least one other woman. But she could never be defined as the promiscuous lesbian that another recently rediscovered writer Sybille Bedford seems to have been (according to Selina Hastings’ biography). Their childhoods were very different too, with Mavor’s a model of Scottish stability and Bedford’s anything but, a continental rampage with few certainties from one day to the next.

If there is a thread that runs through Mavor’s writing, fiction and non-fiction alike, it is her focus on the independent woman who defies convention. This pursuit of unconventional objectives, and the independent thought that underpinned it, also characterises Mavor herself. The variety of her books indicates that she was not writing for an audience conditioned to anticipate the same each time, but for people like herself capable of seeing beyond the surface and the superficial to the universals underneath that really mattered. This is the message of today, one that ought to be sought even more vigorously post-pandemic.
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