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Foreword
Forewords are openings; this one, sadly, also marks a close. Jeremy Gibson,
instigator of this book on Peter Ackroyd, died after a cycling accident in 1996.
He was 29 and had recently completed his DPhil at the University of Sussex.
He was a man of multifarious talents, and while working on his doctoral
thesis he continued to develop as a musician, composer and creative writer.
The thesis itself explored what Jeremy called ‘Problems of Value in Literary
Study, Critical Theory and Educational Politics’, and in its wide sweep of reference it laid the foundations for his later work on Ackroyd’s ﬁction. The enthusiasm for Ackroyd’s novels was, however, an early one, and, as Jeremy’s DPhil
supervisor, I was aware that from the outset his interest in critical theory was
motivated by a fascination with aspects of language and ﬁctionality which his
reading of Ackroyd had already provoked. With the thesis behind him, Jeremy
promptly returned to Ackroyd’s work and was generously granted several
interviews, two of which are published here. At the time of his death, a manuscript had been submitted for preliminary assessment to Macmillan. Several
chapters existed in draft form, along with a mass of speculative comments and
extended citations from Ackroyd’s writings. A book was clearly there in germ,
though a daunting amount of work remained to be done. As reader for the
publisher, Julian Wolfreys was enthusiastic about the project and accepted
editor Charmian Hearne’s invitation to bring it to completion.
Such is the history of the present volume, though as Ackroyd himself would
be quick to remind us, mere facts are never adequate to events. ‘The past can
only really exist in the present,’ he observes in one of the interviews included
here, and this comment, so pertinent to his own ﬁctional practice, provides,
for me, one way of reading the words of someone whose lively and combative
conversation I shall not be able to enjoy again. For this study – on the face of it
just another work of literary criticism – is motivated by a critical imagination
which – quite remarkably – is shared and developed by a co-author who never
met his fellow writer. Somewhere in all this is something which our authors
call ‘the ludic and labyrinthine’ – a shared sense of serious playfulness and an
attentiveness to traces and memories which at once marks all of Ackroyd’s
ﬁction and establishes a textual network in which both absent and present
voices speak. This responsiveness to what is past and shared – to a tradition
which is active, pantomimic and not oppressive – is something which, the
authors argue, characterizes much of Ackroyd’s work and deﬁnes its sense of
possible community. I will leave it to them to make that point in detail, noting
here only that playfulness bespeaks a certain generosity, a lack of dogmatism,
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an openness of view, which both authors have admired in Ackroyd’s ﬁction.
Such intellectual generosity is certainly a quality for which I shall remember
Jeremy, and it is something richly celebrated here, in Julian Wolfreys’s own
dedication to this project. In all of this, Peter Ackroyd’s exploration of those
complex and moving passages between past and present seems relevant indeed.
PETER NICHOLLS

Acknowledgements
I never ‘knew’ Jeremy Gibson. I put the verb in quotation marks to signal the
fact that, while I never met Jeremy, I feel, having worked with his material for
the past year, having spoken about him and his work with his parents,
Charmian Hearne of Macmillan, and Peter Ackroyd, I know something of
Jeremy Gibson, I know him, I know a particular Jeremy Gibson in a certain
way, which this is neither the place nor the time to put into words.
This book is, inevitably, different in a number of ways from the book
Jeremy might have written. Working with his material, in all its various forms,
in varying stages of completion or incompletion, I have had to revise, rewrite
or otherwise make editorial decisions. On occasions, I have felt, correctly or
otherwise, that it was more important to go with the spirit of Jeremy’s work,
rather than the letter. This was particularly the case where all that was left to
me were pages of citations from Ackroyd’s texts, seeming to indicate some
skeletal conﬁguration of an anticipated chapter. Despite this, I hope this very
different book might be neither unfamiliar nor unwelcome to Jeremy Gibson,
and that it has become, if not the book he was going to write, at least one possible book he may have written, had he lived. Jeremy’s work most immediately informs the opening pages of the introduction, Chapter 2 and the
material on Chatterton from Chapter 3, along with the ﬁrst two interviews.
My ﬁrst acknowledgement and debt of gratitude is therefore to Jeremy
himself. I would also like to thank Charmian Hearne for asking me to complete this book. I would like to thank everyone who read portions, drafts
or complete chapters, those who criticized and commented, those who made
remarks in passing about Peter Ackroyd’s work, and those who gave me
information and assistance over the nature and mythology of the golem, and
other matters.
Finally, the greatest debt of gratitude, acknowledged as freely as possible
beyond the bounds of conventional politeness, is to Peter Ackroyd. His receptiveness and generosity, his unstinting willingness to help in whatever
manner, and his openness to questioning and discussion are, without question, the principal reason for the completion of this project. I would also like
to thank Peter Ackroyd for granting permission to reproduce material from
both his novels and his poetry.
JULIAN WOLFREYS
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