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      INTRODUCTION

      Sometimes, when people I’ve just met discover that I write for a living, they ask me what I write about. I never know what
         to say. The title of this book refers to the answer I shall give next time I’m asked. It’s as helpful, or as unhelpful, as
         any other.
      

      Over the years I’ve written bits and pieces of non-fiction, some of which are collected here. Since they are all commissioned
         pieces they vary in tone, according to where they ended up. Taken out of context they can sound a bit odd, but I decided not
         to rewrite them but to let them stand as they are. I’ve divided them into six sections, according to theme. Some of the earlier
         pieces make me smile a bit now. Some of the ideas and thoughts I would express now in a different way or disagree with. They
         are all various shots at sorting out obsessions around writing and language and sex. I haven’t done with them yet, thank goodness,
         and in this book I’ve changed my mind about them quite a few times, as you’ll see, if you read on. I hope you enjoy the book
         and find something in it that speaks to you, a conversation we can share. That the book is published at all is due to my editor
         Lennie Goodings, and I’m very grateful to her for suggesting its compilation. I’m also grateful to Sarah White, who saw the
         book through the production process.
      

      My deep thanks go to all the people, too many to name, whose ideas have helped to shape mine. Without them these essays could
         not have been written. One of my muses is my mother. This book is dedicated to Monique Roberts, with love and thanks for all
         she has given me.
      

      Michèle Roberts, London, 1998

   
      1

      
On Imagination


   

      

      

      THE PLACE OF IMAGINATION


      

      The Cardiff lecture, 1994


      

      My thoughts about writing have developed as a result of doing it, of wrestling with the endlessly fascinating problems it poses as a practice, then trying to solve these through the process of creating forms that embody and express them. Writing contains talking-to-oneself-about-writing.

      


      

      Conversations with other people about it can also be stimulating. From time to time I teach creative writing courses, and

         I find that the students’ questions keep me on my toes and push me to search for answers, or at least for suggestions about

         possible routes to take. You learn a great deal this way, when students prod for your views on whether a piece of writing

         works or not and why.


      

      Conversations with people in the audience at readings can be similarly productive. Our busy modern lives allow us little time

         for sitting around telling each other about what we like reading. This is a shame, since the company of passionate readers

         is so invigorating. Here tonight I feel I’m in the company of passionate readers and writers; it’s a privilege and a delight

         to have the chance of discussing writing with you.

      


      

      One of the questions I’m most frequently asked at public readings is whether my writing is autobiographical?


      

      It sounds innocuous enough. But I’ve begun to wonder why, every time this question is asked, it bothers me so much, to the extent that I become unusually bland and polite in answering

         it, a sure sign that I am harbouring repressed feelings of some sort.

      


      

      The questioner might have all kinds of reasons for asking whether my work is autobiographical. He or she might have learned

         in school or in a writing class: write about what you know; and might want to find out what I think about the injunction,

         what it actually means. He or she might be asking the question simply to be polite and kind and find something to ask this writer who has invited questions and who is looking so in need of conversation. He or she might have heard the

         question asked at other readings and have concluded it’s a question that you must always ask.

      


      

      Both men and women ask me this question, but a quick poll of the writers among my acquaintance tells me that it is mainly

         the women who are asked if our writing is autobiographical. As though this kind of writing comes more naturally and easily

         to women, for some unspecified reason, and so is to be expected from us.

      


      

      I’m uncomfortable with this question partly because it’s posed in such either/or fashion, seeming to require a simple ‘yes’

         or ‘no’ in reply, whereas I can’t answer it like that. And it feels vaguely accusatory, this question, as though I’m being

         somehow policed, checked up on, rated. The answers it appears to solicit tumble out defensively. Either: no of course not,

         don’t be silly, I am a Real Writer who uses my imagination; or: er, yes, deeply so, I’m afraid, but I’m not ashamed of it either.

      


      

      It’s my problem, isn’t it, this paranoid feeling of being attacked and criticised, this sense of needing to justify and explain,

         rather aggressively mutter my doubts. Nonetheless, it forms part of the subject of tonight’s lecture. I’m going to explore

         this problem and see where it takes me, in this time we’ve got together, and of course I hope that you’ll accompany me, even

         though some of you may be wondering here at the outset: is this journey really necessary?

      


      

      I shall speak personally, with no assumption of detachment or objectivity, since the subject arises in my own experience as

         a writer and it would be foolish to pretend otherwise. But I hope it may touch on your own interests and perhaps enter into

         dialogue with them. All of you, I am sure, are readers. Many of you, I am equally certain, are also writers, and may also

         have encountered this difficulty. I’m going to use this problem of autobiography – whether or not I can say my work is autobiographical

         – in order to explore one or two aspects of how the imagination works in writing and in daily life. I hope you will feel that

         what I shall say touches on your own concerns as people absorbed with the need to live and work creatively.

      


      

      So what’s my discomfort about? Why should anyone care very much whether or not the fiction a novelist writes is autobiographical?

         I’m afraid that I suspect my questioner in the audience of being less than innocent, of seeking to pigeonhole and control

         me by asking that blessed question. Autobiographical writer. Tick. Good, got that one labelled. As one might say: black writer,

         Welsh writer, feminist writer. Tick. Good, got that one pigeonholed. As though to suggest: partial, provincial, not really sophisticated. Perhaps I also suspect my questioner

         in the audience of seeking to satisfy his or her curiosity: did I really murder my aunt/make love to four men at once/give

         birth to triplets/travel by bicycle to Tibet? Whereas I want to tease and titillate and not tell you what’s a lie and what’s

         the truth. Oh you storyteller, as my grandmother used to say disapprovingly. Worst of all, I suspect my questioner of equating

         writing autobiographically with writing fiction that lacks art, lacks imagination. So that if I’m seen to write autobiographically

         then I’m automatically seen to possess inferior capacities as a writer.

      


      

      Is this last a view being imposed on me from outside, as it were, or do I, deep down, secretly agree with it? If my own view

         of writing autobiographically is really so negative, then no wonder I want to deny doing it.

      


      

      Shutting off a problem, denying its existence, of course never helps in the long run. Since writing fiction is, on one level,

         all about posing oneself literary problems of form and then trying to solve them by writing novels or short stories and discovering

         just what one can do with the form, playing with it, reinventing it each time, it strikes me that it might be useful to look

         at the question in terms of narrative perspective.

      


      

      Whose narrative opposes imaginative and autobiographical writing? Who’s telling the story about writing that sets up a standard

         against which I measure myself or might be measured? Whose words define success, award approval? Whose story is this?

      


      

      Listening hard, I distinguish two quarrelling voices, each one representing a particular, apparently commonsensical view.


      

      If I reply to my questioner: no, I don’t write autobiographically, then I’m speaking with the voice of my education, convent

         grammar school in London followed by a degree in English Literature at Oxford, an education that in those days, back in the

         fifties and sixties, seemed to express eternal and transcendent truths, at least to my naive adolescent mind. This voice that

         I can hear speaks – and of course here I’m simplifying enormously – from a tradition which makes rigid separations between

         things regarded as different: thought and feeling, reasoned argument and emotional response, our inner lives and the outside

         world, sanity and madness, truth and falsehood. In this tradition a strong division is made between the artist’s self and the

         work he or she produces, and certainly between the artist’s body and the work produced. The body doesn’t matter; it’s the

         work that’s significant, that will endure, its autonomy confirming its beauty, which we can then invest with all our longings

         for perfection and immortality. In the visual arts, the long and distinguished tradition of self-portraiture might be held

         to have successfully broken through this separation of artist and work. I’d argue, however, that the self-portrait, however

         apparently naked and raw, can still be seen, if the viewer so chooses, as a work of art that negates the body that produced it. And even though

         cultural theorists, again mainly but not only in the field of the visual arts, have begun to discuss The Body exhaustively,

         it’s often in terms that keep it safely abstract, dis-embodied. The taboo still operates. You can see its power when it’s breached in direct ways. Here I’m thinking of the upset

         provoked by Mary Kelly’s seventies piece, Post Partum Document, which juxtaposed babies’ nappies with bits of heavily theoretical text, thereby breaking through two barriers at once, linking

         art to text and linking body product to art product. Or, more recently, for example, there is work such as that by Damien

         Hurst which makes the bodies of dead animals part of the work of art. Other artists employ human blood, hair and body tissue.

         Part of the upset greeting such work, and the anger it can cause in the spectator, comes, I think, from the feeling: these

         things are in the wrong place; stained nappies are all very well soaking in a bucket or disposed of in a bin but have no place whatsoever in something calling

         itself art; similarly, parts of the human body must be kept rigidly separate from oil paint and canvas. Or else some sort

         of chaos will ensue. I’ll explore later on what sort of chaos that might be. Here I just want to note that the taboo still

         operates for writers too.

      


      

      In the medium of language, in the work of writing fiction, certainly in that sort of fiction which aspires to being called

         literary (as opposed to all the other sorts) we have retained a dominant notion of the writer striving to imitate a transcendent God creating something

         out of nothing, able to make life exist where there was none before. Creativity, according to this view, involves a battle,

         with the blank page and with the author’s own laziness and lack of self-discipline (another question at readings: don’t you

         have to be terribly self-disciplined to write a novel?); creativity demands great intellectual vigour and muscular power,

         the triumphant mastery of matter. Avoiding this heroic struggle is as bad as cheating at exams; to write autobiographically is to produce an easy version without

         enough effort being expended, a sort of fake. The verdict? Should try harder. Should attempt to make some real art, and sweat. This version’s a caricature, of course. But it’s the vision of what it means to be an artist that I grew up with and that

         had a profound impression on me. Well, of course. It might be lovely to believe myself lord and master of creation (you’ll

         notice lady and mistress don’t quite fit in this context), immensely powerful, invincibly strong. This view of the writer is most consoling, like

         putting on a Superman or Robocop costume for a while, even if in the long run it’s done me more harm than good and I’ve had

         to discard it. The wrong sort of armour.

      


      

      You’ll remember I spoke of two voices, quarrelling. When I listen for and hear the second one, it speaks from an opposite position. This voice insists that

         art imitates life, that the best art is the most lifelike, that to write fiction is therefore to record what we know, to imitate

         the real, to copy it lovingly, to produce its exact likeness. A novel, according to this way of thinking, will be praised

         for its accurate portrayal of adultery amongst the middle classes in Hampstead or unemployment amongst a mining community

         in Wales, for its authentic dialogue, its realistic details and colouring.

      


      

      While the first view of writing I described is often seen as real and natural, this second view is the one that gets labelled

         ideological (though to my mind they’re both equally ideological), perhaps because it is often buttressed by a conviction self-declaredly

         political: that it is good to write about lives passed over as uninteresting and unimportant, good to proclaim a hitherto obscured or ignored truth, good

         to tell it like it is.

      


      

      The practice of consciousness-raising, for example, among women in feminist groups in the seventies, whereby women struggled

         to articulate to each other things that had not been said before (so we believed) about our lives, easily became connected to the idea that producing a novel could similarly invoke the vernacular

         practice of talking to sisters/friends/comrades, opening up in a trusting way, telling all, telling the truth, utilising only

         that most reliable of narrators: oneself, or a character based on oneself (paradoxically often cast in the third person to

         disguise her origins and appear objective); a narrator whose impulses were essentially good. This kind of connection was made possible because both practices – consciousness-raising and writing stories – involved language.

         The difference between oral and written language got elided – after all, the citadel of literature was being stormed by the

         dispossessed. I’ve given you another caricature, haven’t I, and certainly avowedly feminist fiction is characterised by its

         hostile critics as unsophisticated, artless, ideological, preachy, dull, and, yes, autobiographical. (But a surprising number

         of people, not only taxi drivers and my brother-in-law, say to me: I’ve had such an amazing life, I’ve got a few stories to

         tell, I can tell you, I’d love to write a novel if only I had the time’ – it’s a common misperception about writing not confined

         to feminists.) The point I want to make here is that both feminine and feminist writing (writing that supports the status

         quo and writing that criticises it) have come to be identified, mainly by critics who’ve read very little of either but who

         know what they like, with a certain kind of realism that stays within the boundaries of the home and replicates them rather

         than playing with them. Women writers may be praised and simultaneously subtly blamed or despised for writing about what we know – think of the scorn heaped on Anita Brookner’s work by a certain sort of critic, or the inferior status given to romances

         and what are called Aga sagas – though all of these sorts of novels are beloved of the public and sell extremely well. The

         traditional concerns of women’s lives – love and power struggles and money, the great passage rites of puberty, sex, childbirth

         and death – can still be dismissed as of secondary interest. When an eminent male writer, in an unguarded moment discussing his selection of books for the best twenty young British novelists

         promotion was reported as complaining that he couldn’t bear the thought of reading one more novel that concerned the onset

         of menstruation in its heroine (or words to that effect), nobody publicly challenged him. No wonder some women novelists have

         sought to reclaim the tradition of realist, and by implication autobiographical, writing, and give it a twist, a sting in

         the tail. Fay Weldon’s early novels seized this challenge with relish, serving up plenty of wisdom, anger and wit in the process.

         Nicole Ward Jouve is another contemporary writer who not only has boldly begun writing literary criticism that declares its

         autobiographical base but who also writes fiction that experiments with the ‘facts’ of her own background in Provence, Yorkshire

         and Massachusetts, even though these are dealt with in an unconventional and modernist fashion. Her work reminds me again

         of the impossibility of trying to stuff writers into cramped and claustrophobic pigeonholes.

      


      

      So what happens when a woman writer steps outside them? When she starts to write in a way that cannot be labelled and dismissed

         as domestic realism? When she enters what’s called the realm of the avant-garde and the experimental? What happens is that

         her gender vanishes. She’s perceived as genderless: as writing like a man; as having transcended the merely womanly. She may

         then become invisible except to her fans, as has been the case with the rigorously modernist work of Christine Brooke-Rose,

         and as was the case a long time with Angela Carter, whose provocative and brilliant novels proved her not to fit the stereotype

         of the lady writer. Since Carter didn’t hide her sex, her gender, but used it as a springboard for her writing, I think she

         was seen as a kind of literary monster. Eventually a space was made for her; her greatness was recognised. But before her

         tragically early death she received only one big literary prize. Women modernists are constantly having to be rescued, re-recognised; as though we only allow a space for one at a time, one per generation.

      


      

      The fault lies in how we look and what we think we’re looking for. Many women writers with aspirations towards creating ‘serious’

         or ‘literary’ or ‘avant-garde’ fiction cope with the ‘problem’ of gender by denying they are women at all. Accepting the denigration

         of femininity rampant in our culture, they are forced to de-sex themselves to write as they want to. I’m not a woman writer,

         they characteristically insist: I’m a writer. Who can blame them? If different means worse, we’re all going to rush towards the norm, which remains masculine, though it pretends not to be, but to be bodiless, gender-free.

      


      

      I gave you just now a bit of a caricature of autobiographical writing of the sort so often combined with domestic realism

         – its aims, its shortcomings. The main problem I have with it is not its feminist or feminine aspirations but the difficulty

         of making it work satisfactorily. I discovered this twenty years ago, when I started trying to write short stories and to

         begin a novel, and I’ve been rediscovering it ever since. The more I try to do it, the more difficult it becomes. The writing

         is always being interrupted by something else: a warning siren, a cry of pain, a child’s babble, a groan of bliss. These noises

         off are in the room where I work and also inside me. Their insistent presence, their disruption of the calm smooth surface

         of my prose, forces me to stop and think about how language works, about what on earth is going on when I try to paint in

         words a realistic picture of the world I know – or think I know.

      


      

      I have discovered that language does not function as a simple pane of invisible glass set in a window frame through which

         I see the real world beyond. Just like oil paint or acrylics or watercolour the glass, the language itself, is matter, material,

         and conditions how I see the world – to continue with my image, it matters crucially whether the glass is pearly or coloured or opaque, dusty or cracked, thick or thin. And the view depends on where I place

         myself: leaning far out over the window-sill, half in and half out of my subject matter, or hiding behind a frosted-over glass

         pane patterned by Jack Frost with sprigs of ferns then pressing a heated penny to it to melt myself a peep-hole.

      


      

      Having discovered that words are real in themselves I’ve discovered, with the help of friends who’ve read Monsieur de Saussure,

         that as real as wooden signposts words point to things. The word ‘chair’ is a signpost pointing to the object we’ve all decided

         to call a chair. But we might have decided to call a chair a ‘jongleridoo’. The signifier, to use the Saussurean term, is

         not identical with what it signifies; to some extent their connection is arbitrary. Surely here is the amazing power of words:

         to seem so true and so beautiful that using them can seem like having some sort of religious or ecstatic experience, invoking those

         ancient gods who once dwelt in every aspect of nature and who I think still dwell in words; getting to the deep truth and

         reality of life, of things; and yet to be at the same time an artefact made by humans, a series of arbitrarily designed signs

         that can be swapped with one another, muddled up and messed about with like paints or clay, piled up in layers of metaphor,

         whose meanings slip and change, above all that point at something which is not there. The word for the chair is not the chair. The paradox conjured by language: to appear to be so real, to be based on reality,

         but to be equally concerned with illusion, with theatre, with dance and with play, a show of appearances.

      


      

      Language is founded upon absence. We don’t point with our fingers at the chair in the room beside us; we use a word as pointer

         to designate the chair that is not there.

      


      

      Language erupts out of silence and splinters it.


      

      So when I write fiction I’m creating a presence, I’m depending upon the materiality of words to conjure a show of that chair,

         that person, that relationship she has with the other person glimpsed in the doorway. This presence that fiction creates is crucially

         connected, I think, with absence, an absence that can be felt as insistently material.

      


      

      I’ll return to this absence and its possible nature a little later on. Here I just want to stress my discovery that writing

         fiction means using the imagination and cannot mean otherwise, given how language works. Since language cannot mirror ‘reality’

         exactly but helps to create it, any piece of fiction I write which tries to be a replica of the world as it is, the world

         as it appears to be, on the surface, risks missing the point and failing, because it’s not exploiting what language can do.

         It’s stale, flat, dull.

      


      

      Brought up at school and university to believe in the strict division of categories, that A cannot be B, I’ve discovered,

         thanks to the poets whose works lit up my repressed adolescence, the power of metaphor. The rules I grew up with declare that

         a chair is a chair and that’s that. But even as a child, especially as a child, I knew that a chair could be a doll’s house,

         a doll’s fortress, a horse for me to ride on, a weapon, a window. An infinite series of meanings opened up. This multiplicity

         of meanings, of truths, convinces me far more deeply than any single one. Just as words appear to tell the truth and yet make

         it up, so words tell not one truth but many. Truths: complex, slippery, changeable, fluid. Yet how often we want that not

         to be so, want to believe in one truth, one God, one leader … It can be painful to learn over and over again to rely on uncertainty!

      


      

      But having discovered that words are always trying to change into their opposites, their myriad and multiple and ambiguous

         other meanings, so I’m able to realise that I’ve made a false opposition between writing imaginatively and writing autobiographically.

         The falsity lies in the division between them, in my use of either/or categories, either/or thinking.

      


      

      When I’m as truthful as possible (and a little later on I’ll indicate why that’s so difficult) about what goes on when I’m writing, I feel that autobiography and imagination are deeply connected.

         Take the word ‘invent’ for example. I can use this as the opposite of ‘I record what I know’. To invent is to be imaginative,

         to make things up. Yet the Latin invenio means I find, I come upon. I find what I know, I discover it. Where do I find it? Inside myself, in that strange space I

         call the unconscious, the imagination, a place I always experience as interior. And then: I make something up. I make something

         out of bits, I supply what’s missing, the part that’s not there. How did I know what to supply, what was lacking? Because

         it was there once, because I knew it once, before I ‘lost’ it. That absence again.

      


      

      Once I stop making rigid separations between sorts of writing, these images of making which connect self and world come flooding

         up, these images which suggest that self and world are part of each other in a complicated way. Just as writing autobiography

         requires great art to do it well, so writing imaginatively means opening up to the deep self of the personal unconscious,

         drawing upon the hidden processes of the psyche, discovering that they can turn into treasures of writing.

      


      

      Teaching creative writing has helped me to see this. When beginning students, mainly the women, say to me anxiously: oh, I

         mustn’t write about myself or my own experience, that would be self-indulgent and wrong, I invite them to explore that statement

         by writing their autobiographies, taking no more than twenty minutes, in one hundred words exactly, using the present tense

         and, very important, using words of only one syllable. The results are always extraordinary examples of surrealism, of art brut, and the students are enabled to see how much artifice goes into appearing to tell the truth, how much can be left out, how

         powerful the artist is to create her illusion of truth. Sometimes the male students have trouble with this exercise precisely

         because the taboo on writing ‘personally’ is so strong in them that they don’t even know it’s there. Similarly, when students insist that they must only write from

         personal experience or about what they know, I invite them to experiment with what that is. I ask them to think of the worst

         sin in their own personal code – sleeping with a best friend’s husband or committing child abuse or whatever the particular

         student decides upon – and then to write a short, very short, story in the first person about this sin being committed. In

         this way a writer discovers a new part of herself she might not have known about before: her nasty, evil side, or at least

         the side of her that can sympathise with nasty, evil sinners; and so not only is her repertoire of self-knowledge broadened,

         but she comes into contact with her unconscious – which may include all that she does not wish to know about.

      


      

      It seems to me that wishing is indeed an important aspect of the imagination, kick-starting it into life. Perhaps that’s a startlingly obvious thing

         to say, but it’s been a revelation to me to discover how many novels which purport to be about something wholly imagined and

         made up and other to the author, in fact, at one level, express what seem to be very strong personal wishes on the author’s part. I think it

         is now more commonly recognised than it used to be that romances are not to be dismissed as ‘trash’ (a word aimed at their

         readers, I think, as much as at their content) so much as seen as dramatisations of the acute anxieties afflicting modern

         women contemplating relationships with men (anticipated or actual readers’ ages vary from thirteen to ninety as we know from

         the example of Dame Barbara Cartland): will he want to get to know me and be intimate? Will he develop into a tender and passionate

         lover? Will he cherish me in an un-macho way or am I fooling myself? Under his laddish and casual manners is there some real

         fondness for women, or is there not? Etcetera. These are certainly not questions to be despised, since women need to go on

         asking them. And the wish at the heart of these novels, that inside every unprepossessing frog does lurk a sweet and delicious prince, is absolutely shaped by our culture, which requires such peculiar behaviour on the part

         of its men and turns its women into detectives hunting for clues: he seems cool/indifferent/hasty/emotionally remote, but perhaps my love will revive him, warm him and stimulate him into vibrant passionate life? Not very flattering to men, this wish,

         casting them, in an odd reversal of what you might expect, as Sleeping Beauties hidden behind the thorns of machismo. On a

         deeper level still, some feminist critics have suggested, the female wish embodied in the romance is that the man actually

         impersonate the mother and deliver to the swooning heroine all the bliss, all the oceanic feelings she once experienced at

         the maternal breast and hungers for again. The final kiss, at the book’s close, therefore represents not only the mutual orgasm

         all heterosexual couples are expected to have three times a week, but the ecstatic pleasure of the tiny girl sucking in her

         mother’s milk. Here writer’s and reader’s imaginations come subversively together. Under its cloak of convention, the romance

         allows for some disruptive goings on, for the fixed categories of male and female to lurch about a little. Surely that’s part

         of the pleasure and satisfaction offered the reader, albeit unconsciously. The same sort of thing goes on in Jane Eyre, where Mr Rochester, the very epitome, we might think, of rampant masculinity, includes cross-dressing in his repertoire and

         woos Jane on one occasion by disguising himself as a gypsy woman.

      


      

      Thrillers, similarly, seem to articulate and express their authors’ wishes, though the genre allows the wishes to be more

         deeply hidden in the text. This, on the surface, may apparently concern itself exclusively with police procedures following

         a murder, with the mean streets of Cardiff or Swansea, of Manchester or Edinburgh, with the low life of north London or Oxford,

         with the gruesome realities of violent death. On the back of the novel, the blurb tells us about the author, her cottage in

         the Cotswolds, her comfortable life, devoted husband and golden Labradors; it’s clear that she’s made her story up, done her research very well, created a totally different

         world from the one she lives in. And yet, as you read the thriller, the feeling creeps up on you that here, being dramatised,

         is a passionate wish: for a strong father-figure to lay down the law, set all to rights, bring order out of chaos. A wish

         for the phallus, indeed. Quite a few of the detectives are good-looking, some are aristocratic. They’re good men (some even write poetry), not too busy to cook supper for their wives or listen to their teenage children’s problems.

         Some of them are even able to cope with feminists and indeed go so far as to fall in love with them. Thrillers by men, on

         the other hand, often have cheerily slobbish detective heroes who have escaped petticoat rule, live on sandwiches, listen

         to jazz all night if they want to, escape to the pub whenever possible, enjoy sex with good-looking strangers but treat their

         female colleagues in a completely wonderful and non-sexist way. Thrillers by feminists have something in common with this

         kind of male thriller. They often dramatise a wish to escape from marriage and domesticity, a wish for adventure. It’s compulsory

         for the heroine to be a rotten cook, have an empty fridge, run or jog or play volleyball to keep herself in the perfect physical

         condition necessary for chasing villains, to be childless, to be sexually attractive to men without needing to wear makeup

         or silk lingerie.

      


      

      We should not despise the novels which embody such wishes. Who amongst us has never ever had even one of them?


      

      You might want to complain, anyway, that these are absurdly reductive readings. Yes, they are. But I’ve made them in order

         simply to stress how a piece of writing with a real life and force of its own is strongly rooted in its author’s psyche. Good

         writing, I’m suggesting, gains part of its power from the degree to which it skilfully articulates its author’s unconscious

         life and wishes. And the writing, of course, makes the writer’s unconscious visible to herself. She doesn’t write in a trance;

         she’s not a patient on the analyst’s couch (for analyst read literary critic or reader); she’s aware of her own adventure, to a greater or lesser extent, through

         the maze of the psyche. She discovers and articulates her wish through the process of mapping it on to the exterior world

         in language, in symbols. In this process of translation – being carried across, changed into – the symbol may not overtly

         express the wish but will carry all its emotional charge. We have no need to know the biographical facts of a writer’s life

         in order to understand her work. All we need to do is read her novel as deeply and committedly as possible and let its language,

         its heaped-up meanings, its symbols, act upon us, both consciously and unconsciously. Then we’re not decoding the writer’s

         autobiography, reading it back into the work, but discovering what deep human wish animates the piece of art she has made

         and set free. We do not need to know, for example, about Charlotte Brontë’s unrequited love for her professor in Brussels,

         Monsieur Héger. The rich network of symbols constructing the narrative of Jane Eyre convinces us of a woman’s longing to be seen as equal to the man she loves. Jane’s passionate cry to Rochester about the equality

         of their two souls before God moves me because of the language it’s written in and because I can respond to it. Charlotte

         Brontë’s wish articulates that of the modern woman reader also.

      


      

      When a writer tries to create a piece of reality, ‘reality as it is’, the imagination, that strange internal organ of making,

         strongly inflects it with meanings to do with the future.
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