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Reviewed by Mara Kalnins 
 
The rise of the professional literary agent in the last two decades of 
the nineteenth century was linked to significant developments in 
printing and publishing as well as to the emergence of a much 
wider reading public. Several books have addressed this pheno-
menon and how it shaped modern literary culture, from Peter D. 
McDonald’s fine British Literary Culture and Publishing Practice, 
1880-1914 (1997) to studies that focus on individual authors, such 
as Macmillan’s ‘Literary Lives’ series. Mary Ann Gillies’s book 
ably places the new phenomenon of the literary agent in its 
historical and social context and shows how vital that form of 
patronage was to writers of the late Victorian and early modernist 
periods. Rather than offering a general survey, she concentrates on 
two influential figures: A. P. Watt and J. B. Pinker. In particular it 
was Pinker, with his enlightened views on the need to encourage 
new writers, who was to play a significant role in the modernist era. 
Pinker saw himself not merely as a man of business but as a friend, 
a facilitator, a banker and even at times a father-figure to his clients, 
but these several functions were sometimes difficult to reconcile 
and could lead to tensions and mutual exasperation between agent 
and writer. Nowhere is this better shown than in his very different 
relationships with Joseph Conrad and D. H. Lawrence. 

The story of Pinker’s generosity to, and patience with, Conrad is 
a tribute to the former’s humanity. What began as a purely business 
relation between the two men matured into a strong friendship that 
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endured for twenty years. Nonetheless that relationship also illus-
trates the difficulties that can arise between agent and author, for 
Conrad frequently suffered from writer’s block, was in perpetual 
financial difficulty (which led to chronic debt), and was seldom 
able to meet publishers’ deadlines. Pinker offered unfailing support, 
organising large advances from publishers, other loans and grants, 
and subsidising Conrad himself (for example, by 1909 Conrad 
owed him £2700, over £100,000 in today’s terms). Not surpri-
singly, there were times when Conrad resented having to itemise 
his expenditure in detail and to link payments to the delivery of 
specified amounts of copy by particular dates. But the temporary 
breach (1910-12) one such disagreement occasioned was resolved 
and Conrad’s gratitude to his agent was deep and sincere. In a letter 
he noted that: 
 

[T]hese books which, people say, are an asset of English 
Literature owe their existence to Mr Pinker as much as to me. 
For fifteen years of my writing life he has seen me through 
periods of unproductiveness[,] through illnesses[,] through all 
sorts of troubles … But the fact remains that Pinker was the 
only man who backed his opinions with his money, and that in 
no grudging manner.1 

 
In view of the friendship and mutual esteem that existed 

between the two men, Gillies’s account in Chapter 7 is oddly 
waspish in tone. Granted her desire to do the fullest possible justice 
to Pinker, but not at the cost of misinterpreting both Pinker’s 
abilities and a writer’s temperament and commitment to his art. 
Pinker was a fine businessman and astute at spotting fresh talent, 
but he was not a man of powerful intellect in the mould of, say, 
another influential figure in the publishing world of the time, the 
magisterial Edward Garnett. Gillies fails to recognise this kind of 

                                                  
1  The Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad, Vol. 5, ed. Frederick R. Karl 
and Laurence Davies (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996), 619. 
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distinction and so makes a number of strictures that are, in this 
reviewer’s opinion, critically naïve. She writes: 
 

To admit Pinker’s part in their careers would require 
modernists to admit their financial ambitions. They would also 
have to admit that they wanted their work to reach a broader 
readership than the elite audiences they, and their critics, had 
come to accept as the only ones fit to judge their work. 
However, by failing to acknowledge Pinker’s role, modernists 
and their critics have failed to come clean about the 
construction and dissemination of modernist literature. (164) 

 
The account of Pinker’s dealings with Lawrence is also flawed. 

Although their association only lasted from 1914 to 1919 and their 
relations had soured long before Pinker’s death in 1922, there is no 
doubt that Pinker’s financial support was crucial to Lawrence in 
those bleak years when he and Frieda lived in acute poverty; 
Lawrence’s letters, like Conrad’s, acknowledge his debt to the 
agent. However, it is hard to see any justification for Gillies’s 
opinion that Lawrence would have written differently had he not 
engaged Pinker. Nothing that we know about his method of 
composition and his ideas about his art supports such a view. There 
are also a number of factual errors. For example, Pinker 
unaccountably failed to send the TS of Women in Love to 
Lawrence’s principal American publisher Huebsch, and this came 
to light a couple of years later when the latter cabled Lawrence 
about that failure.2 Gillies’s text reads: “Lawrence’s letters about 
this to Huebsch, who published the novel in 1916 …” (101). But, of 
course, Women in Love was not published until 1920 and then it 
was by Seltzer. In point of style, too, it is irritating to find the recent 
illiteracy of transforming a noun into a verb (e.g. “showcasing”, 
“agenting”), and the educated eye winces at the number of clichés 

                                                  
2  See John Worthen, D. H. Lawrence: A Literary Life (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1989), 85-7. 
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(e.g. “Lawrence had a love-hate relationship” with the commercial 
literary world). It is a pity that such blemishes undermine what is in 
many respects a well-researched and worthy study of an important 
subject. 
 
Louise E. Wright, Maurice Magnus: A Biography. 
Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007. 
Pp. xvi+179. £34.99 (hardback). ISBN 9781847182029 
 
Reviewed by Keith Cushman 
 
Maurice Magnus: A Biography is the first full-length study of that 
curious, elusive expatriate American who briefly but intriguingly 
crossed paths with Lawrence in Italy and Malta immediately after 
World War One. Magnus is well-known to Lawrence scholars 
because of Lawrence’s vivid ‘Memoir of Maurice Magnus’, 
originally published in 1924 as ‘Introduction to Memoirs of the 
Foreign Legion’. Lawrence described this biographical essay to 
Catherine Carswell as “the best single piece of writing, as writing, 
that he had ever done”.1 

Maurice Magnus was an American, but apparently his mother 
was the illegitimate daughter of Kaiser Wilhelm I (which would 
have made Magnus a cousin of Wilhelm II). Before meeting 
Lawrence, Magnus had been the business manager of two important 
early twentieth-century artists: the theatre designer and theoretician 
Gordon Craig and the dancer Isadora Duncan. He had founded a 
European literary bureau and managed another, and he had worked 
as a journalist and translator. He had a wife back in the United 
States although he was homosexual. Having made the catastrophic 
mistake of enlisting in the French Foreign Legion in 1916, he 
deserted when his unit was en route to the trenches.   

                                                  
1  Catherine Carswell, The Savage Pilgrimage: A Narrative of D. H. 
Lawrence (London: Martin Secker, 1932), 123. 
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