MERVYN PEAKE

Titus Alone
Read by Rupert Degas

To north, south, east or west, turning at will…
The city was beginning to turn in its sleep…
Muzzlehatch had rolled out of the driver's seat…
Sickened but thrilled, Titus took a step…
He made his way back across the quadrangle…
Bewildered, startled as he was, Titus began to laugh…
It was very lucky for all concerned…
Inspector Acreblade was trying very hard to follow them…
‘Then to hell with you child,’ said Muzzlehatch.
In the late afternoon of the next day…
The magistrate leaned forward on his elbows…
The magistrate leaned forward and stared at the boy.
At first, what was it but an apprehension…
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As he flung open the door of her room…
The days moved by in a long, sweet sequence of light…
16 So Titus fled from Juno.
17 ‘There's something else, Mr Muzzlehatch.’
18 For all the noise of water overhead, there was silence also.
19 Here, in this fern-hung chamber…
20 ‘Now we can talk,’ he said.
		
21 Where Titus leaned against the wall…
22 Now, with a corner of his gaze fixed on Titus…
23 Titus got to his feet and turned to Muzzlehatch.
24 They had to wait until dark before they dared to venture…
25 Titus stamped his foot with anger…
26 Juno had been sitting in her vine arbour for a long while…
14
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27 So Juno returned to her home…
		
28 Meanwhile Titus, whose journeyings in search of his home…
29 There he lay in the dusk of the green room…
30 One morning, not very long after he had fully recovered…
31 As Titus thundered after her, he suddenly felt foolish.
32 The violent death of Veil in the Under-River…
33 Cheeta sat motionlessly at her peerless mirror…
34 ‘We have been following you,’ said Crack-Bell.
35 When Cheeta and Titus came abreast, they stopped dead.
36 ‘You cannot go,’ she said.
37 Juno has left her house by the river…
38 Out of the fermentations of her brain…
39 ‘I've got a feeling,’ said Juno…
40 The sky above the Black House was, of a sudden, filled…
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Titus was no longer in any mood for collaboration…
Titus, who was about to have risen to his feet…
Opening one eye as his body ached…
Something was emerging from the forgotten room.
While she was speaking, three major things took place.
Then, suddenly, like something released…
Titus was appalled at the scene.
Sure enough it was taking on a life of its own.
The dawn was now beginning to pick out the leaves…
Muzzlehatch turned his great hewn face to the sky.
Then a great hush came down upon the Black House…
Juno was motionless.
Hungry, weary, he made his solitary way…
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Mervyn Peake
(1911–1968)

Titus Groan · Gormenghast · Titus Alone
The Gormenghast trilogy (as Titus Groan,
Gormenghast and Titus Alone are slightly
inaccurately known) seems at first sight
out of step with its times. The first
volume was published in 1946, when a
numbed Britain was greyly austere, still in
shock and just beginning to learn some
of the broader horrors of the War: the
devastating implications of the atom
bomb were almost overwhelmed by the
emerging atrocities of the Holocaust.
Titus Groan, a grimly comic, fantastical,
Gothic tale, was surely just an escapist
work, a kind of dark relief. But while
the imaginary world it so completely
describes is essentially self-contained
(rather than echoing the concerns of
Britain in the ’40s), Peake had more claim
than most to an understanding of the
evils in the real one. He had been a war
artist at the liberation of Bergen-Belsen.
He had also suffered the first of
two nervous breakdowns, and was by
temperament slightly otherworldly. He
was the son of missionaries - his father
a doctor, his mother a nurse - and spent

his early years in China before returning
to England to complete his education
in 1923. Tracing specific influences is
bound to lead to conjecture, but his
imagination was certainly stirred by the
architecture and the unquiet society of
China at the time, and his first published
story was written when he was ten for
the Missionary Society’s magazine.
Passionate, unconventional, romantic
and almost in some senses wild, he had
worn a cape, an earring and his hair
long in the early ’30s when he was
pursuing his first love (art) and his second
(poetry). Despite his evident skills he was
undisciplined almost on principle, and
after failing the necessary exams at the
Royal Academy Schools he moved to the
Channel Island of Sark, where a former
tutor had established an artists’ colony. His
work was exhibited there and in London,
where in 1935 he returned and began
teaching at the Westminster School of
Art. He met Maeve Gilmore on her first
day as a student there and they married
the following year. By the end of 1940
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poetry, and finishing Titus Groan.
He and his family went to live in
Sark in 1946 (the year of Titus Groan’s
publication), in the house previously
occupied by the Commandant of the
German occupying force; but financial
constraints forced them back to the UK
in 1950, where Peake taught, illustrated,
published Gormenghast, and wrote a
comic novel (Mr Pye) and several plays.
But the plays were not the financial
winners he had hoped for, and he
suffered another nervous breakdown
in 1957. This led to the more evident
display of the symptoms of a type of
Parkinson’s Disease which, alongside the
effects of encephalitis lethargica that he
contracted in childhood, was slowly to
kill him over more than a decade.
In 1956 he wrote Boy in Darkness,
a short horror story about Titus (although
the name is not mentioned in the book),
and in 1959 Titus Alone was published.
By now, however, Peake was hardly able
to write, and Titus Alone was incomplete
on publication. Later editions were
corrected by his widow and the writer
Langdon Jones. Preparatory notes for a
further volume (Titus Awakes) were also
discovered among his many papers after
his death.

he had had a one-man show in London,
illustrated a collection of children’s verse,
written and illustrated a children’s book,
had a son, moved to Sussex, and begun
the writing of Titus Groan.
He had also joined the Royal
Artillery, although he was a good deal
more interested in becoming a war artist.
His several applications to become one
were turned down in part because it was
suspected that he might be applying in
order to get out of the Army. It would not
be an unseemly speculation to suggest
that this was correct; but his mental state
was such that he was invalided out of the
Army anyway after a nervous breakdown
in 1943.
After six months’ recovery, he was
finally taken on as a war artist, and at
the end of the War witnessed Nazi trials
as well as the previously unimaginable
concentration camps. As an artist he had
always been attracted to the macabre,
but this actual horror changed him
deeply. His wife said that he became
‘quieter, more inward looking, as if he
had lost his confidence in life itself’. His
other work during the War included
illustrating The Hunting of the Snark,
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner and
Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, writing more
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Titus Alone
book than the other two, and there
were some inconsistencies in the text
which Langdon Jones and Maeve Peake
had to correct; but at least the book as
now published is as close as possible to
Peake’s own intentions.
It is also a completely new world
from the darkly medieval one that Titus
had known before, and places the
satirical aspect of Peake’s work more
clearly in focus. Or perhaps it merely
brings that deep-set terror of humanity’s
capacity for evil, witnessed at the end of
the War, into a contemporary setting,
suggesting that the capacity is still there
but able to shift its form. Just as his
more famous contemporaries (Orwell,
Green, Eliot), he was making profound
comments on the world which the War
had brought into being and its impact
on the nature of humanity.

Written as the impact of his illness was
becoming more and more apparent,
and must also have been more and
more alarming, Titus Alone is a huge
shift away from the earlier novels. Titus,
finally free of the dilapidated constraints
of Gormenghast Castle and its archaic
rituals, sets out to see the world. It turns
out to be a cross between Fritz Lang’s
Metropolis and something by H.G.
Wells. His wanderings introduce him to a
modern city with satellites, skyscrapers,
sinister policemen, beggars and an
underworld of outcasts.
In this brave new world, Titus’s
position as 77th Earl of Groan holds no
sway, and after a brief affair with one
woman and a lustful but unfulfilling
relationship with another (the very
image of modernity) he finds himself
wandering, lost, concerned for his
own sanity and missing the home
he had so happily fled. Titus Alone is
a less self-consciously polished, less
considered (and considerably shorter)

Notes by Roy McMillan
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Rupert Degas, a versatile and charismatic audiobook reader, has read a
substantial list of books for Naxos AudioBooks, notably Haruki Murakami’s A
Wild Sheep Chase, The Wind-up Bird Chronicle and Dance Dance Dance, Kafka’s
The Trial, Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, Rose Tremain’s Restoration, Tom McNab’s
Flanagan’s Run, and The Adventures of Brigadier Gerard by Sir Arthur Conan
Doyle. He is in considerable demand as a voice for cartoons, and is the voice of
Pantalaimon in Philip Pullman’s Northern Lights; but he is also regularly seen in
London’s West End in plays as varied as Stones in his Pockets and The 39 Steps.
The music on this recording is taken from the NAXOS catalogue:
DEBUSSY ORCHESTRAL WORKS
Orchestre National de Lyon; Jun Märkl, conductor

8.572297

BEETHOVEN EGMONT
New Zealand Symphony Orchestra; James Judd, conductor

8.557264

Music programmed by Sarah Butcher
Credits
Recorded at Motivation Sound Studios, London
Produced by Roy McMillan
Edited and mastered by Sarah Butcher
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. UNAUTHORISED PUBLIC PERFORMANCE, BROADCASTING AND
COPYING OF THESE COMPACT DISCS PROHIBITED.
Cover Design: Armand Alcazar
Copyright © Mervyn Peake 1959
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Volume 3 of the Gormenghast trilogy
Titus Groan has fled the rambling, ruined and ruinous castle of
Gormenghast, desperate for a view of the world beyond. But he wasn’t
prepared for this. Satellites, death-rays, sinister policemen and underworld
outcasts live in a nightmarish contemporary city that feels like something
by Wells, Burroughs or Philip K. Dick. Threatened and lost, he begins to
miss the home he left; but surely he won’t be tempted back?
Titus Alone is a completely unexpected development, its bizarre and
absurd satirical vision placing the dangers of progressive modernity against
the deadening force of tradition.
Rupert Degas, a versatile and charismatic audiobook reader,
has read a substantial list of books for Naxos AudioBooks,
notably Haruki Murakami’s A Wild Sheep Chase, The Windup Bird Chronicle and Dance Dance Dance, Kafka’s The Trial,
Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, Rose Tremain’s Restoration,
Tom McNab’s Flanagan’s Run and the Gormenghast trilogy.
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