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DECONSTRUCTING A GOOD COMMENTARY

I have always been fascinated by the Faust legend. However, it was a
recent study of Christopher Marlowe’s drama Dr Faustus that proved to be
the catalyst for A Golden Handshake. The ideas in the play and the
characters captured my imagination, in particular Mephistopheles. The
idea of Mrs Staples’ story and her relationship with “Mr M” began to form.
The main purpose of this short story was to entertain. I originally intended
no moral or allegorical purpose, although it occurs to me that A Golden
Handshake illustrates the accuracy of the old proverb: “beware of what
you wish for.”
I have aimed the story at a reasonably educated adult audience and,
probably, one already aware of the Faust story.
At the time of writing, I had been reading Jane Austen and this shows itself
in my unconscious adoption of an ironic and detached style.
The most striking feature of the structure of A Golden Handshake was the
decision to put the “end at the beginning”. I wanted to keep up a certain air
of suspense throughout the story. The fact that Mrs Staples is screaming
has a touch of the horror-story about it – which might encourage readers
to continue, as well as heightening the irony of her situation when the truth
is finally revealed.
One of the challenges was selecting a suitable register. Since the humour
of the piece springs mainly from the reader being more aware of the
situation than Mrs Staples, a completely omniscient narrative voice did not
seem appropriate. Therefore, I tried to alternate between third person
authorial comment, used particularly to further illustrate the character of
Mrs Staples, and a “simpler” description of events supposed to convey the
narrower viewpoint and understanding of Mrs Staples. For example:

Discovering herself in possession of shades of
content that had been denied her as a supposedly
devoted wife, Mrs Staples was a little uneasy, the
result of which was poor Bill’s steady elevation to
sainthood.

As compared with:
One that particularly caught her eye showed Mr M
in a rowing boat against the background of a large,
listing tanker called the “Exxon Valdez”.

The first provides a bit more information about Mrs Staples and her
relationship with husband from the sort of psychological perspective she
herself would never understand. Throughout the story I attempted to drop
hints and details about Mrs Staples, her attitudes and opinions, rather than
explaining them away in a block. Thereby, hopefully avoiding the need for
a long, descriptive paragraph while allowing readers to form their own
opinions from the evidence presented. But I was at pains to present her
flaws with humour and understanding rather than serious character faults.
To keep the reader in sympathy with Mrs Staples, events occur as seen
through her eyes – as in the second quotation. To do this, I tried to avoid
an overuse of Latinate lexis – so during the drafting process, for example,
I changed indiscernible to hidden.
Choosing a suitable name for my protagonist took some deliberation.
“Betty” seemed an appropriately old-fashioned first name – placing her in
certain age group and upbringing. I wanted a down-to-earth, practical, yet
unimaginative surname – short, simple, indicative of Mrs Staples’
character.
Also, I tried to keep the grammar and lexis of her dialogue uncomplicated
without being too simple. Mrs Staples clearly has pretensions towards
gentility – but her roots and limited education show themselves in her use
of cliché and non-standard grammar: I wouldn’t care if he were the Devil
himself. I kept Mrs Staples to one line of dialogue as I have difficulty
capturing accent/dialect well.
The dialogue of Mr Mephistopheles and Dr Faustus was intended to
contrast with the less complex syntax and lexis of Mrs Staples. Dr
Faustus, true to Marlowe’s original portrait, was supposed to sound
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verbose and pompous:
“Oh that a man of my learning should be forced into
the position of a mere paper-toting, phone-answering
pen-pusher for that diabolical master”

With Mephistopheles himself, I hoped to capture an essence of archaic
courtesy and charm – partly to illustrate he is other-worldly; and partly to
emphasise his superiority over Faustus and Mrs Staples; and partly to
seduce a reader into liking him [though they know who he is]. Perhaps the
idea of a charming devil is a bit trite, but it holds an enduring fascination. I
was also attempting to sustain an aura of mystery by ensuring that all
perspectives on “Mr M” come from either Mrs Staples or Faustus – neither
of whom are reliable judges.
As Golden Handshake was meant to be light and humorous, I only hinted
at a darker side to Mephistopheles character: “For reasons of health, I must
depart for …” he gave a strange, twisted smile. “Hotter climes.”
The main problem with Mephistopheles was his register. I realised that
some jarring 20th century lexis and phraseology had slipped in – which I
did my best to change. So, “I hate to run out on you” becomes “It grieves
me to leave you with so little warning.”
After the first draft, very few major revisions were needed, although
alterations in brevity and simplicity were necessary. Some details I
discarded as ‘over-fussy’ – like, the lion-shaped door-knocker, the thick
pile carpet in Mr M’s study and Mrs Staples black mourning gloves. Other
revisions were just ‘polish’ – such as Mr M appeared in the hall, rather
than the original entered.
I showed the story to several people, a few in my age group, but most
significantly older, experienced readers. The response was very positive.
Many comments were made about the inverted ending/beginning, the
deliberately understated narrative (which forced the reader to share the
narrow viewpoint of Mrs Staples while encouraging them to observe her
situation with a little more perception than she does herself).
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So why is this an example of good commentary writing? Note how
much of this commentary is given over to discussing the process of
writing – of conscious authorial decisions and revisions. It addresses
all of the following essential factors:

! What “inspired” / influenced the writer [both in terms of style and
content / subject]?

! How the writer wanted to tell the story

! What changes the writer made and why [drafting]

! Strong sense of an audience – both real and “ideal”

! Some brief but pertinent examples to back up the points made


