A215 Creative writing
Audio CD 3 Life Writing
Track 1

Sara Haslam

Welcome to the A215 audio CD Life Writing. On this CD you will hear several prominent life writers talking about how and why they create their narratives. First of all you will hear a round table discussion chaired by life writer Robert Fraser. The starting point for the discussion is ‘Autobiographers know everything; biographers never know enough’. You will recognise this statement from your work on Chapter 20. It is there in the teaching material to help you to think about the differences between biography and autobiography.  Michael Holroyd, Jackie Kay and Blake Morrison will all share something of their explorations of this subject.

Track 2

Robert Fraser
‘Life without theory’ is how Benjamin Disraeli described biography. If he was right it seems a bit perverse to turn biography itself into a topic for debate. In practice, though, it’s difficult to ply this trade whether as biographer or autobiographer, without considering one’s position. Am I an intruder? Am I twitching at lace curtains? It’s the truth I’m supposed to be telling, but whose truth is it anyway? Should I be here at all? Dr Johnson, that biographer of poets, once claimed that he could write the life of a broomstick; what one wonders, would the broom handle have written about Johnson. Brooms sweep round corners, they disturb dust. Where is the biographer’s or autobiographer’s dust best disposed? In their books, or back under the carpet? The cobwebs lie so thick it is tempting to separate out the strands like Marge Piercy with her epigram: ‘Autobiographers know everything; biographers never know enough’. It’s a tidy statement. Is it just too neat? Around the table to discuss like matters are Michael Holroyd, whose literary biographies include studies of Bernard Shaw, Augustus John and Lytton Strachey. Michael has also turned memoir writer. His sortie into family history, Basil Street Blues, has now given rise to a sequel, Mosaic. Jackie Kay is quite used to transforming lives, her own and those of others, into matter for the imagination. Her novel Trumpet draws on the life of the American jazz musician Billy Tipton, whilst her volume of verse, The Adoption Papers, harks back to her own experience of adoption in 1960s Scotland. With us too is Blake Morrison, who has reconstructed the painful lives of the Yorkshire Ripper and the young murderers of James Bulger. But Blake too writes memoirs recounting his father’s death in And When Did You Last See Your Father? and his parents’ courtship and marriage in Things My Mother Never Told Me. I incidentally am Robert Fraser and I have written a life of the twentieth century British poet George Barker, as well as plays on the lives of Dr Johnson (whom we mentioned earlier), Lord Byron and the Renaissance princeling Carlo Gesualdo. But to start with you Michael Holroyd, this statement of Marge Piercy’s: ‘Autobiographers know everything; biographers never know enough’, doesn’t it confuse knowledge with information?

Michael Holroyd
Yes, I think it does, at first gasp it sounds rather neat and a good epigram to divide, define autobiographers as opposed to biographers but in fact I think biographers aren’t purely after information; that’s merely essential. They try and form an imaginative link with their subject in order to bring the whole, the person again alive on the page whereas autobiographers would have to be, if they knew everything, miracles of memory, walking and breathing archives and I would suggest that, well, Blake Morrison’s title for the book he wrote on his mother, Things My Mother Never Told Me, was a far better indication of biographers’ and the family memoirists’ position.  

Robert Fraser

Remind me of the proceedings of writing a biography. We’ve both written biographies and you do spend a lot of time looking around in archives and in libraries and interviewing people, if people are still alive, to get the material for your book. You sometimes end up with a kind of surfeit of information, don’t you?

Michael Holroyd
The biographer is two people, the researcher and the writer, and the researcher keeps asking the writer, what do you want, and the writer says, I don’t know yet, and then later on the writer says to the researcher, why didn’t you get that, I needed it and you never know, it is a voyage of discovery and when I’m researching I long actually to be the writer trying to recreate, make patterns on the page, when I’m actually writing I think back with nostalgia to those wonderful days when I was travelling around like a detective finding out things, the researcher, there’s no pleasing me.  

Robert Fraser
Jackie, in his book Works on Paper, Michael quotes an aphorism of Oscar Wilde’s: ‘Every great man has his disciples; it is Judas who writes the biography’. In your book it’s quoted as well and the person citing it is Colman, son of the jazz trumpeter Joss Moody, who has just discovered his father was a woman. He’s filled with fury at this revelation and wants to take his revenge by collaborating on a pulp tell-it-all life. It’s a situation that goes to the root of biographical motivation, doesn’t it?

Jackie Kay
Yes I think it does, I think it’s you know, a very interesting dilemma, the dilemma between telling a life, telling a story and not telling a story and in Trumpet I was trying to look at old ways of telling a story, old fables and fairy tales and myth-like ways of telling a story which seemed to me to be innocent and then the new tabloid ugly ways of telling a story which was going to be Colman’s story because he wanted to do a kind of a kiss and tell so Colman spends a … a lot of his journey really is a journey of redemption, a journey of acceptance where he eventually decides not to do this kiss-and-tell book because the kiss-and-tell book would have been ugly and anyway his father’s life was kind of beautiful.  

Robert Fraser
It struck me that the title of the book, Trumpet, might in fact have referred to a bad biographer. That’s precisely what a bad biographer does, he trumpets forth an inappropriate truth and the inappropriate truth in the case of your book is that our sexual identity is absolutely at the quick and the essence of this man, he’s a much more complicated man than that but the ghost biographer who’s working on the hack biography wishes to simplify him into just this problem.

Jackie Kay

I think so, I think that when we try and look for a cosy or easy explanations as to why somebody does something, then we reduce them because one single reason is never enough to explain anybody and so I never really wanted to give an answer to those questions, it seems to me that writing is all about asking questions and not answering them and I didn’t want to sort of say Joss Moody became … lived his life as a man because in the fifties women couldn’t be jazz musicians, although that would have been part of the truth.
Robert Fraser
There was a statement in your book which interested me: ‘Hindsight is always a lie’. What did you mean by that?

Jackie Kay

Well, that when we look back we look back and sometimes, well often in a distorted way and we have to distort things to ourselves and we do that in our own private family histories and we do it in other ways too and when we don’t have the benefit of hindsight while we live our lives, so when we look back with hindsight, hindsight has to be a lie.  

Robert Fraser
Indeed yes. Blake, in your case at least one half of our motion, as it were from Marge Piercy, seemed horribly wrong. You’ve written about both of your parents in relation to yourself and so in that sense I suppose you’re an autobiographer and yet you had to research both books, didn’t you?

Blake Morrison
Yes, I mean I think I’d like to invert Marge Piercy and say, you know, the biographer has the potential to know everything … that the autobiographer never does know very much and I mean that because the autobiographer will rely on memory far more and we know that memory is a slippery and unreliable thing, whereas the biographer potentially will have access to an archive and to a set of materials and I think that would be true of the two memoirs I’ve written which are part biographical, part autobiographical. With my father I was able to stick very much to his life as it intersected with mine, so I didn’t go back beyond my birth, my childhood and I was having to rely on memory and luckily I had a notebook to reconstruct the last months of his life and I was asking the question of, you know, when was he last fully alive? With my mother, writing about her, the question was who was my mother, having discovered after her death that she was the nineteenth of twenty children, a fact that had never been revealed to me whilst she was alive. This seemed a fascinating thing, but to answer that question sent me back in time before my birth and back to the Second World War where there was an archive of family letters, letters my father had preserved, the result of that was that I was able to reconstruct things that my parents were doing on a particular day in 1943 in immense detail, whereas relying on my memory as an autobiographer and thinking back to ten years ago and the relationship with my father, I think, you know, that would have to be partly fictional now because my memory is just not good enough.  

Track 3
Robert Fraser
People often oversimplify the memory, don’t they, you always have to impose some sort of structure on memory haven’t you? It’s never a simple one-to-one relation between remembered incident and transformation. What do you think about this?

Michael Holroyd
Well, I’d like to take some issue with Jackie because I feel that hindsight is not just a lie, it is an aspect of the truth, it is part of the truth., The present is also a lie because it doesn’t have all the implications contained in it as we appreciate them and it’s when you manage to join the past with the present in some way that you can get a more rounded picture because certain things that happen in the present, let’s say they are frightening, or embarrassing, but in the past they can become comic, part of the comedy of life. Join the two together and you’ve got something which I think is multidimensional, and more satisfying. There is the awfulness and the comic and all our lives in a sense are tragic-comedies.

Jackie Kay
Absolutely, I think that’s true. I think for my character hindsight was a lie because he had never been told the truth so he’d lived all of his life assuming that his father was a man and only found out that his father was a woman after he died and so his … the act of going back to his past and trying to make sense of it all, felt a fabrication, and that sometimes when we’re given a piece of information that is new to us but that was actually around at the time but we didn’t know it, we do have to do that funny thing of going back and looking through and that can be very very disturbing for people, so in that sense I think hindsight is a lie, but of course I think all of our lives are joined together in this way and the present tense is never exactly the same present tense and that our imagination is so powerful when we imagine ourselves in any kind of situation that the imagination is more real often. I mean I was adopted and I had a very strong imaginary picture of my birth mother and my birth father, very very strong, and when I met the real birth mother and birth father it was distressing to me because the imaginary picture had been so strong and in a way my imaginary picture of them seems to me more authentic than the real people that I met, which is an odd thing.

Michael Holroyd
(To Blake Morrison) Yes, in a sense that you discovered a new mother, you knew your mother obviously when she was alive but what you then discovered was a new person it seemed to me, I mean it was a different person to some extent, you wouldn’t have guessed, at least that’s what I got from your book and I wondered whether that changed your perspective on your family at all and perhaps on yourself?

Blake Morrison
A little, I don’t feel she’s completely different but yes, to discover the extent of her Irish past that she had taken pains to conceal from me, her Catholic upbringing and so forth, all suppressed when I was growing up, it was a kind of revelation and of course there’s a little bit of me that, if not angry with my mother, was bewildered by my mother. I mean for me to be Irish and one of twenty would be rather exotic and exciting and something to be proud of even. For my mother it was, if not a matter of shame, it was a matter of shyness and embarrassment and awkwardness to be played down and I felt sort of angry on her behalf that somehow, to be assimilated into English middle-class life back in the 1940s and 50s, she had had to bury her past, so rather than being angry, in the end I just felt sorry that she wasn’t able to be fully herself.

Robert Fraser
Presumably you understood her shame … you understood the reasons for her shame.

Blake Morrison
Yes, and I mean I think that this should be the motive of the biographer if you like, it’s a search for understanding. It’s not about settling a score, it’s not about taking a subject and entertainingly demolishing that subject and we can all think of biographies that do that. It should be to provide insight, an imaginative insight, as Michael said, you know, the information itself is not enough, but we want insight, we want new ways of perceiving a famous figure or new ways of looking at very ordinary people.  

Robert Fraser
But in the process you’re always involved in turning the private realm into the public realm and that’s a difficult point of transition, isn’t it? I really wanted to ask you all a question about privacy. In Jackie’s novel, Colman remembers his mother saying to him, ‘Families have their own dark secrets, you never know’, and in both Michael and Blake’s books there’s a moment when you’re hovering over bundles of letters, wondering whether to open them. In Blake’s case it’s his parents’ love letters which he’s ferried down to London and after his mother’s death he spends some weeks reading through them. In Michael’s, it’s the record of his aunt’s love affair and all the more painful because, though oblivious to what he’s doing, the auntie’s still alive. I wonder therefore whether life writing doesn’t always involve violation of a sort?
Michael Holroyd
Well, I never really see biographers myself as voyeurs, I believe if a bundle of letters has been left, there is some unconscious unresolved reason for that and who is to say that the dead don’t want messengers to tell their story when they can no longer personally be hurt, embarrassed and so on, who is to say that and if they leave the wherewithal for that story to be told then I think one takes the bundle and runs with it. But I very much agree with what Blake said. You mustn’t feel superior to people, nor should you, it is just part of the current of life, of which you are a part, The great sort of humane lesson to be learned from biography is that we all do embarrassing things; we all do less than we should sometimes or disreputable things and it’s all part of the current, there’s no ‘us and them’. It’s a more humane broad stream.

Blake Morrison
Well, I did feel guilty as hell for a time reading these letters but I was also conscious that my father had kept them, shown them to me, said, you know, ‘One day you’ll want to read these’, probably not expecting me to publish them in any form or use them towards a book, but nonetheless preserve them and in a sense had given me the licence. So then, what it comes down to is your motivation and if it’s an act of, and I think it was for me and it is for many people, of commemoration more than anything else, that’s what matters, you know, you go back to Horace. Horace in his Odes talks about lives of those ‘un-mourned and unknown, covered by the long night’ because they didn’t have their sacred poet. Well, I didn’t think I was a sacred poet but I did feel actually these ordinary but interesting lives of my parents, here’s a way of commemorating them, preserving them, making them, giving them an afterlife.  

Robert Fraser
Jackie, you’re going through this process at the moment, aren’t you? You’ve recently been back to Nigeria looking at your Nigerian family and presumably are, are you hovering, considering problems of whether you want to bring your family’s life into print?  

Jackie Kay
Yes, I think there is a big dilemma in what people actually want to happen, you know, if somebody has a story that they want to be told, or if they’ve left a trail, like Michael and Blake were saying, there’s a trail left behind, a bundle of letters, that you come upon, then you might feel that you have some right. If people are actually alive and they’re secretive, it becomes a different dilemma.  But then you’ve also got to think whose story is it? In some ways going to Nigeria for me was as if my life was a story that was happening to me, so I have been able to write about it. My dilemma is then whether or not to publish it because my father is so secretive.  

Blake Morrison

I think all biography tends to be thought of as an act of invasion, an act of aggression. You used the Judas image at the beginning and the images are always, you know, the voyeur, the exploiter, or Kipling talked about the ‘higher cannibalism’, so there’s that but then when it’s a family memoir which is going to touch and affect people still living, another dimension comes in to do with ownership. For instance, I mean, Hanif Kureishi has written a fair bit about his family and particularly his father and every time he publishes a new book which in some way alludes to that family, you will have his sister writing to a newspaper publishing a short article disassociating herself from Hanif Kureishi’s version of his family and his father and it does come down to this question of ownership, doesn’t it? People feel they own lives and of course the relations of great men and women who have appointed a biographer often feel very protective and violated and so on when the biographer comes along.

Robert Fraser
We can only really tell the relative truth, not the …

Michael Holroyd
There isn’t an absolute truth, there are lots of relative truths as it were, but I think that next to the family, it is the writer who fears biography the most and it’s interesting what the fear amongst other writers, dramatists, poets, novelists should be. And I think they fear a sort of destabilising of their texts, the fact that everything will be reduced to autobiography, the magic will be taken away, will show how the rabbit got into the hat before they did the magic of pulling it out of the hat and that biographers are really fifth column agents within the ranks of writers, not to be trusted, dead matter like the moon, no light, only reflective light, and they can eclipse the sun, they can take away literary immortality. Stay clear of them, that’s the message that other writers have.

Blake Morrison
It is and you think, it has been said, for instance you take somebody like Larkin, you know, Andrew Motion’s I think terrific biography of Larkin that nonetheless upset many people who did not want to know all that stuff about Larkin. They didn’t want to know about his porn habit and his gin habit and the way he treated women and so on and the fear underlying that seemed to be that, you know, we would think less of the poems for knowing all that. I don’t, I mean, I still think as much of the poems as I ever did and I think the poems stand free, but of course that is another great fear that the writer will have that somehow the biography will be read but not the novels, not the poems, not the thing that made the life be written in the first place, that they will get ignored because the biographer has sort of stolen the scene, stolen the magic.

Jackie Kay
Well, the life is stolen, the life out of the poems, which is people’s worry with, say, Sylvia Plath or Ted Hughes, that somehow the life will eclipse the poems and I don’t think so. I think that our problem is that sometimes we read, we then correlate one to the other in a neat way, in a way that they’re not necessarily, I mean Sylvia Plath’s poems do not necessarily tell the exact story of her life in the way that people think that they do. They have an imaginative life all of their own.

Michael Holroyd
Yes, as you said earlier I think, Jackie, all our lives are of course bounded by some facts, but we also are led on by our fantasies, that’s the … and if you can get the two together then you’ve got something. But it’s not just information as we started with, it’s not just information that as I say is merely essential, the skeleton and you’ve got to bring it to life.  

Jackie Kay
And even a tiny piece of information as we’ve all discovered turns out not to be the piece of information that we thought it was, so we have to even wonder what a fact is, because even saying that such and such is a simple fact can often be questioned or re-questioned or rediscovered or looked at in a different way. So you might have been told a fact and you have this fact all of your life and you think it’s a fact and then you go back and it’s not actually a fact.

Michael Holroyd
And also facts, verifiable facts can contradict one another. Someone can write in a diary how terrible he or she is feeling and then go out in the evening and be life and soul of the party. Both are true but had they not used the diary to get rid of the poison and depression they wouldn’t have been able to be the other person. So it can be reconciled sometimes, but it’s interesting.

Robert Fraser
Can I move on from the private dimension of biography and autobiography towards the public dimension. I mean undeniably life writing is a private act but when fully effective it always seems to possess this wider public, even sometimes political aspect. I was very struck that at the end of both Basil Street Blues and Things My Mother Never Told Me there is the confession, a confession that what has been told has been almost a post-imperial tale. In Michael’s case the decline in his family’s fortunes shadows the demise of empire and in Blake’s book he takes a taxi to see his dying Irish mother; the driver is from Kashmir and Blake suddenly realises that this too is a migrant who like his mother has made a life for himself in a different country, so the book turns almost into a parable of migration, loss and recreation. And of course in Jackie’s work, the political context is even clearer: it even ends with Joss’s father arriving from Africa, so perhaps despite its seeming solipsism, life writing always tells us as much about the world as it does about individuals.

Blake Morrison
I certainly hope so, I mean you’re only in a way offering up your family, or your story, because you hope others will connect with it. Its public dimension or its ability to provide moments of recognition for other people is the reason you’re telling the story. The interesting dilemma I had, for instance, when I was writing the book about my father, I didn’t know life writing existed, I didn’t know quite what I was doing and I worried a great deal about dwelling on small details of domestic family life, the precise contents of my father’s desk for instance, I describe, and I thought well this actually could put people off, but actually it’s those tiny details that draw people in, so it’s private detail and it’s personal detail and yet it will have a wider public dimension as well, you hope.

Michael Holroyd
The significance of the trivial is rarely what one’s after, and also the fact which I hadn’t realised so strongly until I got some letters from readers that we really live in a forest of family trees and they interlink. A lot of people wrote saying, ‘Well, you know your father’s just like my uncle’, and then we were off and … ‘How much this story reminds me of something in my own family’. The story would be completely different but nevertheless there would be an echo or a reflection of something and I rather like that, that sense of belonging suddenly to people I’d never met or seen.

Robert Fraser
Apparently, Richard Dawkins the genealogist and biologist, when he runs a postgraduate seminar in Oxford with a lot of postgraduate students from all the way round the world, the first thing he does is he sits down and actually says, ‘Well, actually everybody in this room is related’ and I think that was literally true and I was amused in reading the sequel to Basil Street Blues, Mosaic, in which Michael describes the search for an individual who is a former mistress of his grandfather and traces the roots of this woman right back to St Helen’s in Lancashire, where her father was thrown out of work in 1912. The individual who threw the father out of work was my great-great grandfather William Pilkington who was running a glassworks in St Helen’s at the time.

Michael Holroyd
I wanted to ask Jackie Kay, have you ever met or read the Diane Middlebrook biography of Billy Tipton and did you meet her by any chance, and I just wondered how the biographer and the fiction writer sort of got on and what were the different agendas you had?  

Jackie Kay
I have read Suits Me, but I read it after I finished Trumpet, because I was provoked into writing a story around that particular theme, but I didn’t really want to write about Billy Tipton. There were a couple of details that I found fascinating, you know, I thought that if I read a big biography then that would affect my imaginary way of trying to write about that story. I just like dealing with things sometimes very imaginatively and other times using real things and sometimes I like the border country really that exists between the two, between the ordinary and the extraordinary and the strange and the real.

Robert Fraser
But it’s a story told with immense tact and elegance throughout, I think.

Jackie Kay
I liked the idea of keeping their relationship private in a funny way, to try and write about them but give my character some sense of privacy, some sense of dignity, because we always, I mean, our society when we talk about transvestites or transsexuals, there is a terrible loss of dignity. It makes them into kind of freaks, or people that seem to not have an ordinary life, so I like giving them sort of scrambled eggs on a Sunday and reading the Sunday newspapers and just having an ordinary life because it seems like, you know like Blake was saying earlier and Michael that ‘God is in the detail’, as W. H. Auden said and it’s these little details that people relate to and that our lives in the end are not to do with whether somebody’s a transsexual or a transvestite but whether somebody’s experienced love, or experienced grief and all these things are common to all of us.

Track 4

Robert Fraser
I remember a phrase that constantly plucked at my elbow when I was writing about George Barker was ‘the morality of style’. It seemed to me how I told it made all the difference to the way that the story was received both by myself and others and the Barker family.  

Jackie Kay
(To Blake Morrison) I’m really interested in the whole business of structure because it seems to me that really good biographies are very tense and thrilling reads and that ones that are not good, they’re saggy and they’re dead and that structure is the key to that and the structure is not necessarily a chronological structure as both of your books aren’t necessarily chronological, but how do you arrive at the structure, is it a door that opens to you, or how do you find it?

Blake Morrison

Well, I do think it is a matter of finding it and not knowing what it’s going to be, for instance, the structure that came to dominate When Did You Last See Your Father? involved moving between the present tense of him dying and going into the past, going into my childhood, my adolescence and different points, and always with this search for the real man and where was he. That seemed to evolve naturally, not a structure I would have hit upon, not a structure I could have planned ahead; it evolved. When I was telling the story of my parents I wanted the book to have narrative suspense and the big question was, you know, would they be able to marry? Because the book unfolds all the obstacles that would prevent them from marrying but obviously I’m there to write the book, the son of these two people. It’s clear that they are going to marry and yet I wanted to keep that narrative momentum going and rather in the same way you don’t, some part of you doesn’t believe my father is going to die when you’re reading that book, so yes I think this matter of structure is terribly important, so too I think is constructing a voice.

Michael Holroyd
It seems to me a balance between a sort of historical perspective and detachment and an absolute involvement. If you have just involvement it becomes too sentimental; if you have just the historical perspective, it’s just dry as dust and it’s that tightrope you have to walk.

Robert Fraser
Jackie, you’ve actually written poetry which has got an autobiographical base, so presumably you were faced with a different problem of transformation, how to turn memory into poetry. Can you talk a bit about this?

Jackie Kay
Yes, I wrote that was my first book, The Adoption Papers, where I wrote in three different voices, the birth mother, the adoptive mother, and the daughter, and it was quite interesting when I was doing that, talking about inventing yourself, because the daughter was the most difficult to write I found and I found both the mothers easy to find a voice for and the daughter I found more difficult, because she was in a way trying to tell the factual story and I found that less imaginative and less easy to do, so that’s an interesting thing, I want, but I did want to create three very different voices and the adoptive mother’s voice is very sort of down to earth and practical and the birth mother’s voice is more ethereal because I wanted to give a sense that she’s been, in a sense I was giving birth to her because she was part of my imagination, I hadn’t met her at the time that I wrote these poems so she was an imaginary creation so I didn’t want her voice to be down to earth or real. So for me The Adoption Papers was to do with voice and tone and trying to get those characters’ voices right and my own part was a character too, I didn’t want it to be straight autobiography. In a sense I wanted it to tell a multi-story because that’s what it seems to me adoption is and it interested me because my biggest worry about that book was that it was going to be self-indulgent. I remember my dad, my adoptive dad, saying, ‘Are you not on a wee bit of a trip for yourself here?’ And I really did worry about this, you know, but actually lots and lots of adopted people, or birth mothers of people have written to me and it’s astounding the amount of people that either are adopted or that have somebody secret uncovered or the amount of people for whom adoption is something very very personal and so it just shows you that when you do write something that you think is deeply personal to you that it’s not actually, that everything deeply personal to you will have, just like Michael was saying with the forest of trees, the families and the forest of trees, there will be lots of us that have the same experience.

Blake Morrison
Well, I suppose one could say that autobiography is going to be about providing recognition of ordinariness, whereas biography, still, we still tend to think of as being the lives of extraordinary people and that’s why we want to read them, but we read memoirs because we hope to find some connection with ourselves. Another distinction I’d want to make is you know rather like I wanted to invert Marge Piercy, I want to invert the idea that autobiographies are somehow self-absorbed and egomaniac, whereas biographies are self-effacing and the writer disappears. I don’t think this is always or often the case. I mean we can all think of biographers who intrude quite a lot, I mean Peter Ackroyd will come into his biographies. Some, you know over-intrude and we can think of rather, you know, modest self-effacing autobiographers, I’d say that Michael indeed is sitting here, is sort of quiet in his memoirs, not too much self-inflation going on there, so the two forms are not about vanity and modesty. There are all sorts of different ways that one can do it.

Jackie Kay
It is a worry though, it’s a worry when you set out to write about your life or anything real to you. I think there is a worry as to how it will relate to other people and whether other people will find it interesting. Your hope is of course that they really will.

Robert Fraser

Can I ask you one last question about structure and it’s about loose threads, because there must be a point when the book clicks, you think it’s done, the structure’s right, I’ve got the balance right. Yet I notice that all of you in your books leave loose threads; you all leave them. There are plenty of threads left untied in Joss Moody’s story and Blake, you leave the question of whether you have unacknowledged half-siblings hanging in both of your books and Michael, there’s your quest for Agnes May, the mistress of your grandfather whose last portrait you haven’t quite tracked down. Do you think maybe that incompleteness is part of a satisfying form?

Michael Holroyd
I certainly think that, yes. It’s almost a metaphor for immortality, things without end. But I think that it also shows that we do not know everything, we shouldn’t pretend to know everything, there are always loose ends in our own lives, there are things we don’t know about ourselves and this is part of the excitement and interest of life.

Robert Fraser
What do you think, Jackie?

Jackie Kay
Well, I think that in Trumpet I wanted to leave spaces, a bit like the silence that you get in jazz music, that if you didn’t have particular pauses in music, the piece of music would be a different piece of music and that the silence and the pauses in music are just as important as the notes, they’re part of it, the silence is part of it.

Robert Fraser
And Blake?

Blake Morrison
Well, yes, I think biography, autobiography, they’re about truth but the truth is people are elusive and you want at the end to acknowledge that, so you would hope that you, by devoting a book to a subject, at the end you and the reader will understand that person better, but if you also signal that in the end there’s quite a bit about them that you haven’t managed to fathom, they’re still elusive, that’s perfectly OK, you understand better but you don’t understand the whole story.

Jackie Kay

It’s just like, you know when you’re adopted and you trace people, you think that by tracing people you will understand something crucial about yourself and actually you don’t. All you discover is that you’re not going to discover that, there isn’t any kind of neat tying, there isn’t any proper end of story, all there is is an unfolding of a new story.

Michael Holroyd
And there’s no such thing as a definitive biography.

Robert Fraser
Well, I think we’ve agreed definitely that neither the biographer nor the autobiographer is omniscient and I hope we haven’t left too many loose threads but I hope we’ve provided fodder both for foresight and hindsight.  Thank you, Michael, thank you, Jackie and thank you, Blake.

All
Thank you very much.

Track 5
Sara Haslam

Now you will hear Derek Neale talking to Jenny Diski, Richard Holmes and finally Hanif Kureishi.
Track 6

Derek Neale
Some of Jenny Diski’s novels have obvious autobiographical elements; her two memoirs Skating to Antarctica and Stranger on a Train can be read both as travel narratives and as explorations of her own past. When I met up with Jenny at her home in Cambridge I asked her about the relationship between memory and writing and what she sees as the difference between writing fiction and writing autobiography.  
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Jenny Diski
Skating to Antarctica was written immediately after I wrote The Dream Mistress which was a novel and it covered very similar ground and in a way I think of them as companion volumes and I had, as it were, both books in mind. I knew I was going to be writing Skating when I wrote Dream Mistress so they’re very linked and part of the fun of writing it was playing around with the same material and playing around with fiction and non-fiction and what they had to do with each other, which is a lot. I have a lot of problem maintaining a distinction. I think it’s a pity that the fiction/non-fiction dichotomy exists and I think it exists almost entirely for booksellers. 

Derek Neale
When writing about your own life, you’re obviously writing about things that actually happened?

Jenny Diski
Well, I don’t know if I’m writing about things that actually happened, either in fiction or non-fiction. What I’m dealing with, I suppose specifically in non-fiction, although I’d say the same thing about fiction, is memory. I’m not sure that memory and imagination aren’t so inextricably linked as to be much the same thing. So I’m talking, I suppose, about real things in my background. On the other hand we’re talking about things sometimes that were decades ago, so how I remember them is pretty much how I imagine them and I’m quite interested in that, I mean in Skating for example, I pictured myself being somewhere and it seems to me that is very much more to do with imagination, if you like, than what people strictly think of as memory, so that’s part of the sort of investigation.  
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Derek Neale
There’s a version of memory that you put in the book which is to do with memory being storytelling. I just wonder whether you could elaborate on that a little?

Jenny Diski
Well, my guess is how we build memory or long-term memory is by telling ourselves stories one way or another. I’ve certainly watched it in children, my own daughter and so on, but when something strong happens it has to be retold back to them as a story, over and over and over again. So the story seems sort of central because it exists in time and we exist in time and so long as there’s a past, present and a future we’re going to need to make sense of events in that way. Memory is really stuff that’s happened to us that we’ve made sense of by turning into a story, just as we do with dreams. The idea of a book which goes, ‘Oh, I’m gonna write about going to Antarctica because I want to go to Antarctica’, and my mother because some little bulb lit up and I thought, ‘Oh, mothers and glaciers and icebergs.’ A book requires a structure; structure requires a story. Part of the story is extremely easy because by definition a travel of some sort is a story, because you start somewhere and you end up somewhere.

I mean, I think I’m not interested in travel writing as such. I’m really not interested in going somewhere and then coming back to tell people about it because I can’t understand why they don’t go there themselves or they don’t watch it on telly. They’d be much better off letting David Attenborough do it for you and I don’t know, getting a can of penguin pee to smell if you really want it to be authentic. On the other hand I did want to go somewhere and I wanted to write white, so that’s the point, the point was, ‘Oh, I want to write about ice and snow and white and emptiness’, but it’s all about making that kind of choice. I wanted to bounce some things that I’d been writing about off what you might call reality.

Derek Neale
So potentially you could write a narrative about a bus journey?

Jenny Diski
Yes, absolutely and I have done, I mean, I’ve written long essays about doing almost nothing and in fact for a year I was the supermarket correspondent for the Sunday Times and did 350 words a week on my visit to the supermarket which was sublime really because in fact all human life is there. If you’re writing 350 words a week on going to the supermarket and you go to the supermarket, you find you have at least 350 words to write. It’s really not a problem and the truth is you can write about anything at all, of course you can.  I’d like to do a thing I think for radio, just going and sitting in places in Kings Cross for the day and then reporting back. And it’s not about what’s happening out there and about the drama of out there; it’s to do with the interaction I suppose of what’s going on in your head and what’s happening out there. I’m really only interested in what goes on in my head but I put my head in slightly different venues sometimes, that’s all.

Derek Neale
Why did you want to write about white?

Jenny Diski
I don’t know. I remember my second novel I decided I wanted to write about green, so I wrote about a rain forest; it’s not actually that I chose colours as such. I wanted really to write about being in a completely empty white room which is sort of how I conceived of Antarctica and why I wanted to go there, I mean what is it you want when you go somewhere? Well, I wanted this kind of blank whiteness, not that I could have possibly got it, that’s the other thing about travel writing, you know the only interesting travel writing it seems to me is disappointment, not getting what you think you’re going to get but being surprised and interrupted in your expectations. So that the conscious notion was I wanted to write about white. I’m hardly the first person to do it. Melville of course has an entire chapter on white in Moby Dick. That’s actually one of my favourite books; it’s a book I sort of keep going back to and actually I read as well again on that trip. And then of course there’s accident. Within the two concepts saying, ‘Let’s stick my mother and Antarctica together’, there is the accident of what looks as if it’s the basis of the story and it is the basis of the book which is that my daughter wanted to see if her grandmother was alive and it happened just about the same time, so off I went back to Paramount Court and found, lo and behold, that these extremely old ladies were still sitting there that had been there when I was a child.  
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Derek Neale
Meeting your old neighbours, part of that you script as if it was in a play, did you record that dialogue, or is it a fictional representation?

Jenny Diski
Well, the old ladies who eventually I came to sort of conceive of as a kind of semi-Greek chorus or a chorus girls thing, in fact I recorded those conversations and they’re verbatim. I recorded them and I typed them all up and I didn’t change anything, I mean I edited stuff obviously, I didn’t put in every single conversation, but the words there are the words that are used and obviously they knew I was taping them and I had specific things I wanted to ask and that was all very journalistic and so on. On the trips, for example on the boat trip to Antarctica, I didn’t do any of that. When I’m travelling I don’t, I just do a kind of journal – that’s  putting it too formally really, but I just make notes in the evening or whenever I get back to my cabin about anything in particular that’s happened and then what I write up is pretty much how I remember it, which of course is entirely inaccurate. For Stranger, the BBC sent me off with a big microphone, you know one of those fuzzy things on them, and I just schlepped this thing around, you know it was really heavy, and the first sort of conversation I had I thought about getting it out and then it was insane, you know you can’t sit on a train in a smoky compartment and stick a microphone in someone’s face and say ‘Let’s have an easy conversation’. So I never did, I mean what I do is tell everybody that I’m a writer and that I’m writing about the journey and then I have conversations and then I write them down, so everybody knows that I’m going to be or may be writing down what we say and clearly it’s not accurate because when I sent Stranger to the editor in America and asked them to check it, they came back because somebody used the word ‘trousers’ which of course no American ever uses; they say ‘pants’, so it’s a translation is what it is. I quite do want the characters to be as close as I can get them to real, as close as I can get them to the texture of who they were when I met them. It’s partly because I owe them something, they’re real, I’ve made them, so they’re not mine, as it were.

Derek Neale
I think you say somewhere in Stranger on a Train how all lives seem stereotypical in some way, and your first representation of all these characters seems to actually hit on how big they are, where they come from or some typical feature like that and then the character grows from that.

Jenny Diski

Well, I don’t know that I’ve got a plan about it, but it is of course how people present themselves. On the whole what happens if you’re sitting next to someone on a train is that they say where they’ve come from because where they’ve come from and where they’re going is the central fact about them, you know, it’s the conduit really, it’s what connects all of us is that we’re all from somewhere and we’re all going somewhere. That’s how people introduce themselves. It’s simply the way the community existed actually and even on the boat really it’s where we were all going to the same place but we were all from different places and that was a sort of distinction. It seems to me that human life goes in some pretty basic ways and what people want to tell you about when they’re strangers is how unhappy they are or what they do for a living or how their children are and you know, we’re none of us linking up for life, sort of almost by definition, you know we’re glancing off each other and when you glance off the world, what you get are sort of essential stories.

Derek Neale
Do you think you protect anybody when you’re writing about them, do you hide identities?

Jenny Diski
The elderly ladies in Skating specifically said they wanted me to change their names, I’m not sure why really, so I did of course. Obviously I change people’s names unless I’ve discussed with them otherwise. I tend to change descriptions. The problem is that so very often people are so essentially what they are that it makes you want to weep to change things. People look in a particular way, or even their names sometimes are so perfect you change things only because you absolutely have to, so I change as little as I possibly can.  
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Derek Neale
You mentioned that you do as much research for your novels as for your life writing, but Shackleton and Skating to Antarctica, for instance, you include passages about Shackleton, did that come as a result of the journey or did you do that before the journey?

Jenny Diski
Well, I did an awful lot of reading around, I do vague and general and connected reading, in fact very often I find that it’s only when I realise the stuff I’ve been reading recently that that’s the subject of what I’m going to be writing, certainly when studying fiction that happens. When I’m on the journey I read and then when I come back I probably do more reading, I mean I use hardly any of it but I write endless notes on what I’ve read and then I hardly ever refer back to the notes. So you have to do the notes, you have to do the research and then you have to use, I think, probably as little as you can get away with, I think you’ve got to know an awful lot about what you’re writing even if you never specifically write about it, I think there’s a texture – you write with knowledge and it’s different from writing with as little knowledge as possible. I think you write as little as possible, but you know as much as possible. But for most of the life writing, Chloe went and did all the official bits. I mean she went and discovered birth certificates and all that (Chloe’s my daughter) so that’s how I knew what my grandfather did, that kind of thing. I’ve got no family to ask questions of, that was the point, it’s a blank slate essentially.
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Derek Neale
I suppose that’s the other side of life writing, isn’t it, that you’re actually revealing yourself to the world, or telling lies to the world about yourself, one or the other.

Jenny Diski
Or both, you see. But hey, I don’t think truth goes for more than the time it takes to say it. You see I’ve been reading Montaigne a lot recently because it relates to the book I’m writing now and he did have a notion that he was trying to put himself down, nobody had really quite done it the same way before, put himself down, describe himself on the page and of course it’s what everybody thinks they might be trying to do, but there’s always a slippage and you never do. You can’t possibly because as soon as you’ve written yourself down, you’ve become someone else, you’ve become someone who’s written yourself down; it’s like you’re never going to catch up with that, it’s incredibly elusive. So the idea of putting myself on paper is nonsensical in the same way you have your photograph taken, it just doesn’t look like the person you are because actually it isn’t, it’s a snapshot of a fraction of a moment, so I don’t think that’s the kind of veracity I’m looking for. I’m actually quite private, I’m making something of a piece of material that I’ve got.

Derek Neale

But having said that, you are a sort of character in your own narratives, aren’t you? You write about yourself as a child in the third person, a character called Jennifer, so does that mean you’re quite conscious of creating yourself as a character?
Jenny Diski
I’m the character I created but then the character I created, where’s the ‘I’ in that, you know, how can I create myself without being also not myself?
I remember Jennifer with about the same clarity that I remember the young Jane Eyre, Mary from The Secret Garden, Peter Pan and Alice, rather less clarity in fact, since the last four are readily available on my bookshelves and I have reacquainted myself with them quite regularly.  Jennifer I merely remember from time to time over an increasing distance of years and with each remembering, each re-remembering, the living flesh and blood fact of her slips incrementally from my grasp. As a person she’s far less substantial than Tinkerbell who could be brought back into existence through the will of others. Jennifer does not light up when I clap my hands in recollection. She retains only a dim inner illumination, she did not even preserve her name until very recently. The thing about Jennifer is that there’s been no corroborating evidence for her existence these past thirty years as there has been for the child characters in books I once read and can continue to read. There are no pictures, no written words, no other person who, remembering her, has spoken to me of her. She has existed exclusively inside my head only exiting into the world like characters of whom sometimes she is one in the novels I write. She is no more certain than any other figment of my imagination. I might have made her up. I did make her up from time to time.
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Derek Neale

The biographical narratives of Richard Holmes often combine extensive research of his subject with episodes from his own life. I met up with Richard at the BBC studios in Norwich and asked him about the way he combines biography and autobiography. I was also intrigued about how, when writing about a life, he balances the need for historical accuracy against the need to tell a story.  
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Richard Holmes
There’s a kind of fault-line running down between the notion of biography, history, as a kind of fictional retelling and against that the notion that the biographer, the historian must tell the truth, they are committed to the truth, to the facts, to their research and I would say a lot of my work runs along that fault-line. It’s always interested me. Two of the biographies I’ve written, one about Samuel Taylor Coleridge (the poet) and one about Shelley, the very wild poet, tell the story in a quite traditional way, but I also write books that look at this fault-line between fact and fiction and notably a book called Footsteps and this is partly about Robert Louis Stevenson but it’s also partly about how I came to know his story and to write about him. And just to set the scene, this all begins when I was 18 years old and I left school and had the sense that I wanted to write and wasn’t quite sure what it was about, so I left England and I went down to France in the Cevennes for about six months and I discovered that young Robert Louis Stevenson had gone down to the Cevennes to make his famous journey with a donkey and what happened was I went up into the Cevennes hills and I followed the route that he made and then years later I tried to write about it so I was both writing about the young Stevenson and myself as an 18-year-old.

All that night I heard footsteps: down by the river through the dark trees, or up on the moonlight road from Le Puy to Le Monastier. But I saw nothing except the stars, hanging over me where I wanted to be, with my head on a rucksack, and my rucksack on the grass, lying alone somewhere in the Massif Central of France, dreaming of the dead coming back to life again. I was eighteen.

That’s just the opening of Footsteps and what happens the next morning is I hitchhike into Le Monastier which is this little mountain town where Stevenson began his trip and my first conversation is with a certain Monsieur Crespy who is driving the local van, it’s one of those corrugated Citroen vans which has fruit and cheese in the back and M Crespy is not his name, but he did exist. We did have this very funny conversation because my French at that point was not very good, so there’s a kind of misunderstanding, so one of the central misunderstandings is I’m trying to explain to Monsieur Crespy that I’m on the track of Robert Louis Stevenson and Monsieur Crespy thinks very naturally that he must be a friend of mine who’s just a couple of days ahead and I’m trying to explain, no this happened at least 100 years before and in order to point this out I pull out the little book of Travels with a Donkey and it’s got a map in the front (I love maps incidentally) and I try to show Monsieur Crespy the route and he takes his eyes off the road and we almost drive off the edge of the track and one extra thing worth saying is that I could remember bits of that early dialogue but when I actually came to write it, details that I hadn’t thought about for nearly 20 years came back, for instance there’s a little description of the dashboard with a St Christopher medal and a little cone of flowers. Now those really existed, those flowers, but it was only in writing and trying to describe the inside of the van and Monsieur Crespy taking his hands off the steering wheel that that came back to me. As you write, as you try and bring back and describe that scene, real things leap back to your pen and you never know what those are going to be and that is part of the absolute continuing magic of it. And now I’m 60 years old it’s just the same, in fact maybe my pen is better than my ordinary memory if you see what I mean, and I would say for the biographer, you can’t normally use dialogue. You can’t talk to your subject if they’ve been dead for 200 years, although sometimes I think you can actually but you can’t write it in a book, but what you use is other material, that is to say perhaps their letters or their diaries, or memoirs of accounts of people who did know them and you build that into the story and that takes the place of the novelist’s dialogue and through that you do genuinely get the voice of your subject which is one of the so important things in biography to get the voice, to get some physical impression of them.

Derek Neale
In much that you write there seems to be an essential combination between journey and writing about a life and in fact when you describe how you came to write about Robert Louis Stevenson you actually went on the journey first and then discovered your subject on the journey.

Richard Holmes

Yeah, I went on the journey without any idea that I would write about him. In terms of writing, my own diary was quite important to me and what I was actually writing was actually poetry. Diary, travel stuff and poetry and only later I realised that the really vivid thing had been my kind of re-imagining Stevenson. It’s also true that because I loved writing about the romantic writers at that particular period, journeying was very important to them. They all made, Byron or Shelley or, they all made major journeys which are very important to their writing. Also, I think to understand  the physical places in which people lived or grew up or worked, that is tremendously important to get that really physical sense of who they were, so yes, the journey is important and in Footsteps … I mean it has various kind of metaphors that derive from this and one is the broken bridge because I found one of the bridges that crosses the rivers that he writes about, I found the old bridge in a little mountain town called Langogne, very beautiful with a market and everything, but it was broken and they had built a little modern bridge beside it and I couldn’t cross over this bridge and for some reason that became tremendously powerful to me symbolically. You’ve got to imagine this rather lonely, solitary, slightly crazed 18-year-old, and standing there looking at this bridge thinking ‘I can’t cross it, so I can’t follow Stevenson’, and that for me then became a metaphor – ’Right, you can’t really do it so, you know, grow up. You can’t really play this game’. But on the other hand, if you start writing about them as a biographer and conform to those rules of historical evidence then you can build your own kind of bridge. In a sense it’s about the innocent adolescent view of biography and then gradually learning its rules and trying to grow up within it.
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Derek Neale
Fiction has plot which often lends it narrative structure and form. Is there an equivalent for biography?

Michael Holroyd

Yes, I think there is. It’s tremendously important, quite difficult to describe. You do have to decide, when you’re writing a life, I mean quite simply, what are the most important moments in it, where are you going to spend most time and this is a question of major selection and this would decide the kind of interpretation of the life. For example, is Coleridge’s life a comedy or a tragedy, a very simple question but actually quite a profound one and I still, having worked on him for 15 years, wouldn’t be able to tell you exactly the answer to that question but this affects the parting, the notion of suspense, what is he trying to achieve in his life? Film-makers talk about a wonderful thing called the hope-dread axis. The thing that you long for and the thing that you most fear and this is true of all storytelling and it’s certainly true of biography. What do you hope for your subject and what do you fear for them and the reader should be engaged in that straightaway, I think. And in that choice of how you narrate that, you are in fact doing something very like a traditional plotting. I’d also say this, in my book Sidetracks, I use different types of narrative, for instance there’s one story in there which is a biographical essay but it’s built like a ghost story. It’s about M R James who himself was a ghost writer and each Christmas wrote about a terrible haunting and the way I write that essay is itself like a ghost story, what really is haunting M R James. There is also a love story which is about the philosopher William Godwin and the feminist Mary Wollstonecraft and I try to tell their story as a couple who met and they definitely didn’t fall in love to begin with, in fact they had a tremendous row at their first meeting and then met again about three years later and then did get married, although neither of them really believed in marriage, but in fact as long as it lasted, it was an amazingly successful marriage and so it’s a very interesting kind of love story. There’s another kind of plotting which I call a thriller. For example, there again in Sidetracks I tell the story of someone called Scrope Davies, a wonderful name, who was actually a friend of Byron’s and almost forgotten in the Byron story but the story is this that Scrope Davies was a Cambridge don, a clergyman and an obsessional gambler and he had lost an entire fortune whilst still teaching at Cambridge and had to go abroad, had to flee in exile, and he left so quickly that he dumped his trunk at his banker’s and the story of his life was in this trunk including all the gambling slips, so I tell that story and also it gets you out of this very interesting problem with biography. The huge figures, the Byrons, the Shelleys, they exert a kind of astronomical gravitational pressure on stories and they reduce so many people to little tiny moon satellites going round the main story and often the challenge for the biographer is to turn the little satellite figure into the main figure, to recover their story; it’s the notion of recovering lost voices. There is a wonderful example of this which is a very slim biography that Virginia Woolf wrote and it’s called Flush and actually it’s the biography of Elizabeth Barrett’s dog and what she does, she tells the love story, Robert Browning visiting Elizabeth Barrett in Wimpole Street in that terrible kind of parlour she lived in on the chaise longue, in a way as a prisoner, imprisoned by her family, particularly her father, and Robert Browning, the poet, you know it’s a famous story, they start by corresponding, and then he comes to visit her and finally they secretly are alone and Flush was genuinely her dog, her companion in that room and Virginia Woolf undertakes to write the love story as seen by the dog, who of course understands no human language, so it’s written entirely through smells and the emotions that the dog feels and a kind of ankle-eye view of life and romance.  She does in fact take many details from Elizabeth Barrett’s letters because Elizabeth writes very amusingly about the dog. The dog is a sort of comic character in her life, so she actually does have genuine historic sources but there are a set of notes at the end of the book which gives us a glimpse of somebody else in that ménage which was Elizabeth Barrett’s maid, Wilson. And what happens at the end is, in our generation Margaret Forster writes a wonderful historical novel called Lady’s Maid which is about Wilson, so that’s been passed over, it’s like the baton which is passed over from the novelist writing as a biographer on to Margaret Forster, who also writes biography as well as novels, and then it becomes a historical novel. So the point of that is the extraordinary exchange that can take place between fact and fiction but also the central idea of finding the lost voices. And after all Wilson’s story is part of an enormous story in that generation, that late Victorian generation, of all the servants, all the women who were governesses, all the maids, what happened to them, isn’t their story very important and modern biography is very interested by this and so it should be.
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Derek Neale
This use of genre, is this what you mean when you say that the biographer shouldn’t be limited to one kind of narrative voice?
Richard Holmes
I think there is the traditional biographer’s voice as in the biography of Shelley although I would also say that you have to find the right voice for the subject.  In some way you’re mirroring your subject. But, just to follow that through, that biography of Shelley, when I’d finished I knew there were certain questions I hadn’t dealt with which sort of haunted me in a particular way and one was what was happening in the last three months of his life when he famously takes the beach hut at the little tiny Tuscan seaside village called San Torenzo, just outside Lerici. The house still exists. I went there of course, but in those last three months his marriage appears to be breaking down and yet Mary Shelley is still tremendously important to him, he appears to be having an affair with a friend’s wife, Jane Williams, and yet perhaps he isn’t. He is writing to Byron and to friends that he can no longer write poetry at all, his career is finished. Actually he’s writing possibly the greatest poem of his life, The Triumph of Life, so there are tremendous contradictions, what’s really going on and I’d narrated it in the biography but I still wanted to know more and finally two things happened. When Shelley drowns, which of course he does in his boat, the Ariel, he’s not drowned alone, he’s with his friend Edward Williams, but also with an English boat boy and all that’s known about him is his name, Charles Vivian, and probably that he was about 18 or 20 and they’d recruited him I think in Genoa. Nothing else is known about him; he drowns. This is a case of another lost voice and I thought to myself, ‘Suppose he’d kept a diary, just like I would have done at 18, anybody would have done at 18, wouldn’t it be riveting?’ So I wrote Charles Vivian’s diary, in a Woolworth’s notebook, two volumes, OK, which put down entirely in fictional terms everything that I thought might have happened, alright, and when I finished it I thought I can’t do anything with this at all, I’ve broken all the rules, I just can’t use it and it still haunted me and finally I thought, yes I think I can use it in a different way. I will play fair, all the voices of Mary Shelley, Shelley, Edward Williams will be all from their diaries and letters and poems, but I will invent one character who tells the story, who actually in the radio drama is simply called Holmes the narrator, but who is really Charles Vivian, who sees, who is puzzled, who puts certain questions.

Yes, my ‘spirit’s bark’. Shelley always loved boats. At Eton, at Oxford, on Highgate Ponds it was paper boats, at Pisa a skiff. That’s what brought him to San Torenzo in April 1822, a sailing holiday really, far away from the crowds, the ‘trembling throng’. He rented a beach house, Casa Magni, right at the sea’s edge, miles from anywhere. It still exists: seven white-washed arches below, four white-washed rooms above, and a long open balcony directly overlooking the surf: a primitive, magical place. Shelley loved the whole set-up. He had a 24- foot yacht especially built for him at the naval dockyards up the coast at Genoa. Typically it had too much sail and too much ballast: very fast and very unstable.
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Derek Neale
You talk about the biographer having to enter into a dialogue with his or her subject and being haunted. 

Richard Holmes
Yes, I do feel that you need to have that kind of passion about them, but also you have to restrain that in a way. You are trying to be objective, so it’s a continual balancing, I sometimes call it love and judgement, but you need that kind of passionate enquiring drive, you’re trying to be objective as you can, though it’s a balance.

Virginia Woolf used this phrase that biography is a mixture of granite and rainbow and she said that part of the problem is that you have the granite that is the facts which you can quarry out and the biographer has to respect them. But what about the rainbow, which initially she meant by that I think the personality, which is something else, I think she saw a sort of granite building with a rainbow above it and so I think it was a very visual image. It’s often interpreted as fact and fiction, that fiction is the rainbow and the granite is the fact. It’s not actually what she was saying. It’s the personality of the subject that is the rainbow but I think almost the most important thing to say is that there is no cheating. If you only set out to write the rainbow you will simply write a bad book or a bad essay. You have to balance the two, you have to respect the granite and be aware of the rainbow and the challenge of the writing is to do those two things, to tell the story, but to be true to the history.

Track 17
Derek Neale
Hanif Kureishi’s memoir, My Ear at His Heart, is as much about the lives of his father and uncle as about his own life. When I talked to Hanif I asked him about his approach to writing about close family and whether he regards it as writing biography or writing autobiography.
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Hanif Kureishi
I didn’t think of it in those terms at all, I just thought I’m writing another book, I’m going to read these books written by my father and my uncle and then I’m gonna write this book around it. Later on I began to think, ‘Oh maybe it’s a memoir’. It wasn’t an attempt for me to tell the story of my life which I didn’t think was interesting at all, it was an attempt to tell the story of me reading something about my father.  

There is something I should confront. Although Dad’s book is written in the third person, switching occasionally by mistake into the first, I have to say it seems inevitable that I will read his stories as personal truths, if not in the detail then in the feeling. It annoys me as it might any novelist to have my own work reduced to autobiography as though you’ve just written down what happened the other day. Often writing isn’t always a reflection of experience so much as a substitute for it, an ‘instead of’ rather than a reliving, a kind of daydreaming.

Derek Neale
It does actually read like an ‘early years’ for you.

Hanif Kureishi
Yes, there is a certain amount …
Derek Neale
Like a family history …
Hanif Kureishi
Yes, there is a certain amount of that, yeah. But it’s also an investigation of what families are and what families do and the way families live inside you and the messages they pass on to you and how you convert those into other things, so it was sort of an investigation into what I was doing as I was doing it, as it were.  

Derek Neale
You write of your life being inhabited by others, composed of them. Did you use fictional techniques to represent these characters in your memoir? The character of your father, say, or your uncle?

Hanif Kureishi

When I wrote My Ear at His Heart I really tried to keep it down in the sense that I didn’t want to fantasise too much around them, I wanted my father to speak through the books that he’d written, my uncle through the books that he’d written and through my memories of him and so on. I mean I’m writing a novel now and you can be completely free when you’re writing a novel. You can do anything you like, you can go anywhere, have loads of people in it, all speaking at once, doing lots of things. When I was writing this memoir the point was not to have all this; it was to try and stick to some sort of reality and to find out as much as I could about my father through his words. So writing that book was a sort of act of restraint as it were; I didn’t want it to be too mad. I can write about my father and I’ve written about my father many times, much more freely in my fiction than I can in a memoir. I mean the point about writing a fiction is that it is a fiction, that you can go anywhere, you can do anything, that you are completely free to transform whoever you want into whatever you want.

Track 19

Derek Neale
You’ve sometimes mentioned the use of free or automatic writing as a technique. Was it useful when you were writing your memoir?
Hanif Kureishi

Well, what you want to do is to capture your spontaneity, your life, your humour, your sexuality, your enthusiasm. What you don’t want to do is to censor too much out. You know when you’re writing things always get censored but you don’t want to miss the good bits because you think, ‘Oh what would mother say if I said that? Is dad watching me?’ and then you start to get uptight and inhibited and you don’t have any fun. So what you try and do is use techniques that enable you to capture your spontaneity, your freedom I guess. So I do freewriting, which means I sit down in the morning and I write probably for an hour or so, whatever comes into my head: names, words, bits of poems, I might do a drawing, whatever, and I say ‘This is just rubbish, I’m going to throw this away in a minute but I’m going to write about anything’ – it’s like free association, it’s like an artist I guess. The idea is to capture something that at that moment seems alive and then I might use that later on during the day when I’m sitting down working more seriously. If you’re inhibited, if you’re uptight, if you’re frightened, if you’re censoring yourself, you’re not going to get your best stuff, so I think you’ll find most artists do various things in order to, or they drink, whatever, in order to get something that seems free and alive. All you want to do as I say is to try and find something that’s spontaneous, that’s alive, that suddenly seems surprising and right and often you get that the first time out. I often say don’t revise too much, I mean I do revise and I rewrite and rewrite but I rewrite in order to find new material actually. Suddenly you write a sentence down and the sentence is fantastic because it’s captured something that’s really alive. It’s interesting Paul McCartney talked about working with John Lennon, you know Lennon would do something and he would say, ‘Well, don’t revise it, just leave it like it is’.  It’s interesting. I mean you could do that yourself as it were, you can be those two parts of the free bit and the inhibiting bit together and have an argument between them. 

Derek Neale
This question about memory when writing the memoir, memory is quite a vast sort of resource, it’s quite a big thing isn’t it, your life history, your own personal history, where do you start and how do you find a form for that?

Hanif Kureishi
I found these books by my father so that’s what I needed. I didn’t sit down and think, ‘Right, now I’m going to write a memoir of my dad’. I think that would have been a nightmare, because it’s as you say, it’s a sort of vast ocean, where would you know where to begin, what would you do? But as soon as I’d found these books, these novels written by my father, there were some stories and other material, then suddenly I found a structure, which was there’s this boy, he’s found this material, he’s going to read this material, what does he think about it and so the book really begins with me starting to read these books.

The relation between a life and the telling of it is impossible to unravel. Still, whatever my father has made I will be reconstructing him from these fragments or traces, attempting to locate his self in these imaginings or scatterings, but where else could you look?
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