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“Christopher Shevlin is a comic genius.  

The funniest book I've read in ages.”    Viv Groskop 
 
“Jonathon Fairfax was astonished. This was nothing new. His first 

memory of being astonished dated from the age of three, when his 

mother had quite casually suggested that, instead of wearing a pair of 

comfy watertight pants, he should spend the rest of his life holding in 

his wee and poo. Now, seventeen years later, he was astonished 

because a huge, terrifying man in a smart dark-red balaclava was 

asking him directions.”  
 

The man in the balaclava is on his way to a murder.  
 

The murder is to spark a series of events that will see Jonathon’s 

astonishment reach previously unimagined levels. Before long, he is 

being astonished by secret government documents (lightly buttered), a strikingly cool private 

detective/loss-adjustor, a low-speed car chase, and a woundingly beautiful girl called Rachel.   

 

Can Jonathan track down a killer? Will he summon the courage to talk to a girl?  And can he really 

singlehandedly prevent the collapse of the British government? 
  

Writing in the tradition of P.G. Wodehouse, Douglas Adams, and David Nicholls, Christopher 

Shevlin has created a scintillating comedy of inhibition, power, coincidence and love. 
 

Christopher Shevlin is a writer and comedian.  He lives in London. This is his first novel. 

 

For further information, to arrange an interview or to commission an 

article by Christopher Shevlin, please contact Colin Midson on 

colinmidson@bookshaped.com or on 020 7372 1493 or 07577 487 266 

“A lovingly detailed, neatly constructed comedy about cats,  

pants and murder.”   Tim Moore 
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How long have you been writing? 
 I’ve been writing since I was about six. I’ve just posted on my website 
the first book I ever wrote – it’s called King moonfreb and his knights and 
other storis. The hero is meant to be called King Moonfred, but I could never 
remember which way round bs and ds go. This accounts for the title of one 
of the other stories: The dlack knight and the bragon, in which the hero’s 
name is bavib.  
 For the last twelve years I’ve made my living writing articles, speeches, 
scripts for corporate films, ghostwriting, and a book called Writing for Business for Penguin’s 
Writers’ Guides series. I also train and coach people who write for companies – executives, press 
officers, people like that.  It means I can be my own boss, get up late, and take time out to work on 
my own projects or daydream. Most occupations don’t allow enough time for daydreaming. 
 

Why a comic novel? Do you naturally have a comic voice, or was it a specific decision? 
 I’ve always gone to books for comfort, and I think that comic novels are often the best at 
providing that. This book came out of a need for some comforting. A couple of years ago, I took a 
fair amount of time out to work on a historical novel, which I got very bogged down with and had 
to abandon. I was feeling very despondent, and then I came across The Understudy by David 
Nicholls. It’s a funny book about failure – an actor realising that success is never going to come, and 
surviving it. It was exactly the right book at the right time. I read it in two days, and it really made 
me laugh and feel much better.  
 It reminded me of something I had written a long time before, and it suddenly made me want 
to go back to that old book and – just as an exercise, for fun – pull it to pieces, diagnose it, then 
rebuild and rewrite it, drawing on everything I’d learned in my work and in the course of failing 
with this epic, serious historical novel. As soon as I started, it just pulled me in and I found I was 
enjoying writing again. I wrote it just for myself, without tying myself in knots worrying what other 
people would think. I didn’t show it to anyone until I had finished, because I knew how I wanted it 
to be and didn’t want anyone to discourage me. I was very anxious about showing it to a writing 
group, and when I did I was surprised how enthusiastic they were. 
 The tone of Perpetual Astonishment is very natural to me, and emerges from the way I see the 
world and try to cope with it.  I do a bit of stand-up comedy and improv – and that part of me is the 
side that I like best. 
 

Are you a reader of comic writing? And if so, did you look to any influences? 
 Books have always been very important to me, and some of those that have helped me most 
and had the greatest influence on me have been funny ones. It’s certainly not the only thing I read, 
as it’s difficult to find stuff that really pleases me. Also, the more often you read comic writing, the 
less of an effect it has – like drugs, you build up a resistance. It’s always best when it comes out of 
nowhere at just the right time. 
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 The books I read when I was young had the biggest influence on me. Douglas Adams came 
first. I read the Hitch-Hiker’s Guide when I was nine and its basic message – that nothing in the 
world makes any sense at all – came as a huge relief. It slipped into my understanding of life. Even 
today, if I dream that I’m flying it usually happens in the way that it does in So Long And Thanks For 
All The Fish, where Arthur Dent learns to fly by dropping from a great height and forgetting that 
he’s meant to be falling. I really loved the Dirk Gently books too. 
 After that came the Molesworth books, the first four or so books of Terry Pratchett’s 
Discworld series and Tom Holt’s Expecting Someone Taller. Then there was Hugh Laurie’s The 
Gunseller, Catch-22, and in the terrible post-university years I bought a 1932 Jeeves Omnibus which 
still lies beside my bed. At about the same time I found Damon Runyon, and a bit later I found 
Augustus Carp By Himself. More recently there was The Best A Man Can Get by John O’Farrell, and 
then David Nicholls and Tim Moore. 
 

Jonathon is an under-confident, slightly buffoonish but rather likeable protagonist. To what 
degree is he Christopher Shevlin by another name? 
 He’s one side of me. Quite a big side, to be honest. I do find day-to-day life quite tricky, and 
don’t quite understand how other people manage to take it in their stride. Writing the book was 
partly a way of dealing with that difficulty.  
 

And how much of what happens in the book relates to your life? 
 In my first year of university, I worked at Harrods during the Christmas holidays. It made a 
big impression on me, as I had grown up in Yorkshire. To have a job in which I came into direct 
contact with very rich people was quite disorienting, and Harrods seemed a deeply unlikely 
institution. 
 Most of the characters in the book are based on people I met at around that time. The 
murderer was inspired by the huge, terrifying, good-natured ex-mercenary from whom I bought my 
first car. We ended up being sort of friends, and he told me how it feels to kill a person and that 
“drowning is one of the most pleasurable experiences you can have”. Plover is based on the owner of 
the company that I worked for when I first left school in Doncaster, where I had to sell £650 vacuum 
cleaners door-to-door in a recession, just after all the miners had been laid off. Jane is largely my 
grandma. Barry Lenin is one of my lecturers at university. Avi is a Turkish man who lived in the 
same hostel as me when I was a labourer in Tel Aviv. Rachel is a girl I was friends with at university, 
to whom I never had the courage to confess my feelings.  
 

I have never stolen any secret documents or had a huge fight at the Ritz. 
 

You very nearly got published. What was the experience like? 
 Getting signed by Curtis Brown was extremely exciting because they’re a big, respected 
literary agency and they represent David Nicholls, among others. My agent, Melissa, warned me 
when she took me on that the book would be tricky to sell. In her first email, she said: “Publishers 



 

 

are increasingly nervous about buying debut fiction, particularly non-genre (i.e. crime, thriller, 
women’s, etc), and black comedy is a notoriously difficult market. But I do think yours is a great 
book and I would love to give it a go.” 
 She gave me really good notes on my manuscript – all from her point of view as a reader, 
which is very different from the feedback you often get in writers’ groups. As a result, I cut a few 
chapters, added a few, and changed plenty more. The book is much better for her involvement. 
Above all, it was great to get the approval of someone whose opinion counted, and who had no 
reason to help me except for genuinely liking the book. 
 It took me quite a while to revise the book, because I’d become poor while I was writing it and 
had taken on lots of work to try to dig myself out of financial trouble. At the height of this work, I 
broke my hand (I went over the handlebars braking suddenly to avoid a kid who ran out in front of 
my bike) and the stress of having a hundred writing deadlines and just one hand made me quite ill. 
So, it wasn’t until early 2011, a year after I’d first talked to the agent, that she sent the manuscript 
out to publishers. 
 By this time, the situation in publishing was even worse. My agent told me that plenty of 
things that would have sold a year before weren’t being picked up, that established writers were 
being dropped by publishers, and that some imprints had just stopped buying anything. By April or 
May, she’d had rejections from all the publishers who had seen it. She said a lot of them had liked it, 
but were just too cautious.  
 

At what stage did you realise that publishing it yourself was an option? 
 I was aware that there were ways of doing it: I had a Kindle, so I knew that was an option, and 
I had set up a print-on-demand book for a client, using a company called Lulu. But I decided not to 
think about it until I had an answer from the publishers. I’m sure I wouldn’t have felt entitled to 
publish it myself if my agent hadn’t liked it and if traditional publishing hadn’t been so obviously in 
crisis.  
 

And how did you go about doing it? 
 I got drawn into self-publishing step by step. I really didn’t mean to put this much time and 
effort into it. I’d agreed with my agent that I should write another, very different book – one in a 
genre that was more likely to get a publisher interested – and I’ve spent a lot of time self-publishing 
that I meant to spend writing. 
 

My rationale for self-publishing was that there was no reason not to: I had the book, and I knew that 
it would cost nothing and require very little effort to put it out on the Kindle. But a combination of 
worry and perfectionism drew me into doing more than that. I was worried that no one would like 
it, so I subconsciously found lots of reasons to delay and complicate the process of making the book 
public. 
 The printed book was my main delaying tactic. A friend told me about Lightning Source, a 
print-on-demand company used by quite a lot of big publishers for short-run books. The quality of 



 

 

paper and production is just as good as a traditional book, and I’d be able to sell mine for the same 
price as a standard book, or less, and have it available on Amazon. The only downside is that, to fit 
in with Lightning Source’s incredibly efficient process, you have to produce everything in exactly 
the way they want it – i.e. the way real publishers do it. 
 In the time I managed to salvage from my corporate work, I began to go through the process 
of buying ISBNs, learning to use Illustrator and InDesign, choosing fonts, and all the rest of it. The 
process is so complex and difficult that I wrote a free guide to doing it, which is available from my 
website (christophershevlin.com/how-i-self-published-my-book/). Eventually, I produced 
something I was happy with, but months had passed. By now I was more anxious about the idea of 
spending any more time on this than I was about the idea of everyone hating it. That was the final 
impetus to get it out. 
 I’ve been amazed at what a warm reception it’s had so far, and how many people have given 
me help, advice and support. I’m very glad that I overcame my Jonathon-like unconfidence and 
made myself do this. 
 

What plans do you have for writing again? 
 I’ve got lots of ideas for books, and I wish I could afford to spend more time writing creatively, 
instead of for my corporate clients. There are two other books that I’m fairly far on with. I’m 
halfway through a resuscitated version of my historical epic. This is, thanks to Melissa, on track to 
be a normal-sized book, now that I’ve cut out the bits that weren’t working and focused on the 
female character, who was originally meant to be just the love interest. It is set in the Boer War 
(1899-1902) in South Africa. It’s a straight novel about a woman who ends up becoming a nurse, 
and what she sees of the war – which was an interesting dress-rehearsal for pretty much the whole 
of the Twentieth Century.  
 The other book, which I haven’t worked on for ages, is a sort of sequel to Perpetual 
Astonishment, in which Jonathon inadvertently destroys modern capitalism. 
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