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			ROSALIND BELBEN was born in 1941 and spent her early childhood in rural Dorset, in the southwest of England. From the age of nine she was at boarding school on the edge of Dartmoor, in Devon. Almost straight from school she went in 1959 to work for the next two years in theater, meaning to become a writer of stage plays. That didn’t happen. Her subsequent life has been nomadic, her experience and employment varied—with sometimes, nevertheless, years on end passed in a single place.

			The countryside of Dorset has been both inspiration and recurrent setting. Quite as much, “abroad” has exerted a powerful draw. There have been many adored destinations. Südtirol or the Alto Adige, the German-speaking Alpine region in the north of Italy, from 1978—or in the 1990s Tunisia, with its myriad Roman and Phoenician remains and Islamic culture. Many epiphanies.

			In 1987 Belben was in West Berlin as a Fellow of the Artist in Residence Program, staying for fifteen months. Her novel Our Horses in Egypt was awarded the 2007 James Tait Black Prize for fiction. She is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. 

			PAUL GRIFFITHS is the author of many books about Western classical music, and has written music criticism for The Times (London), The New Yorker, The New York Times, and other periodicals. Among his novels are Myself and Marco Polo, The Lay of Sir Tristram, and Mr. Beethoven, which is available from New York Review Books.
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			INTRODUCTION

		

		
			THE LIMIT came out in 1974 as Rosalind Belben’s third book, keeping up her annual rate of production but suddenly very different. Bogies, in 1972, was a pair of stories dissimilar in form—one almost entirely in dialogue, the other a more regular narrative—but alike in presenting a lone female character beset. Reuben, little hero, the following year, had some of the qualities of both—close observation; short, broken sentences sometimes—in the context of a family story that hinged on a couple’s sole child.

			Difference in The Limit is manifold. The syntax is everywhere abrupt. Narrative time is at once stopped—at a moment, which would stand for many, when a man is sitting in the hospital room of his conspicuously older, dying wife—and exploded by scenes from both past and future. The central situation precludes dialogue to open space for interior worlds calling out to one another. Points of view (his, hers, third person) and tenses (present, past) are at once distinct and compacted. Realism is shot through with trope. The novel should fall apart; instead it falls—hurtles—together, with a clang of rightness and necessity.

			Living in London from 1972 to 1978, Belben had friends who were also giving the English novel a shake, especially Giles Gordon, who became her agent as well as colleague. Dinner parties at the home he shared with his wife, Margaret, a children’s book illustrator, introduced Belben to other writers. Further acquaintance in the literary world came through the publishers of The Limit and its predecessors, Hutchinson, for whom she read manuscripts, visiting the office weekly. Among the writers she met there was the poet-novelist Elaine Feinstein.

			There was, therefore, a context for The Limit, but no parallel. In language and form, Belben’s writing was like no other, and remains startling half a century later. The subject of the book is as old as the troubadours: the love unto death, and beyond death. But the shape that subject takes here is not pretty. Nor is it easy. Quite apart from their savage difference in age and physical condition, Anna and Ilario are separated by background and culture. She is English, from the landed gentry, he Italian, a man of the sea. Land and sea, virginity and sensuality, middle age and youth, blank white and smooth olive: these are the oppositions they—or the force of love in them—must overcome, and then time adds another, that of physical decline and robust good health, and that too is surmounted.

			For this to happen, as we read, requires a driving energy in the writing—an energy that will stop at nothing, whether in charging through the norms of syntax or refusing politeness. The sympathetic reader will find the former exhilarating: a radical alterity demanded by the urgency of the storytelling.

			An example. “She is perpetually worried: about green vegetables.” Without that colon, the sentence would take us directly to the banal object of Anna’s anxiety. With it, we are forced to stop a little, so that the perpetual worry will circle in our own minds, and the revelation of the worry’s cause then have touches of humor and relief as well as bathos.

			Another example. “His attention moved. Above his head, above the medicine cupboard. Perched a white enamel can.” Here the irregular punctuation brings us close to a character (Ilario this time), not in confusion but in perception. Ilario’s eyes jerk. The jerk is there in the separation of adverbial phrases from their verb.

			As for the novel’s frankness, some readers will need to be prepared for occasional unflinching encounters with bodily dysfunction or the insensitivity to animal suffering that is one aspect of English rural culture—alongside deep sympathy for dogs and horses, displayed in almost all Belben’s fiction. More jarring now than it was when the novel was first published, the term “wop,” derogatory slang for an Italian, is a slur Ilario would certainly have encountered in mid-twentieth-century England. From its raw moments, in another opposition, the narrative stretches to images and sentences of utter beauty and power, in much greater abundance. Wonder and distaste may even grasp each other in the one phrase.

			“Without contraries is no progression,” wrote William Blake in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell—an oppositional work in more ways than one—from which Belben takes her epigraph. Where Blake—here most particularly—engages with the Bible, Belben had a bible of her own to hand, a dictionary in which, as she records on the page opposite the epigraph, she found her chapter titles. Dictionary definitions gave her an elevated diction that would set Anna and Ilario on an eternal plane, the words defined being (with the chapters numbered here for convenience): Transmigration (1st, 15th, 19th), Rapture (2nd, 4th, 9th, 17th), Grief (3rd, 8th, 13th), Sea-Change (5th, 12th, 14th), Childhood (6th, 11th, 16th), and Future (7th, 10th, 18th). As this listing shows, the six types are distributed fairly evenly throughout the book, with the exception of the first, “The Passage of a Soul at Death into Another Body,” which is brought back only after the crucial third Sea-Change—a magnificent storm scene—and then again to conclude the novel. We could never mistake, even without the evidence presented in the Future chapters, which soul is passing into which body as we turn the page after the seeming end.

			Blake is by no means the only ancestor called to the stand, for joining him are English poets from Shakespeare to Stevie Smith (“Not Waving but Drowning”), never mind the unlikelihood of their being in an Italian seaman’s consciousness. In Anna’s, of course, they could well have been settled. Where the three Future chapters center (inevitably) on Ilario, those devoted to Childhood are Anna’s, relating damage that lives on into her adult self. Though the novel disdains psychology—it states, does not explain—these chapters, in which Anna tells respectively of her mother, her father, and her blood baptism at the hunt, suggest by their vivid presence that her upbringing led irresistibly to a prolonged maidenhood and to a sudden acceptance of love only when it came from some completely other quarter. It is the expression of this love that drives into the prose to leave it in clumps and clefts through which continuity remains nevertheless strong, bounding over the obstacles of colons or even periods.

			If there might be an analogy with horseback riding, this would be one element of her childhood on which Belben draws in sketching Anna’s. Hence also the words of Dorset dialect, from the county in which Belben was born and raised: “brimble” (bramble), “thik” (that), and “split image,” a malapropism of “spit image” (spitting image). 

			Tracing the author’s life in this novel can, however, take us only a very little way. The Limit is a work of high literary precision geared to the process of dying but also to the exultant experience of undying love. Perhaps its most autobiographical line is this, from the first Sea-Change chapter, in which Anna is observing the sun through her husband’s sextant: “You are full of primitive emotion while practising an acquired scientific skill.”

			—Paul Griffiths
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The titles of the chapters were found in the Hamlyn Encyclopedic World Dictionary.

		


		
			So I remain’d with him, sitting in the twisted root

of an oak; he was suspended in a fungus, which

hung with the head downward into the deep.

			—William Blake

		


		
			THE PASSAGE OF A SOUL AT DEATH INTO ANOTHER BODY

			1

		

		
			isolating 

			one moment, one person, from the end beginning, at the beginning, finding no end, ending each hope, hoping for hope, at the end, finishing, wishing the finish was not relative but definitive, relative not definitive, in definition, final, in finality no longer relative, the ache for existence relating to nil, nihilistically unexpectant, it will not be, it is not, any longer, nothing shall happen, shall not happen thus, nothing does happen, dust to nothing, and ashes to nothing: isolating one moment, isolating one person

			The woman stirs: I sit at my bedside watching. Because I cannot, there is no way in, to enter, her, she is cut off, not with me, I not with her, I imagine it is myself. It is the nearest, that I can in memory and mind do for her. That woman is my wife.

			He sat: perfectly still, as if in a trance. But see, his eyelids move up and down, he is blinking, a tiny flexing in his hand. His hands are streaked like a seal’s back, he is holding the dry hair. They are together, clasped in the lap.

			Ilario is a dark man, of a smooth olive. The head is black, no strand of white, his eyeballs round and brown. Everything about him has this colour olive, it is throughout Ilario, one colour; his skin is soft.  Ilario is a handsome person. The person over there he stares at is not handsome. The ugly person in the bed is this man’s wife.

			Ilario caught the faint mutter, waited. It came to—nothing. The small tenseness, which it had aroused, vanished.

			Anna was concerned with identity, the last important item of life to remember. I am Anna. I most urgently am I. My name is: a frown, a choke, a treetrunk falls heavily over the mind. A stammer, a look of imperceptible anguish: my name is Anna   : the family name essential even now. She cannot recall it, mercifully supposes she’s said it—name of her marriage, her husband, Ilario—and subsides.

			His feet remain, patient. The shoes were canvas, socks blue, trousers brown, shirt wide open at the throat—a picture of the uncomplicated man. His clothes aren’t specially suitable: who cares? Does she see what he’s wearing, that it differs not a jot from her calico gown? Inwardly Ilario groaned.

			The woman lay utterly silent. He wished she could acknowledge his abiding presence. Anna was beyond all recognition.

			The pain began with a piercing whistle in her ears, pouring like molten lead into her brain, the part of her inside the skull, the heart of her: the soul, swimming to bob below a lid, the lid clamped vigorously upon incipient eruption until the last moment, until the end, where so many torments would have to go. Remove the lid of my skull, Ilario she knew was there, who was he, his voice his breath his hands were a person she recognised, accepted as her loved: remove the lid of my skull, she pleaded, allow the pain I feel to overflow. Then it loosed itself from her, so she was outside it, could hand it to the man between the bed and the chair on which he perched, taut as a bird. Take this, she said, pass this pain. I to thee Ilario. Has he come? retrieved softly in the mouth? Leave—leave plumly at the feet of my ice. Her toes were frozen extremities. First warm my feet, do not permit me to go in pieces, a cheshire cat. Hold my toes, keep them here, retain them o my love, drop anchor for my feet. I do not want to perish. She touched the forehead with her red hot fingertips, crooked the bones of her fingers round an empty chin. He stood swiftly, bent, and called her name. There was no reaction or response. At the tepid smile he has often wept.

			To her it seemed interminable: I have a job, my job is departure, I need to get on, I am not doing it well.
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