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ABSTRACT

This research report explores A. S Byatt's ambivatelationship to postmodernism
through a critical engagement with two of her réceavels, Possessiorand The

Biographer’'s Tale.Both use the techniques, while simultaneously timisig a

critique, of postmodernism. The novels challengstpodernism, indicating Byatt's
misgivings about the continuing suitability of thisode of literary representation.
Possessions examined in detail, whil&he Biographer's Talés used to provide a
backdrop to the discussion of Byatt's viewpoirfessessions a pastiche of styles,
incorporating some of Byatt's favourite literaryrrizs. Postmodernism allows this
experimentation but disregards qualities the autlkialues highly, such as a
celebration of traditional literature and the erooél affectiveness of history.
Possessioronsiders the positive and negative aspects dftdrary movement. This
thesis examines Byatt's negotiation with postmoidamnand the contribution of her

critical attitude towards the succesdPalssession
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1. INTRODUCTION

A. S Byatt’s ambivalent relationship to postmodsmmiis evident in two of her most
recent novelsPossessiorand The Biographer's TaleThe novels critically engage
with postmodernism’s strengths and weaknesses, yast Bees them. This study
considers her ideas about postmodernism as podtiaythe novels and a selection of
her critical essays. It examines how her sceptaidset has contributed to the
creation of a complex and successful noRessessionThe study focuses on this
novel and use¥he Biographer’'s Talas an informative backdrop to the discussion.
The latter builds on some similar themes, and aljhoit was written after

Possessiomprovides a useful background to Byatt's concatmsut postmodernism.

Possessiois foremost a love story and a detective storypsetarily in a university
environment. It is also one of Byatt's most sucfidssvorks. It won her the
prestigious Booker prize in 1990 and has been nradea film, but it is also studied
in an academic environment. Perhaps one of thetseaf its popularity is that it finds
a balance between Byatt's characteristic erudiot more playful, popular modes of
fiction. Indeed, it is the only novel she has ini@mally “written to be liked” (Byatt

guoted in Jeffers 136).

Possessids main characters are the scholars, Roland Mitemel Maud Bailey, who
are investigating a secret love affair between m@teenth—century poets, Randolph
Ash and Christabel LaMotteThe love affair has remained undiscovered urdiaRd

chances on a copy of an unfinished letter writtgrRlndolph in the London library,

! For the sake of clarity, this thesis sometimesrsfo these characters as “the scholars” and “the
poets”.



which sets him on an exciting journey of discoveRoland and Maud are
postmodern, poststructuralist scholars and theoritical mindsets are continually
satirised throughout the novélossessiomhallenges postmodernism through a satire
of these characters who are afraid to embrace litmically, in the process of
discovering the secret love affair they becomensolved in the story that they begin
to embrace what postmodernism undermines — thew lbegnvest personally in the
importance of history, they forget the principlatlthere is no such thing as an error-
free text, and they fall in love, even though tls&e love as a “suspect ideological
construct” Possessior323). The metanarratives that they view, in theasyflawed,
begin to hold meaning for them. Investigating teeret affair allows them to suspend
their disbelief. Similarly, although it acknowledgthat our understanding of the past
is textual, the novel's focus is on a rich past thas many gifts for the present. In
PossessionByatt is more interested in exploring the ways that weeht tell the

story of the past than emphasising that our knogdeaf the past can only be partial.

Possessiols an experimental pastiche of a variety of litgforms that can be used
to narrate the past. It is simultaneously romaatid realist, while it includes poems,
diary entries, letters and fairy stories, all addin the rich tapestry of the narrative.
The novel uses many traditional and newer formspitetically based academic
writing as well as popular, lighter writinghe novel is postmodern in its embrace of
experimentation, but it is also something too carpdb be wholly captured by this
limiting term. With its commitment to traditionatdrature and its insistence on more
traditional values, such as the power and meanintaoatives, it is not completely
postmodern. Byatt’s intelligent writing resistsegarisation: she calls herself a “self—

conscious realist’Hassionsxv). In PossessionByatt returns to a world of romance



and passion that allows resolutions not counterthime postmodern theory. She
balances her ambivalent attitude towards postmastarand her love of traditional
literature to create a novel that is expressivleasfindividual consciousness. The in-
between space that she negotiates provides afgralind for creativity, out of which
comes a rich novel that is extraordinarily inveatifhis research paper will consider
Byatt's influences, looking at how different liteyaforms are used to challenge

postmodernism.

Considering Byatt’'s misgivings surrounding postnrogam is important because of
her suggestion that this type of literature is Ineiog increasingly academic and dry.
Her essay, “Reading, Writing, Studying”, considiat the growing intellectualism in
fiction came about as a result of the rise of thefessional” reader — readers who
will study the work at university level. The essagnsiders the merits of the
increasingly academic orientation of fiction, whidByatt implies, has forgotten its
primary purpose — to create pleasure for readaetsaathors (“Introduction” xiii). She
remains sceptical, considering what is being saedf Byatt seems concerned that
postmodern fiction is too abstracted, too theoryela to be enjoyed by the larger
reading public. Her own writing suggests a move mt‘post-post” (Perloff 208) age
that speaks more of humanism than theoretical dgynider views, as presented in
Possessiorand The Biographer’s Talerepresent a sceptical counter-current to the
postmodern “theoretically knowing’Ppssession501) age.Possessionstrikes a
balance: it's important to look at how Byatt balesdhe enjoyable and the more
serious, to critically examine the trends in fictiand ask what it is as the reading
public really wants, and if that is currently beioffered. Drawing on a number of

articles written abouPossessiorthat discuss the novel’'s postmodernism, this paper



will develop these ideas further. Based on an ematwwin of Possessiorand The

Biographer’s Taleit argues that Byatt is not simply a postmodéraighor.

Numerous writers, in commenting oRossession have commented on Byatt's
experimentation with postmodernism, as well as ic@mgg the novel's treatment of
history and traditional forms of literature. Papkrave reviewed that discuss Byatt’s
recent work all remark on its postmodernism, wiitgne argue that as a writer she
cannot be solely identified as a postmodernist iBgzShinn, Shiller, Martyniuk,
Morgan). She is rather a “Victorian postmoderni@tévenson quoted in Hanson
453), andPossessioris seen as a “neo Victorian novel” (Shiller). Maasticles
discuss how Byatt's work draws attention to theititions of postmodern thought.
Hansson’s paper focuses on Byatt's use of metaphdie Conjugal Angebs a
signifier of its postmodernism, although the nowelset in Victorian times. For
Hansson, Byatt's work is experimental, yet it stgignals its own postmodernity
through devices like fluctuating narrative persped, paradox, ambiguity, and self

reflexivity” (453).

Shinn discusses holRossessioblends a variety of styles and types to create siha
terms a “meronymic” (164) novel — one that encommpaseeming contradictions but
blends them in a seamless way. Her article empdsa8yatt's experimental use of
traditional and modern forms as well as realism aochance. Shiller, Poznar,
Martyniuk and Morgan consider how, RossessiomByatt creates a literary work that
moves away from postmodernism, discussing her isen@ance and history. Shiller
focuses on issues surrounding the representatiamstdry. She explores how the

novel draws our attention to the difficulty of disering the truth about the past, by



privileging its readers with several pieces of miation that elude the characters.
The readers become aware of the politics of rengrdiistory, and the ways this

makes official accounts inaccurate because of tiegt omit.

Martyniuk notes howPossessiorshows Byatt's commitment to finding ‘hard truth’,
despite her awareness that this is an elusive pbriéessessios postscript offers a
fragment of hard truth and closes the book in andef matter - of - fact way. The
device of an omniscient narrator — a mode aligpostmodernism — allows the whole
story of the past to be told. Martyniuk quotes @Byaho justifies her use of third
person narrator because she feels the idea ohbatith is only meaningful if “we
glimpse a possibility of truth and truthfulness fehich we must strive, however
inevitably partial our success must be.” It is ghrecess of reaching back into and
retelling history that interests Byatt, whiR®ssessiomakes clear that what we know

as history is more about how we interpret everds the events themselves.

Poznar examines how Byatt may “express a consogssstat is both Victorian and
postmodern and create a fictional structure emagdtom both”. Byatt's ideas draw
from two eras, which she pays homage to, although seems more indebted to
Victorianism inPossessionThis study will build on these discussions andsider in
more detail Byatt's attitude toward postmodernissing history, love, the stylistic

techniques and the multiple meanings behind tleeRissessioto explore this.

This report begins by looking at the different ritgy techniques that are used in

Possessiarthe novel’s genesis in Byatt’s mind and her ititars with regard to it.
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It considers her background, literary influences] thoughts on postmodernism. The
complexities of meaning in the titlPossessioncapture the essence of the key
relationships in the novel, particularly the loweationships and the link between the
past and the present. Chapter three looks at tirecalatreatment of the postmodern
present through its comparison to the past. Foligvthis is an examination of the
portrayal and treatment of history Hossessior- it is a novel that discloses secrets
that escape being recorded in traditional histofié® report goes on to consider the
complex nature of Christabel and Randolph’s retediop and the imagery associated
with it that is indicative of a negotiation thatppens between them. The tension in
their relationship is comparable to the tensiort thasts for Byatt in her choice of
literary mode. Noting the negotiations that takacpl inPossessiobetween popular
literary forms and writing that speaks to the acaideaudience, this report considers
how successful Byatt was in meeting her intentilmgreate a novel that will be

enjoyed.

At the close of the paper | have formed a cleargtesstanding of Byatt's complex
relationship to postmodernism, having consideredideas as they are portrayed in
Possessiorand The Biographer’s Talel conclude thaPossessions an exercise in
balance, where Byatt negotiates her complex siteafls to create an excellent novel
from this position of ambivalence. The study cdnites to an understanding of
Possessioand of Byatt as a writer. It begins to form idahsut emerging fiction in a

‘post-post’ age that steps beyond postmodernisBya#t’s ideas suggest.
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2. A BACKGROUND TO BYATT'S WRITING

The novelist’'s obligation i&to invent the possibility of a book in a world Bees as
not yet fully named. He does this both within a\eamtion, the convention of the
novel, and against it; he repeats but also remtédes$orm; he exercises options in a
particular historical and cultural situation, beigps attempting, afresh, to distil this as

a signed and personal authenticiigradbury 12).

This chapter considers how Byatt has cre&esisessiofrom within the conventions
of postmodernism, but also pushes against thoseeations to produce a novel that
is expressive of her individuality. Her criticalsays, selected from the boBlassions
of the Mind provide a viewpoint on her thoughts on the caftwriting, with
reference to literary movements such as postmagtarniealism and fairy stories.
These essays provide a background to her intentuathsregard toPossessionand
also show what went into the making of this nov#le chapter introduces some of
the literary techniques and themesRussessionoutlining Byatt's commitment to
traditional forms of literature. It explores theeal of Possessiomas a mediation
between differences: past and present, romancerealm, postmodernism and
tradition. The Biographer's Talés also discussed to expand on Byatt's ideas about

postmodernism.

2.1.The making of a novel and a writer: a brilliant literary mind

Possessions an attempt to capture a “narrative shape thatldvexplore the

continuities and discontinuities between the foohsineteenth and twentieth century

12



art and thought” (ByatRassionxvii). The novel creates a parallel between thege t
centuries, not only through its characters but ddgoexperimenting with literary
movements that are used to narrate the past angréisent.Possessiorshows off
Byatt’'s encyclopaedic knowledge of literary hist@yd her skill as a writer as she
explores the possibilities that each techniquersffé/riting her novelshe thought,
“why not pull out all the stops” (Byatt qtd. in 3efs 136); evidently relishing the
chance to create a work that includes some ofdaurite literary styles: fairy tales

and myth, romance and realism.

Possessionveaves a complex set of relationships between #isé gnd the present,

the old and the new. It explores the bonds betviggrg and dead minds, unravelling

these connections through its central metaphorossgssion. The novel's genesis
began with the title, when Byatt watched Coburfamous Coleridge scholar, at
work, and thought: “does he possess her, or doegpabsess him?” (“Introduction”

xi). Byatt began with a pale canvas of ideas tletaine more lurid as she explored
the implicit connotations of the title. Dimensioopassion, jealousy and imaginary
worlds were added (xii-xiv); each layer working étiger to produce a coherent,
satisfying whole, like the composition of an oiligang that takes shape with each
coat of paint. The extra dimensions added livelpdes to the grey, cobwebby
palimpsest of the originaloveau romarof the novel’s first conception (xi). Without

these multiple elements, the form of the postmodwwel is pale and drained of

colour. Possessioecomes exciting and intriguing due to its Gotlumantic plot

that balances out its cerebral qualities.
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Possessioruses different modes to tell the story of the pmesand the past as it
explores the continuities and discontinuities betwthem. The present is narrated in
a series of broken, awkward dialogues, while Roland Maud'’s inner thoughts are
dominated by theories that concern even their fgiNizes. Roland considers his
definition of self: he “had learnt to see himsétigoretically, as a crossing place for a
number of systems, all loosely connected. He haah Iained to see his idea of his
“self” as an illusion” (502). With their shadowybstract conception of identity, it
takes a real effort for them to connect on any nmegdul level with others. Th&imes
Literary Supplemerg review of Possessiomescribes these passages as some of the
weakest in the novel, disliking their ‘forced’ gitpl(Jenkyns 213). The hesitant, dry
dialogues between Maud and Roland are humoroustyafid lifeless in comparison
to the passionate exchanges between the Victooiard. These dull passages in an
otherwise vibrant and exciting novel are self-comssly dull: Byatt is drawing
attention to the potential weaknesses of postmodelfareflexivity. > Humorously,
Fergus Wolff comments on his latest project ofréitg theory (the “right” field (19)):
“the challenge was to deconstruct something that repparently already
deconstructed itself” (39)ossessiordraws attention to what Byatt regards as the

absurdity and futility of poststructuralist acaderanterprise.

In contrast, the past is a rich world of epic po@nd passionate love letters, while its
characters come to life for the reader to know &wk them in a way that the
postmodern scholars do not. The letters and podéwmosn® (“Introduction” xiii) over
the text, becoming the more real things in a téwt is otherwise a patchwork,

echoing pastiche. The scholars come to act assatlenugh which to see the rich

2 She is also negotiating her own sensibilities, netshe must balance her academic mode of thinking
and writing against her intention to produce atkghmore pleasurable novel.
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world of the past, remaining ‘flat’, sometimes t@whensional characters whose
personalities fail to captivate (Jenkyns 213). Tieet sympathetically portrays
Roland, who is largely an outsider and a failuren(iaterial terms) at the start of the
text, but reaches some level of success by the tiraestory ends. Yet Roland’s
textually nuanced reading of himself influencesrgwaspect of his characterisation,

so that he only really comes to life through thecdvery of the past.

Possessions an exploration of the ways things have charged stayed the same.
The novel openly affiliates itself with the romanthovement through its subtitle and
is redolent with symbolism that harks back to aetiof medieval Arthurian romance.
Seal Court is an imposing Gothic castle, from atatise seen as “a turret, a
battlement, white in the gloom” (86), that concealshidden treasure within its
fortresses that the knight and his lady must res@he word “Bailey” in Middle
English means the outer wall of a castle (OED &l);George Bailey protects the
treasure in his fortress from the prying eyes alsthwhom he may perceive to be
‘dragons’. Romantic forms are used to narrate st pnd the present, placing side by
side the modern-day and the Hawthornian histomocalance narratives to create a

form of literary “hybrid” (Hansson 452).

Fictional “hybrids” such as this that fuse the puostlern, the conventional and the
traditional “destabilise our interpretations ofditéonal works, and... manage both to
reread their tradition and revitalise its twentietentury appearance” (452). The
motifs of the early beginnings of medieval romantee knight on his chivalric quest,
escapism, exile, return and adventure - are repaateughout romantic fiction as

they remake themselves in new forms (Saunders\&tt Blays with these motifs in
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Possessiolto locate her characters in a textual traditiamhile the novel makes use
of the common postmodern motif of the quest, itatsng the thread of continuity
between past and present. The novel draws pardietaeen the lives of the
characters who share a love of words and manyeo$dime thoughts and themes that
preoccupy their minds. In a postmodern age, Ihds changed for women who still
have to fight to retain their dignity and senseofonomy. The scholars are drawn to
the poets out of admiration and something elseithpérsonally shared. The ‘theme’
of Christabel’s life and poetry was a need to retaer sense of self-possession and
live autonomously away from the shadow of male auiyn The novel's women
share this concern, linking them across the cesguMaud adopts Christabel’s fierce
desire to live “circumscribed and self-communind02-103) but shies away from
willingness to risk, wanting instead to protectd&df from any intrusion from the

outside world.

Morgan sees one of Byatt's influences as the namntic literary movement that
created a world between modern and postmodernbsigies (508). Morgan explains
that the movement allowed the mediation of an itwben space that was indebted to
both the romantic and the real world (508).PlossessioByatt creates a novel that
transcends realism but also owes much to it. Tvelisofairy tales mediate a space of
playful ambiguity, acting as a celebration of tasting worlds of myth but including
self-conscious reflection on the politics of nawat Fairy tales and myth are
universal literary modes where stories can be &old retold without growing tired.

The pleasure of retelling an old tale in a new fasrnto pay tribute to the endless life

% Roland’s namesake is the Childe Rolande in BrogisipoemChilde Rolande to the Dark Tower
came.The name Maud is steeped in nineteenth centumatitre: Maud Gonne was an inspiration for
many of W.B. Yeats’s love poems. Alfred, Lord Tesoy published a volume of poetrlaud and
other poemsn 1855.
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fairy tales can have, deriving force from their deass repeatability” (ByattOn
Histories and Storied32). They can be told, as they are by Christakigh an arch-
Victorian voice that warns its readers of what vdlppen, or in a postmodern way
that gives the original version a slight twist. $beold stories are “shape shifters”
(123) with the endless ability to adapt and renthieenselves. For Byatt the pleasure
in rewriting old tales is in contributing to theiontinuity (131). In fairy tales, past and

present modes of narration can run alongside dmer.ot

In PossessionGode’s tale celebrates the oral storytelling itrawl and captures a
typical nineteenth century motif in literature dfetinnocent infanticide, but at the
same time acts as a hidden clue in the postmodamefvork ofPossessianThe tale

is told in a “new-old form” (3), serving a dual pase. Byatt sought to emulate the
“simple horror” (“Fairy stories” 3) of Eliot’'s reamting of the lost child inAdam
Bedewhen she wrote Gode’s tale. She admired Eliotjgacdy to take a realist
experience and develop it into a novelistic scéra transmitted all of the emotions
inherent in giving birth to a child (3). The evestsrounding Christabel’s pregnancy
are distilled through the young Sabine’s voice tlsat the reader can only guess at
Christabel’s true feelings. That the reader is nelnectly told what happened only
enforces the shock she will feel when she realibes Christabel is pregnant.
Similarly, Adam Bedeonly reveals the truth about Hetty’s pregnancy nvske is
alone in the fields and about to give birth. ButaBygives the motif of innocent
infanticide a twist. Without any further informatioRoland and Maud can only guess
that Christabel killed her child by referring teettextual suggestions of the nineteenth
century literary motif and Christabel’s ‘spilt milgoem Possessiod54-455). These

are red herrings; false clues that lead the sch@stray. The incident highlights an
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erroneous assumption that is based on the strafgtitext. It emphasises the limits
of knowledge available in a text, whilossessiorproblematises the notion that

historical knowledge is only available throughtéstual traces.

In Possessidn postscript, Byatt creates a touchingly humardirento her work. The
simplicity of tone recalls Eliot's influengewhile it is “hauntingly reminiscent of
George Eliot's final assessment of Dorothea's lighiller). It harks back to
traditional literature, undermining postmodernisut &t the same time fitting into the
novel's overall postmodern framework. The deviceaaof omniscient narrator is at
once postmodern and not postmodern. Byatt is ablentulate Eliot's tone while
making use of the romantic mode of authorial intmsn a way that incorporates her

postmodern consciousness.

Possessids elements of romance run concurrently to itsiseal while it explores a
middle ground between the two forms. The overadirrative shape’ oPossession
allows it to encompass the fragmented traditionstglie that it attempts to reunite
(Shinn 164). Shinn explores the early continuitietween romance and realism,
which shifted apart as the traditions matured (1B4att grew up reading fairy stories
and mythology, and their rich world generated theulse in her to write. However,
she felt that shehouldwrite in a realist mode. Ultimately, though, stediéves that
great novels “always draw on both ways of tellibgth ways of seeing” (Byatt,
“Fairy Stories” 1). As a resulRossessiofs a blend of romance and realism; it mixes
hard fact and surreal ideality, offering both wafsunderstanding the world and
juxtaposing them. Hawthorne described the romanse“a neutral territory,

somewhere between the real world and the fairy;lamdere the Actual and the
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Imaginary may meet, and each imbue itself with nia¢ure of the other” (qtd. in

Henelly 461).

In PossessiorByatt manages to work from within the temperanwdrier time while
creating a novel that has the mark of her authiéntand individualism. She began
studying in the 1950s and writing in between leesuon the literary greats of the past
(“Reading, Writing, Studying” 4). The crucial crosads in post-war fiction
stimulated a group of novels produced around th@049that was profoundly
ambivalent in its approach to certain ideas. Tieperament showed paths pointing
away from realism, while many still had faith iretfuture of the realistic novel and
respected that tradition. At the same time, theyewaware of the difficulties of
writing as a realist in a changing climate. Byattssay considers a group of novels

whose description could easily be applied to hem awwrk. The novels show

a formal need to comment on their fictiveness comtbiwith a strong sense of the value of a
habitable imagined world, a sense that modelsalitee and ‘the tradition’ are ambiguous and
problematic goods combined with a profound nosgsafgr, rather than rejection of, the great

works of the pastPassionsl61).

The novels negotiated an awareness of some neeagerimental attitudes with their
authors’ commitment to realism and tradition. Cdesng different sensibilities and
ideas surrounding ‘experiment’ and ‘realism’ regpety, Byatt concludes that the
criticisms from each ‘side’ in the 1970s debate raductive and inadequate, making
“wholesale advocacy, or rejection, of particularipgs and writers, as models, so

unhelpful” (Passionsl53). Better, rather, is to find a balance betw#entwo. She
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identifies a symbiotic relationship between thenguang that postmodern gimmicks

often disguise a simple realist prose (157).

In his essay “The Myth of Postmodernist Breaktigldy Graff traces the
development of ideas that influenced the postmodesmement through the ages of
literature. To call postmodernism a breakthrough,angues, is to place too much
distance between current authors and their prederesRather, he prefers to
conceive of postmodernism as the “logical culmrtiof the ideas of modernism
and romanticism (Bradbury 219). Graff reminds uat tit is not only recently that
literature has been telling its readers how littlactually means (219). In the context
of a society where there is a general disregarddbres and standards, literature and
art that follow the same ideas are not steppingydwan the mould (249). Our ideas
of what ‘experimental’ is in the context of art, lagues, needs a revolution.
Radicalism in art turns its back on humanism (Bragll250), while Byatt attempts to

salvage empathy and understanding in her work.

In PossessionByatt writes with the perspective of a contempgprauthor who is
knowledgeable of the current cultural situation &mel state of the novel, surveying
the map of literary history to explore old movensemiith a new consciousness.
Possessiomesurrects past traditions as it considers themn fa critical postmodern
outlook, restoring their appearance in new liteatn a manner that simultaneously

fits into and challenges the novel’'s postmoderméaork.

Byatt's commitment to literary modes of the pasnhams unwavering, even in a

postmodern era that claims to have moved towardie reophisticated approach to
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literary composition. Many argue that we live irwarld where reality has become
unreal, leaving the novel form inadequate to represvents that we no longer
understand (Bradbury 87). B. S. Johnson admireseléyr having the foresight to
open the first Irish cinema (152), believing thhaistshows he recognised that the
advent of this new medium meant the novel coultbnger claim to reproduce reality
as effectively. Joyce adapted the form of the naeebrdingly, shifting its focus from
a medium to tell stories to an innovative explanatof new ways of telling stories
(152). In the face of these arguments, Byatt stibngly identifies with the realist
movement, regarding George Eliot as one of hemlijeheroines. Writing?ossession
Byatt returned to masters of traditional literatioe inspiration: Robert Browning,
Emily Dickinson and Christina Rossetti as modelstfe nineteenth century poets,
and George Elidt Byatt admires Eliot's “moral realism’P@ssions74) that sought
always to capture “distinct, vivid ideas” (75), lalso helped her readers to get closer
to the minds and feelings of her characters. Blyast always been preoccupied with
the problem of the real and how to describe it, @mtinues to defend its techniques
because “it leaves space for thinking minds as alleeling bodies"Rassionsxv),

though she knows it is increasingly seen as ireglev

Another of Byatt’s literary heroines, Iris Murdodie]t the same allegiance to realism
in a climate that called for a change of directioBritish fiction. Her essay “Against
Dryness” argues for a return to realistic desariptithough it was no longer
considered the best mode of expression at that @ftagsions148). Yet Murdoch
recognises that it was not possible simply to mestrthe traditions of the past

unaltered, but argues that it is important to |faom and incorporate them into new

* Byatt edited a book of Eliot's essays that wasliphbd in the same year BsssessiorShe remarked
that her criticism and her creative work are inttetts to one another - they are “like points olirele”
(Passionv).
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work. From Murdoch, Byatt learnt the possibiliti@$ producing experimental

versions of realism.

“Against Dryness” emphasises the need for “the hdead of truth” rather than “the
facile idea of sincerity” (ByattPassionsl7). Byatt carries this impulse through in
Possessiorand explores ways that make it possible to acttesgruth, though her
capacity to do so may be limited. In contrast,ghstmodern writer B. S. Johnson has
an obsession with truth-telling that concerns ftsath facts, while he rages that
“telling stories is telling lies” (Bradbury 160)ndtead he argues that the author must
search for innovative expressions of style. Johresquiores these things by using
such devices as punching holes in the pages dbdoks so that the reader can see
what is coming. He argues that to rely on the senquiriosity of the reader to know
‘what happens next’ is to admit the failure of thavelist, who in that case would
have no faith in the skill of his or her style tg ability to capture the imagination of
his or her reader (154). Byatt argues that his feata “reduces his subject matter to a
carefully structured autobiographyPdssionsl59), making him the case of “a born
writer, part paralysed, part humiliated, part inigpe| part sustained, by an absurd and
inadequate theory” (160). She feels that Johnspatxly thought-through rhetoric
pales in comparison to Murdoch’s clearly arguedserthat supports the idea of truth-
telling. Murdoch uses art to reach for truth ineality that is other than ourselves;
Johnson bans stories from fiction, dismissing thesn'lies’ and takes up, instead,
“impersonal” story telling. Visible through Johnsergimmicks is a “plain, good,

unfussy, derivative realist prose” (157).
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Evidently, Byatt has little respect for Johnsonlairas to innovation.Possession
intrigues readers with its story, drawing them jndbaying on their desire to know
what happens next. And contrary to Johnson’s itlda, does not compromise the
skill or exceptional style of the work, but rath@ghlights it. Byatt shows a clear
regard for a sustaining narrative that will involreaders and educate their
sensibilities, creating for them a new world in elhto escape. She has both a strong
commitment to the power of the story as well aseaperimental attitude to form.
Byatt avoids being limited to a single inadequdieoty, summing up her approach:
“My temperament is agnostic, and | am a non-betievgl non-belonger to schools of
thought” Passionsxiv). This attitude gives her a critical distantbat allows her to

evaluate theories and form her own brand of phpbgdhat is evident in her fiction.

Murdoch argues that “it is the function of the writo write the best book he knows
how to write” (Bradbury 23). IfPossessiomByatt has used every tool available to her
to create the best novel she could have producqukrienenting with forms and

techniques in a way that is expressive of her iddality.
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2.2.Some misqgivings surrounding postmodernism

In an essay on the changing nature of fiction, Bgansiders the effect of expanding
university curricula on the production of fictiocBhe remarks that studies of literature
only began to feature in earnest on curricula i Leavis generation, making it a
relatively new discipline (“Reading, Writing, Studg” 4). This resulted in an

increasing number of “professional” (4) readersjolwvhin turn affected the kind of

novels authors wrote and publishers accepted. Byaftjests that the intellectualism
of postmodern novels arose partly from this new kataiof readers. With some

scepticism, she notes that the inclusion of anaighwork on a teaching syllabus
could ensure its survival. Byatt asks, “How mucls tiee new postmodernist interest
in seductive narrative forms to do with theoriesnafrative and how much with a
desire to write saleable books and speak whale non-specialist readership?” (7).
She discusses the fine line that an author negsetia¢tween being too specifically
intellectual and appealing to the ‘university reati@’ market, and appealing to the
general reading public. Byatt is not wholly conwdcof the merits of the growing

intellectualism in fiction. Her own work has beetcased of being overly cerebral,

but inPossessiont is argued that she “heals herself” (Adams).

While Byatt reflects on the general position oftiba, she is considering her own
place as a writer, where readers are diminishirfguour of other, faster pleasures. In
today’'s competitive environment, an academic margetsents a ready-made,
sizeable audience of ‘professional’ readers - atiegace for a certain kind of fiction

that has the right components to become a ‘sét tégt own response to some of her

work’s status as ‘set text’ is mixed: on the onadahe idea of writing for a reader
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who will look for the subtleties of the work andncée expected to understand
references to past literature is appreciated; whilethe other hand there exists a
pressure to engage with certain ‘politically cotressues, such as feminism

(“Reading, Writing, Studying” 5).

In The Biographer's Tale Phineas is wary of the direction his increasingly
“impassioned” text is taking, and asks, “What swirpiece of writing is it, for what
purpose, for which reader?” But he concludes, “iyrha passionate or dispassionate
as | choose, since this document has no importangevay” (141). Phineas must
acknowledge the futility of his enterprise but la¢ tsame time goes on writing. He
asks the crucial question endemic to any autharsposition: who will my audience
be? Byatt writed'he Biographer’s Talavith a professional audience in mind, aiming
comments at them that satirise the existence af suc audience while providing
plenty for such groups to discuss. Phineas prodacésxt that is self-reflexively
aware of the problems inherent in producing a téet no one will read. His
comments humorously point out the text's dullndsg he (and Byatt) knows would
only be understood and appreciated by a certainpgod readers. “Get a life!” (103),

Byatt seems to be telling her post-structuralisyghoanalytically- minded readers.

Possessiorand The Biographer's Talelramatise some of Byatt's misgivings with
postmodern literary theory and the current statditefature, questioning whether
postmodernism can really keep a reader (whethdegsmnal or casual) interested
and engaged and, if so, for how long.AaossessionByatt touches on a sharp irony
that undermines a major premiss of postmodernigmpoting some of the problems

surrounding its arguments. But she writes in a Wy offers a solution, ultimately
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“speak(ing) fiction’s ability to encompass conti@dry theoretical stances that theory

itself may not resolve” (Poznar).

The creation of postmodernism involved the “distolu of every kind of totalising
narrative which claims to govern the whole compfetd of social activity and
representation” (Connor 9). Influential thinkerglswas Darwin and Freud contributed
to a mood of uncertainty that led to the underngnif grand narratives and
ultimately their dissolution. Julia Kristeva dedad writing as a postmodernist as
“writing-as-experience-of- limits” (qtd. in Hutchep Poetics 8) - the limits of
knowledge, truth, history and narrative certairgythority and power. The author is
no longer the all-knowing God-like figure over axtteinstead, self-reflexive
metanarratives that reflect endlessly on themsebwes created; these narratives
involve the reader in the process of making thekdue or her own. Hutcheon argues
that postmodern works are “narcissistic” (“Introtan” 14) in that they are self-
obsessed to the point of destructioRossessionchallenges the limits of
postmodernism by reinvesting grand narratives wigtaning and showing the value
of striving at least to reach for what we know nieeypartial. The novel’'s characters
desire the unattainable, but have to learn nagttthis awareness cripple their search.
Byatt reclaims her position of creative authoritsenthe text in its final touches and
in doing so provides her readers with one of theagny qifts of fiction: the pleasure
of a defined ending. She believes that to accepidea that all narratives are partial
fictions is to remove interest and power from ard anoral life Passionsl?). Byatt
implies that it is an artist’'s duty to contribute the consumer’'s moral education.
Possessids postscript provides the reader with a piece afative that is given as

the truth. Byatt's straightforward narration leavesleeway to question whether the
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event really happened. She says about herSagarthat she “tried” to be truthful

when writing it, though “texts today are overtlgtive and about fictiveness” (18).
Sugarwas written in “defiance” of postmodernism’s quesing of the existence of
truth. To back up her argument further, Byatt comtseon the accuracy of the
translation of this story into French, which to h&lmowed “that the ideas of
truthfulness and accuracy also have their valid{®y8). The force of her comments
implies that she is reactionary. Byatt's attitudevards the idea of truth-telling is

violent.

Byatt’s disillusionment with postmodernism is parshared. As she pointed out the
lack of radical innovation in Johnson’s writing, hets have argued that the
revolutionary claims of postmodernism are overstafehere have been theoretical
musings that postmodernism is dead; while thereehlbgen discussions about
possible new directions where fiction may be pregiey (Perloff 208). In an essay

on the history of postmodernism, Perloff quotesr@saAlteri’s essay that begins:

| think Postmodernism is now dead as a theoreticatept and, more important, as a
way of developing cultural frameworks influencinggwh we shape theoretical

concepts (230).

The essay traces the development of the term fr@l®70s until the present day.
Perloff notes the shifts in the descriptions ofriym the first “utopian” phase where it
“involved a romantic faith in the open-endednes$itefary and artistic discourse, in
the ability of these discourses to transform thdwesg. Postmodernism was still
imbued with the belief that it offered a “cuttindge” (183). She argues that Jean-

Francois Lyotard’s influential essay “The PostmodeCondition” shifted the
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definition of the concept to something more broadlitural, rather than focusing on
the literary world. She remarks on how influentiederic Jameson’s “Cultural
Logic” essay has been, noting that all articlesofeing his work continue to use his
terms. Perloff notes a shift in postmodern discewfer Jameson’s influential essay
from the idea of ‘openness’ to ‘depthlesness’ (186Nowing on from Jameson’s
negative pointers about “the waning of affect” (éson 10). Attempts to define
postmodernism brought increasing lists and presong that pronounced on it,
resulting in a somewhat reductive analysis thak @way from the ideas of freedom

and openness that are its foundation. Stephen C@mmaoints the problem:

What is striking is precisely the degree of conasria postmodernist discourse that there is
no longer any possibility of consensus, the autative announcements of the disappearance
of final authority, and the promotion and recirc¢ida of a total and comprehensive narrative

of a cultural condition in which totality is no Iger thinkable (Perloff 9-10).

Perloff's essay shows “doubt about the abilityle# postmodern idea to generate new
vitality in art, overwhelmed as it is now by theayd theorisers” (Larrissy 2). Taking
into account arguments about the death of postmaier she ultimately suggests
that we have moved into a ‘post-post’ age thatis step beyond it. The writers and
artists of this ‘post-post’ age are increasinglgililisioned with the concepts of
postmodernism in its complexities, complicating tarthe extent that it is removed
from the purpose of entertainment. Postmodern ramteasingly becomes cerebral,
demanding an intellectual rather than emotionapoase. Interpretation today has
become a reactionary act that is the “revenge @frtellect upon art and the world”

(Sontag,“Against Interpretation” 7), impoverishing art bymplying that the work is
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not good enough; it must be something more. Inéapion is a “violation” of art,
turning it merely into “an article for use” (10)oftag argues that in our culture of
excess we need to recover our senses so that weeelmore, responding to the

basics of an artwork and the purity of its emoti®mthat it is more real to us (14).

Considering the ‘structurality’ of structure, JaequDerrida argues that there is
always a centre within that structure that willveeto organise, but also “limit what
we might call theplay of the structure” (278). The destabilisation tlexists in
postmodernism ensures the lack of a centre, wHiolv&a freedom to play with and
experience the flexibility of a thought patterntthas no structure. Postmodernism is
free of modernism’s angst, too young to remembetadle context where grand
narratives were not questioned (Eagleton 66)Pdssessionhowever, Byatt points
out that the jouissance of a postmodern text maty always translate into a

pleasurable reading or writing experience. Hassitioises postmodern fictions’:

tendency to dehumanize the very values it seekseite; its propensity to displace
the affective powers of literature (its pathos) asw to overwhelm poesis with
remorseless irony; above all, its rancid or muaidsp, which deadens the reader’s

pleasure ( “The Critical Scene” 270).

Byatt reminds us that “art does not exist for podit or for instruction- it exists
primarily for pleasure, or it is nothing” (“Introdtion” xiii) - pleasure for both the
reader and the creator. And if postmodern artgseimsingly weighted with theory, it
becomes simply cerebral, a battle of ideas - boang precisely what Byatt wants to
avoid in her fiction (“Author statement”). Art caand does, have more functions than

to entertain, yet that is its first duty, Byattieeks.
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2.3.The Biographer’s Tale An introduction to some themes inPossession

The Biographer’'s Talavas published ten years affeossessionlt echoes many of
the same concerns as the earlier book, as if Byattnot quite finished with that set
of ideas yet. The book’s main character is a yowsegolar who has become
disenchanted with poststructuralist thought andrisetp become a literary detective,
and along the way has an affair with a descendatiteoperson he is studying. The
novel not only concerns itself with a similar plbtit has many of the same themes, as
PossessianThe Biographer’'s Talds a useful introduction to the earlier novel's
concerns about postmodernism. It is a postmodeuelnibat is a satire on itself,
drawing attention to the potential for the lack kafman interest in this mode of

fiction.

The novel’'s main character, Phineas G. Nanson,dalvenpostmodern literary theory
to adopt the “despised” (5) academic pursuit ofgaphy. His new project involves

him in a frustrated search for clues about the difea biographer (Scholes Destry-
Scholes), about whom very little information is éafale. Phineas’s search is framed
as a detective story, presenting the reader witlystery that could possibly be solved
by following the textual clues. The novel reprodaitieree sections of primary sources
unaltered, “exactly as (Phineas) found them” (3%)e sources span fifty-eight pages
of text, lacking any system of organisation so thay make little sense. And at the
end of this, Byatt, tongue-in-cheek, has Phineaangent: “I wasn’t sure what to

make of these odd pieces of writing” (96). The peabis that the clues are neither
very interesting, nor do they lead anywhere. AsnP&as proceeds with his study, it

becomes clear that many of the details have bemnanced” (112) - and perhaps for
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good reason: out of the necessity of keeping thdeerinterested. Phineas finds the
search rather unglamorous: on a visit to the hoinerevDestry-Scholes grew up, he
finds an ordinary red box of a house, shatterirggféuntasy of a ‘posh’ place “where
an imaginative boy might play.. with gables andnder windows” (31). He leaves the
house disappointed, having met another dead-emappears that a whole life has
been lost; having slipped through the cracks of twiegorded it. InPossession
Cropper jokes that the biographer leaves a shad@w lus work (458), yet Destry-
Scholes’s shadow is barely traceable; his perdgniglimade visible only in (rare)
comments such as, “change this silly metaphor, SPB%grapher’'s Tale26). Not

having much else to go on, this small find exciRégeas tremendously.

Phineas becomes increasingly disillusioned withcuisst that leads nowhere. After
reams of dead-end clues, the novel subsequentbme more interesting as Phineas
follows the advice of Ormerod Goode and starts get ‘a life’ (103) — he has
relationships with two women at the same time andsfa job in a bizarre travel
agency. Elements of conflict, romance and mystegy introduced and the banal
nature of everyday life becomes more fantasti@aataby is confused with reality. He
eventually abandons his futile academic enterpaise becomes something “useful”
(257), taking up pollination ecology and tourismh&4 he discontinues his studies,
he is released from all sense of structure anddirons and can embrace the pleasure
of life, love, and writing for writing’s sake. Pleas becomes “addicted to forbidden

words, words critical theorists can’t use and wsitean” (250).

The Biographer’s Talargues for a return to humanism and human intetlegtving

the reader two pictures of postmodern fiction - tme is dull but extremely clever;
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the other that is alive with action and human donflbut still clever). The novel

shows that postmodernism’s endless questions caather dreary, and that readers
need at least some semblance of an answer to keeprterest. The work shows the
reader how much more compelling real life is thenpty representations of theories
about life. It asserts its humanism on a mode afoin that is changing; it shows, to
become more cerebral, arid and impersonal, argastgad for the preservation of the

novel as an investigation of personality and tHewoof life.

PossessiomndThe Biographer’'s Talask what it is the professional reader is really
looking for in a postmodern novel. The novels sstjdevely characters are more
compelling than reams of theoretical discussidrerd is “nothing like a gamble and a
bit of action” Possessiom89). Possessiorgives more concession to the reader’s
desire for a pleasurable experience - almost al [dose ends of the story are
resolved, the characters find the evidence theyamidang for and are able to make
sense of it, while the reader is not expected twcgss the clues exactly as the
characters do. The two novels question the almfifyostmodern fiction to continue to

generate the interest of readers while it remagmsidated by theory.

Noting thatBiographer’'s Talewas written aftePossessionit is possible to question
Byatt’s integrity and belief in her ideas about fposdern fiction. If she wanted to
satirise the overly cerebral quality of postmodaaovels, she could have written a
clever, satisfying novel that does not resort tandpeoverly cerebral itselfThe

Biographer’s Talesuggests that a tension exists for Byatt — shiepses the need for
more light—hearted elements in postmodern liteeatyet she continues to want to

write intellectually challenging work that can imporate her vast variety of interests.
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In a review of Byatt’'s latest novelhe Whistling Womempublished in 2002, Adams
scathingly accuses her of being a “melodramati@apg&dand her work of a “collapse
into costumed melodrama” that is barely disguisgdhler erudition. Adams is
unimpressed by the sheer bulk of information in tByawriting that she feels is
unintelligible and written only to show off, rathéman to serve the reader. After
PossessionByatt returned to her characteristic academite sty writing, despite her
suggestion that fiction in general needs to movayawom this. It appears she
‘relapses’ into her old habits, whdihe Biographer’s Talgarticularly points to the
weakness of those habiBossessiorndulges Byatt as well as the reader, while the
rest of her novels appear to indulge only Byatte ®xpressed the intention for
Possessiorto be a novel that was liked. How much she succeedhis must be

viewed with some critical distance.
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3. POSSESSION:THE ENERGIES AND COMPLEXITIES OF MEANING IN

THE TEXT

This chapter considers the complexities of meamnipe title PossessianThe word
‘possession’ acts as a metaphor that encompasseshémes of love, desire,
knowledge, ownership and jealousy that surrounddBigph and Christabel’'s love
affair. Their relationship captures the dynamicshef wider set of relationships in the
novel, including that between characters past amgemt. The second part of the
chapter goes on to explore this connection betwestorical and present time. It
looks at the postmodern characters’ loss of wtalitd interest in life that is restored
through the discovery of the pasRossessionshows that the theories of
postmodernism have contributed to their inert livagpling their minds so that they
are unable to experience any pleasure becauserdéigayd it, critically, as suspect.
They must draw their energy from the past to réisiatheir lives. It is through the
continuous comparison of the characters past amdept thatPossessioracutely
satirises their postmodern frame of mind, and, byeresion, the dullness of

postmodern fiction.

3.1.PossessindPossessionan introduction to the complexities of meaning

Possessions a tissue of repetitious phrases and wordssbiate to draw a complex
set of connections between the present and the Taestcentral motif of ‘possession’
orders these links and captures in a single womd ititricacies of the novel's
relationships. The title intrigues with its posktes of meaning, qualified by its

subtitlea romance The battles to possess, and the conflicts intritesthis, work as
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the central theme in the text's relationships -weein characters in a traditional
romance, between characters past and present, drettext and reader. In the
relationships, the key to success is to locatelanba between the desire to possess
and the need to maintain autonomy. Those in relahtips must undergo a
negotiation, much as Byatt negotiates her ambieaeroward postmodernism. The
word possession captures the powerful pull of & thet is more vital and alive than

the present, which satirises the scholars’ postmmigia.

To possess completely is to know, to understandtarve power. A possession is
an object - but thecomepossessed by something (a desire, a persony, tisdothing

to have power over you. Christabel tries to reRehdolph because she fears the loss
of her self-possession and solitude. Yet Ash’srdesi love her completely begins to
possess _himso that he is unable to think of anything else.pbssess would be to
make Christabel into an object to be controlled] aane love cannot make an object
of what it desires. Christabel composes a riddlaroegg as a metaphor for her self-
possession. The egg’s hard shell protects itsl&agntre “with life in the middle of
it” (Possessiori61). To reach out too soon to touch it is to k@skshing this outer
wall, spilling the liquid so that it becomes a wgtenass that cannot be grasped.
Christabel warns Randolph: “Think what you wouldséan your hand if you put
forth your Giant strength and crushed the solichestd&Something slippery and cold
and unthinkably disagreeable” (162). The hard sfmogecting the egg’s liquid mass
acts also as a metaphor for her virginity, whi¢toroken prematurely, would damage
her. Christabel is ambivalent, needing to remaue tto herself, her values, her
feminist attitude and her chosen way of life witlaighe - yet desire acts as a pulling

force on her, and she cannot deny what she febésféars the metaphorical flame -
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the fire of their passion - will burn her and comguher until she is left only as a pile

of ashes and “lifeless dust” (237).

Randolph and Christabel are unable to resist thesire to know one another; they are
caught up in their passion that they give in toafuihecessity” (334). Their desire for
each other inspires a similar force of emotionha investigators of their lives, for
whom the thought of perhaps never knowings79) (emphasis in original) is
unbearable. The correspondence intrigues becaegeatie only beginnings without
endings (26), and these fragments of informatioaksan a desire that is recognised as
“more fundamental even than sex” (97). Narrativaogity is seen as old-fashioned
and “primitive” (290) yet it begins to possess Huholars, taking over their rational

minds.

Roland and Maud are desperate to know about thebpaause to know is to possess
— an antidote to their feeling of beingossessed by the past. Roland feels a
complicated sense of ownership over the lettershtadinds that relates to the life of
the words. What excites him is the living, breaghgquality of the words that, he feels,
connects him to something personal of Ash’s. Hiputsive theft, driven by a desire
(not wholly motivated by academic greed) to discabe secret on his own, ensures
that he is in possession of the letters. At theesame, he feels that the story belongs
to Ash, and to read his intensely private corredpone with Christabel is to trespass

on a corner of his world.

As the narrative unfolds, the reader begins to esharthe desperate desire for

knowledge. Yet though he or she strives to possesgext, it teasingly resists being
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fully understood (Jeffers 136). The history tha #itholars want desperately to know

finally eludes their possession just as the textea@way from the reader’s grasp.

To keep a reader interested requires the writéils 81 PossessionByatt ‘seduces’

the reader into a text that is meta-critically asvaf itself by masquerading as a
traditional romance (Jeffers 136Fossessids intriguing clues are scattered
throughout its letters, poems and diary entrieslikenThe Biographer’s Talethe

clues encourage the readers to immerse themselthe unfolding narrative. Roland
and Maud recklessly abandon their homes and theik,wso the readers may find
themselves voraciously consuming the text at theeese of a good night's rest.

Christopher Hope commented on his reading expezienc

I haven't read anything in an age I've enjoyed s@&m Nor have | sat into the small
hours turning the pages of a manuscript in exeerednputer print, with such risk to
my eyes... because | simply had to get to the eritl (oéproduced orPossessics

back cover).

To become completely possessed may inspire ouslandiotentially damaging
actions that become demonic. The demonic elementgogsession’ relate to the
realm of the unreal and the fantastic. In a woflehineteenth century feminism and
spiritualism, possession has a double meaningnglad the empowerment of women

and the embrace of their individualidnas well as spiritual connotations. An

® Spiritualism offered a way for women in the niregtth century to invoke their independence and to
find employment in a realm that was not dominatgdnen. The profession allowed women to utilise
what were thought of as “ ‘feminine’ qualities agsivity , receptiveness, lack of ‘reason’ ” (By&th
Histories and Storie404). It offered an opportunity for adventure asdape into a world of the
unknown.
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important clue unfolds in Hella Lees’s séance, whke is apparently possessed by
the spirit of Blanche. The terrible voice calls duémember the stones” (471),
tormenting Christabel who is possessed by guilslifigs surrounding Blanche’s
death, particularly as the stones she used to arddmowning were those that
Christabel had brought back from her illicit trgp Yorkshire. Christabel is possessed
by pain and guilt for what happened to Blanche endaily punished because her
child does not love her. In disturbing imagery, shptures how her guilt for the fate
of the dead begins to sup up her life force: sedieg walking in the snow, she bids

the lost souls stay where she can meet them:

And your sharp fingers
Featly might pick
Flesh from my moist bones

Touch at the quick-

My warm your cold’s food-
your chill breath my air
When our white mouths meet

It mingles — there — (457).

The desire to possess drives Cropper to rob Ashlseg(which he enacts with a fierce
determination, as if he has been possessed by lsmgether than himself), while his
presence is often suggestively evil. In Brittanggry and frustrated, he attacks his
large plate of seafood with “a claw-cracker andpset-tongued pick” (507),
extracting every possible morsel from the shelle id unwilling to admit the

possibility of failure but insists with menacingrznty, at Blackadder's suggestion
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that the poets rest in peace: “l shall find outO{h Cropper's possession of the

objects of the past gives him a false sense of paagelf these conquests help him to

own the past, while his greed destroys the lifevb&t he seeks to possess (Jenkyns
213). His various thefts have achieved near mythstatus amongst his peers

(Possessiom73): he is certainly capable of stealing to ghtitshe wants. However,

the true substance of the past still eludes him.

The grave robbery is one of the key moments ofadispssion in the text, prefigured
by Ash’s Garden of Proserpingpoem that begins the novel. The poem’s tale of the
“tricksy hero Herakles'’s .. dispossession and fiedt't (3) makes use of imagery that
is used throughout the text. The poem cues in Rikdamcharacteristic robbery of the
letters, which he steals because he felt posségssedme almost demonic desire. The
moment that he dispossesses himself of them is absdexorcism” (569). The
imagery of an Edenic garden with a treasure thguaded by a fiery dragon recurs
throughout the text, and particularly during thevgr robbery (Henelly 455). Above
the churchyard is a weathervane in the shape ofagod Possessiorb76) that
“‘moved a little, this way, that way, creaking, disig, catching a desultory air
movement” (584), ominously warning of what is abotathappen. The trees form
teeth-like hedges as they fall in the force ofdteem, trapping Cropper so that he can

go neither forward nor backward.

The text concludes with several ‘dispossessionsiai®l hands back the letters that
he stole; Cropper must hand over the box from theey while Maud surrenders her
attachment to her autonomy, so that Roland istablenter(ed) and (take) possession

of all her white coolness” (601). And it is onlytexf this series of dispossessions that
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the postscript is offered. This knowledge eludes gbholars, who are finally unable
to possess the past. The text suggests that, Ifthheakcholars’ desperate actions to
discover the past, the key to possession is disgegm (Jenkyns 214). To understand

the past it is best to let it work in its own mysgtes way.

The technique of omniscient narrator in the pogises a key point in the novel’s
negotiation with postmodernism. The extent of megnin the word possession
crystallises the novel's themes, asserting therauny of the text and the lover in a

way that finally reclaims the author’s power, cballing postmodernism.
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3.2.A lost vitality: The present as endless recyclingfdhe past

Possessiorsatirises the dull ennui of the postmodern presentontrast to the
vibrancy of history. It is haunted by the ghostdha past, filled with texts and clues
that evoke the richness of a world gone by. Theehaxplores the complex
interlinking of the lives of those past and preseesiring to “connect a bygone time
with the very present that is flitting away from”u@awthorne qgtd. in Byatt,
“Introduction” xiii). The ghosts of the past filhé minds of the present day characters
with the rhythms of their world, dominating not grtheir thoughts but their actions
so that they begin to be possessed by the past waya that is “unnaturally
determined” Possessiorb98). Roland is able to trace the outline of Asfalse in
Maud, who begins to feel demonically possessechbyspirit of her ancestors, as if
they have taken her over (598). TBa&ie de Tréspassés Brittany is a meeting place,
a threshold, between this world and the next whieeeliving can magically cohabit
with the dead (425)Possessiortreates a liminal land between the present and the
past, blurring the distinction between the two aflldwing the reader to inhabit a

world where he or she is offered access to thefpastthe viewpoint of the present.

The scholars’ obsession with the past is persondl @ofessional, but it is also
morbid and ironic, as if the past were suckinglifeeblood away from the marrow of
their bones in a reversal of normality. In a viyidlhostly image, Byatt captures the
deathly fading of our reality in comparison to thrgght vitality of the past. Driving
away from Seal Court, Maud thinks about ChristaltBhg in a pony cart down the
very same roads. She watches her surroundingsjnmgghe old dying trees as they

once were, “dancing, golden-green, in a brightrgpa hundred years ago, flexible
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saplings, tossed and resilient”. The things arcugrdhow seem suddenly to be not the
solid things, but “the ghostly things, feeding tming through, the young vitality of
the past” (160). The trees today are sickly anahglykilled off by the slow drip of
acid rain; our world is cracked and decaying wité talse wisdom of its age. The rich
world of the past is seductively real in a postmadeorld that sees everything as

eroded.

A strong web of connection builds up between thHekrs and the historical poets.
The common denominator in the scholars’ lives &rtshared commitment to, and
identification with, Ash and La Motte. The effedttbis is that their thoughts are an
endless recycling of someone else’s; their livesaar eternal subordination to others.
However the scholars are content with the purstitthe traces of the past -
Blackadder reflects on the “pleasant subordinati¢B5); Roland enjoys “his
knowledge of the movements of Ash’s mind, stalkewugh the twists and turns of
his syntax, suddenly sharp and clear in an uneggeepithet” (26). Mortimer
Cropper gets a perverse thrill from the conquestuiitiing up his collection of Ash’s
belongings. He feels a personal connection to Asbugh the private possession of
his pocket watch, about which his emotions werelént”, believing “that it had
been meant to come to him, that he had and heleéthamg of R. H. Ash. It ticked
near his heart” (460). The scholars’ romance witle nhineteenth century and
obsession with preserving the past is a backlaainsigthe acid decay of their own

society.

The connection with the past dominates every aspédheir lives, even their

identities, which are integrally connected to Astd da Motte. It defines who they
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are; as Maud reflects: “Christabel, defending QGhabsl, redefined and alarmed
Maud” (161). The novel celebrates a past that fedtgreat men and women whose
life and work continues to inspire. Blackadder, sidaring what it would have been
like to follow another career, cannot conceive dife without Ash’s ideas: “What
would knowledge be, collected for its own sake,Hisrown sake, that was, for James
Blackadder, with no reference to the pickings, diigam, and leavings of Randolph
Henry Ash?” (35).The scholars make do with leftevexf knowledge; thoughts
already ruminated on, so that anything they prodsice simple regurgitation of the

old. However, they are greedy for any scraps oflkaedge that they come across.

Tracking the poets’ journey through life involveteially treading in their footsteps
(the trips to Yorkshire and Brittany) as well asneetaphorical tracing of the
movements of their minds. This is pleasurable fer $cholars but at the same time,
the continual awareness that they are travellimgphiths that have been trod before
them is debilitating. All thoughts of the possitids of creating, or thinking about,
something that is entirely original have been disted; they are all too aware of the
twentieth century maxim that there are no new ideasy new ways of presenting
them: “Were these thoughts original, Maud wondeesd| decided almost inevitably
not; all the possible thoughts about literary sotiygy had recently and strenuously
been explored” (304). And there appears to be litiat is original left: “Roland had
ceased to be surprised that an English Departmasitsponsoring the study of French
books. There seemed to be nothing else nowada®’ W@hat strikes the reader
about the post-structuralist texts is their preabdity. Phineas gives poststructuralism
up because his seminars were “repetitive in theeme”. He finds the same “lures

and deceptions beneatBiographer’s Tal€l), regardless of the text being studied.
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That their lives are following the patterns of ghast is reinforced by the tissue of
repetitious phrases linking present and histotioa. The novel encourages a reading
of the postmodern characters in terms of theirlgnaith the past, so that their dull
lives pale in comparison to the story of Randolpid &hristabel's affair. Their
reluctance to enter into any relationships is &atily contrasted against the earlier
lovers’ passion. The postmodern scholars existudysthe past, steeping themselves
in its great traditions. But the parallel intertevth the characters in the past enriches
the reading of the postmodern scholars. Theidtlrees feed off the energy and
vivacity of history.Possessiomnacts the paradox of its central ‘joke’: that dead

are more alive than the living (Byatt gtd. in Scen).

The level of connection with Christabel and Rantalpintimately personal. Having
spent their professional lives in the company ef poets, the connections they make
with them dominate their personal lives. Maud’s uise to study Christabel’s poetry
comes from a poem she read when she was “very”s(@d)l - she has spent her life
admiring Christabel’s work. The two women are btthilly mortal(s)” (Possession
169, 346) who can be brusque and ‘cold’ in manneemthey feel their solitude or
autonomy threatened. Leonora and Blanche haveaime $serms of endearment for
the two, “princess” (54, 382), while Ellen think$ lwer younger, nubile self as “a
princess” (545). The fairytale motifs of ice, snomgter and glass are used to capture
the theme of Christabel’'s, Maud’s and Ellen’s conceith their autonomy. IIThe
Glass Coffin a Grimm’s fairy tale rewritten ilPossessionthe young woman is
liberated from her glass prison that she is trappethecause of her wish to be

independent. A young tailor, who wants only to bkedo practise his craft and make
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an honest living, rescues her from her state of-dleép. The barriers of glass
symbolise the loneliness of feminine autonomy atelerness, and the fear of
sacrificing life for the sake of arOf Histories and Storie$57). In a traditional fairy

tale, the knight rescues the lady and the two Wé happily ever after. In

Possessian retelling, the lady is rescued from her statslekp by a craftsman who
is content to go on doing his work while she iett¢o live the life she has chosen for
herself. To go on working is a necessity for Glabgl, which she communicates with

urgency to Randolph:

this need is like the Spider’'s need who carriesfgelfier a huge Burden of Silk which
shemust spin out the silk is her life, her home, her safety - fayd and her drink

too... sheMust- or die of surfeit - do you understand mE@gsessio218).

Similar to the young lady rescued, Christabel cke@litude and a life with Blanche
for the sake of her independence and her art. dl#ude is necessary to preserve her
life of creativity; she fears her relationship wiRlandolph will threaten this essence of
her being. With time, the princess Christabel bez®fian old witch in a turret” (593),

trapped in a tower and consumed with guilt and gham

The theme of Christabel’s life echoes in Maud’s ifest scholarship and her life. She
writes about “Thresholds. Bastions. Fortresses0)&3 she builds up the walls of her
defences, her surname ‘Bailey’ symbolic of her ndedprotect herself. Her
commitment to work and to Christabel becorhes life: anything else interferes. Her
difficulty with others frustrates her: “why couldhes do nothing with ease and grace
except work alone, inside these walls and curtdies,bright safe box?” (161). The

walls Maud has built around her protect her soétudhile her cold demeanour is a
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reaction against any feeling she might have foexsth*When | feel — anything - | go

cold all over. | freeze. | can’t - speak out.” (39t the Bailey’s icy library Maud

suddenly becomes animated and assured - “As thilnggtold brought out her proper
life, as though she were at home in it” (152). Hathroom is “a chill green glassy
place, glittering with cleanness.. a shimmeringvarocurtain like a glass waterfall..
the window, full of watery lights” (66). In the fatale-like place and in the comfort
of coldness, Maud is the “Princess on her glads (803), where she closes herself
off from the complications of real life. Maud hagaatastical identity that allows her
to escape, at least some of the time, to a worldeofown design. Doing this means
she is protected, but also shows that she hashérsénergy and vitality and would

rather retreat than participate fully in life.

Having spent years in the company of Ellen Ashutihts, Beatrice Nest begins to
become like her. After “an initial period of cleabservation and detached personal
judgement.. she became implicated, began to sHem@<$long days of prostration in
darkened rooms, to worry about the effect of mildewdamask roses long withered”
(136). The texts that she reads dominate herddehat she becomes inseparable from
their distant author. Those who think of her therky in terms of her relationship to
Ellen, who was in her lifetime continually thougiftonly as a wife, a daughter, or a
sister. Having supported Randolph, Ellen feel$aigery small virtue to claim, a very

negative achievement to hand my whole life on” (145

Beatrice feels defensive of Ellen, as though sh&t®to protect her from ‘ghouls’ and

‘vultures’ who might expose her to ridicule. Theay® have made her possessive of

Ellen’s journal, considered almost to be her propevhich partly contributes to her
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reluctance to produce an edition. Beatrice’s offecéescribed as an “inner room.. a
small cavern constructed of filing cabinets...almdsicked in by the boxes
containing the diary and correspondence of Elleh”A83). She notices Ellen’s
protection of herself through her evasive diaryieatand walls herself in with these
diaries, building a safe space in which to liveaBee is trapped in a box, condemned
to live life contained, bricked into a solitary raahat she found herself in because
she was pushed there by men’s expectations. Heedfecomes a different kind of

turret where she is condemned, she believes byt@apecome a witch (271).

Byatt's feminist ideals are displayed in the tex@impathy for these isolated women
whose doom is: “To Drag a Long Life out/ In a D&kom” (132). In her days of
headache, Ellen lies very still, “suspended alnagsSnow White lay maybe, in the
glass casket, alive but out of the weather, bragtbut motionless” (282). Her life’s
potential and her youthful wishes of wanting to“aePoet and a Poem” (144) are
wasted as she lives a kind of half-life, trappedha glass in a state of stasis. The
essence of her, and Beatrice’s, tragedy is hetioradChristabel chooses a life with

Blanche to avoid this fate.

The continuous comparison with the past forcestlreative into a tightly constricted
plot-coil that condemns the scholars to follow thetern of the past always, like
Maud'’s hair that is perpetually tightened in knatsl put away under a turban. Her
hair is symbolic of her sensuality, controlled hesm of her innate fear of being
treated as a possession by men attracted to hks I@&®9). But on their visit to
Boggle Hole, a moment that they think is an esdap®a the story of Randolph and

Christabel but ironically is not, Roland convindes to let it out. Like the poets, they
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choose to visit the place because of the unusumérand thus the trip only serves as
another link between them. The experience, at,léasin opportunity for personal
discussion: “they took no books” (325). Letting dwar hair loosens something in
Maud as well as Roland; it is a moment of undedstajpnbetween them that allows
their relationship to develop. Maud feels safe gmoto relax in his company and
release her sensuality, although the erotic cororetietween them is teasingly spun
out, culminating in their seduction only at the abv end. Maud understands that
Roland is not “making a pass. You know that... | kngw will know I'm telling the
truth.” (330) The moment is a release; the “se#flexive, inturned postmodernist
mirror-game or plot-coil” (499) is let out and alled to breathe, have a life and move
toward a conclusive, pleasurable ending. Maud psdtekeep to herself, however the
novel forces her to reach out to others and relakeir company, symbolised by her
letting her hair go. Her struggle is akin to Byatstruggle to balance the need satisfy
her erudite mind and the intention to create a hthet is entertaining. Roland and
Maud are encouraged to live out their own destimyly fully letting go of their need
for self-possession in the final pages of the téxivever - andPossessios plot
moves toward a happy ending rather than simply m@ng trapped in the limiting

game of mirrors and reflections.

Postmodernism sees everything as a text. The pdstme@haracters are embedded in
a textual tradition so that even their sense dfisdextual. In the novel Roland and
Maud'’s lives become texts trapped in a simulacriine details of the lives they refer
back to are lost and unrecoverable, blurring arsarcldefinition of who they
essentially are. What is most important is ofteshdbn by the “mystery of privacy”

(137). Roland’s textually nuanced reading of hirhiedds him to realise that he and
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Maud are trapped in the plot of a Romance; “a wulgad high Romance
simultaneously” (503). The textual references @laign in a medieval type romance
as well as a popular twentieth century romance tl@nfirst visit to Seal Court, he
rescues Lady Bailey who is stuck on the hill in kdreelchair. She says to her
husband, “I have had an adventure and been respuedknight” (87). They read
others in terms of textual references too, seeings8orge as “a caricature... Such
people, in his and Val's world, were not quite reat still walked the earth. Maud too
saw him as a type” (88). He feels distanced fronudlbecause of “an outdated
English social system of class” (503) that places dut of her 'league’. Romance is
recognised as an overriding narrative that “conesappearances of the world, and
of the particular lover’s history, out of a randdangle and into a coherent plot”
(499). To behave as though they were in a plot ofomance “would be to
compromise some kind of integrity they had setwaith” (500). It is important for the
couple to be able to negotiate a relationship eir thwn terms, rather than becoming
intimate simply because they are following the grattof the past. They have a need
to maintain a sense of “separate lives in theirasgp skins” (502) to distance
themselves from the past as well as from each othethe text's final moments,
when they do share a moment of intimacy, they Hage acknowledged that they

love each other, albeit begrudgingly: “It isn’tme@nient” (600).

To find themselves in situations they have onhdrabout is at times pleasurable and
exciting. At the end of the novel, the group of dahs are in the plot of an Albert
Campion detective story, complete with buried tweasand villain. Euan relishes
creating the plan to catch Cropper in the act tbnog Ash’s grave. Afterwards he

reflects: “I've always wanted to say, ‘You are sumded’ ” (589), and in this story,
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he is given the opportunity to becobert Campion. IrPossessioByatt celebrates

the pleasure of writing parodies of the childhoddriss she grew up reading
(“Introduction” xiii), as well as pointing out thexcruciating seriousness of

postmodernism.

For Maud and Roland, it is easier to live life thgb the lens of literature and
experience pleasure vicariously. Val sees Rolaok&ssion as marginally unhealthy:
it is “this thing about this dead manP@ssessior24-25) that removes him from the
real world of commerce and “menial” concerns (ZB)e “theoretically knowing”
(501) scholars lack any kind of practical knowledgehelp them in the real world.
Their commitment to the past acts as an antidotdhéd exhausted culture that is
worn out from its endless repetition of the pastdig that they both long for empty
white beds, a blank state devoid of desire, Mauntar&s: “maybe we’re symptomatic
of whole flocks of exhausted scholars and thedr(824). The beds are symbolic of
their attempt to circumvent desire, but their worgyvision is suggestive of the grave
and even of death (Shinn 167). That this is préterto a full life, even if it brings
with it emotional tangling and complications, istdirbing. Their vision of escape is
symptomatic of, and a reaction against, their pevibad relationships. When Maud
thinks of her relationship with Fergus, she imagi@e“huge, unmade, stained and
rumpled bed, its sheets pulled up into standinkpé@re and there, like the surface
of whipped egg-white” (67). Fergus has broken tloeecouter shell of Maud’s
solitude, soiling the clear whiteness with the telnce of their relationship. This bed
is the antithesis of what Maud and Roland long fastead of clean and crisp, it is
sordid and dirty. Similarly, Roland’s first assd@a with the Putney flat and his life

with Val is unpleasant disorder. He remembers tgpessed ceiling.. a room with no
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view” (66) and, met with Maud’s tidy bathroom, hengpares it to his own that is
“full of old underwear, open pots of eyepaint, damg shirts and stockings, sticky
bottles of hair conditioner and tubes of shavingnid (67). He and Maud both desire
white beds because they are clean and free ofititial and metaphorical mess that
currently clutters their lives. Roland particularglishes the chance to sleep in a space
where he can stretch out, rather than keepinglystiéf himself on a corner of a
mattress shared with Val. But to be without thenstas also to risk being without
excitement, vitality and passion - living an emptg with a clean slate that nothing

and no one can write on.

Maud similarly associates “the whole tenor and emdar of twentieth-century
scholarship” (272) with the image of a dirty whited. When everything is considered
available as a subject for analysis, even lovehingtis the sole reserve of leisure
time and there is no escape except to retreatimank state. The impulse to analyse
is triggered automatically in Maud, who, arrivingBeatrice’s house, begins to study
a photograph of Ash semiotically. As she reflectl)s exhausting. When
everything’'s a deliberate political stance. Eveit'd interesting” (329). Roland and
Maud see love as “a suspect ideological consti{3&3) and are practically incapable
of communicating any feelings for one another, when they do have feelings, they
retreat into a mode of analysis that discounts therauspect. “In revenge” (501), the
postmodern culture is full of the language of séxineories that removes the mystery
of desire (324). There is a certain naivety andwgntessness” (308) about the
tendency to view everything through the lens ofusdity. To analyse is to contain
and to make something manageable. Roland and Mahd@ries place barriers

between them because of their innate fear of irtyndheir previous relationships
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were messy and complicated, Fergus threatening Mauderly and fastidiously neat
“bright, safe box” (161), Val and Roland stayingeéther out of convenience rather
than any real affection for each other. Their loa&ing is often a matter of “will and

calculation, not desire” (150).

Possessioritiques the scholars’ tendency to over-analy$e professional reader is
encouraged to read this novel as a ‘set text’ arghge with its historical literary
references; however the reader is also meant ty ¢ng¢ process. As the “only novel
written to be liked” (Byatt qtd. in Jeffers 136)y#&t created the novel with the
intention of creating pleasure in her readers.nalysing a text of pleasure, Barthes
realises that it his own individuality that he eaoters (62), making it impossible to
completely analyse what it is that makes a texbyafble - it is experiential and
personal. The pleasure of a text is unpredictablériable pleasure, split by mood,
habit, circumstance” (52)Possessiorappears to encourage its own analysis but

finally resists it.

Stepping away from academia and theoretical arsalysissessioencourages reader

and character to return to a more human world.ridwel does not allow the scholars
to remain distanced from life; rather it throwsrtheto a world of scandal, passion
and excitement and forces them to negotiate widisdtthings, drawing them out of
their secluded academic lives. Doing this, Byaterapts to create a balance in an
unbalanced world, where, despite postmodernisnaisncto playfulness, it does not

create much joy in the lives of those who takehesories seriously. The discovery of

the past enables the scholars to embrace the paasgitive a more fulfilled life.
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4. POSSESSION'SHISTORY AS CHALLENGING POSTMODERNISM

Possessioms a fictional historical narrative. The poets’thiy is discovered by the
characters through textual evidence. However, Bgattvare that this cannot offer the
full picture of the past. Byatt's work shows hernooitment to truth and to the
meaningfulness of history by using more than jastual evidence to tell the story of
the past.Possessiorprivileges readers with information unavailabletb@ novel's
characters through the device of the third persorator. Through a discussion of the
postscript and other moments when the omnisciematoat is used, this chapter
considers howPossessionchallenges Lyotard’s definition of postmodernism a
“incredulity toward metanarratives” (xxiv). It exames howPossessiomestores the
value of the past by showing the profound pleathaecan be had from knowing the
whole story — something that is possible only atidin. Byatt accepts the postmodern
idea that history is elusive, yet she still findsay to capture the full story of the past,
managing to negotiate her respect for traditionhwat postmodern principle. She

creates a text that is and is not postmodern.

4.1.Challenging postmodern theory: Reclaiming the valu®f the past

Possessiorchallenges postmodernist theories’ devaluationhef metanarratives of
history and truth, negotiating a space that reddine significance of these things in
people’s livesPossessidn present is invigorated by the past that it merdeing in

touch with the passion and emotion of the paswalithe scholars to connect with
these qualities in themselves. The present is hdtarly emplotted by the past, and

immeasurably enriched by it” (Shiller). The passt many gifts for the scholars; it
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facilitates a renewed sense of vigour and purpbsestores the capacity for empathy

and remodels a previously hopeless future.

The discovery of the past is a journey toward osgiMaud discovers the truth of her
bloodline while the others learn more about thetpdleey emulate, and at the same
time deepen their understanding of their own livesland’s journey is principally
one of self-discovery. At the beginning of the nipvee defines himself in terms of
others - Blackadder, Ash and his girlfriend VBbésessior3). He is a kind of anti-
hero - not particularly strong, successful or daghiut rather small and ‘mole’-i&h
But during the course of the book, he becomes thealkic hero - a knight who
rescues damsels in distress. At the novel's coimiudie has found a measure of
professional and personal success and is libefedad his previous sense of failure.
He is released from his imprisonment in the sotipess stained flat, and before he
leaves, he walks into the forbidden garden tha &/mbol of the “opening of the
future” (562). Importantly the Quest for the truabout Ash’s affair facilitates the
discovery of a poetic voice “he didn't yet know,thwhich was his own” (563) -
derived partly from Ash’s influence but still hisva. The past offers Roland a better
understanding of the present and a greater hop&héofuture. It is “from the Past
(that) Byatt recalls for us the passion of life’h{#h 182). Roland and Maud regain
their passion in more senses than one, rediscayénm pleasures of love and life.
The past is needed to inspire passion in Rolanénvearly in the text he thinks of the

image of a Victorian woman in order to arouse hiin4&0).

® val calls him “mole” on account of his “small rdgufeatures” (14).
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Possessioneaffirms the relevance of the past, reinforcing heed to retell it as a
story that demands empathy (Scanlan 503). The sibrihe past is emotionally
affective and affecting and the scholars and readsx encouraged to connect with
the historical characters on a personal, rathen taa academic, level. Maud
empathises with Christabel in her pain and loneBpnemmensely worried by her
‘spilt milk’ poem that suggests she had given bidha stillborn child Possession
454), and able to imagine how she must have fehearing the news of Blanche’s
suicide. Beatrice weeps with distress at the thotlght Randolph never knew about
his daughter. Their ability to empathise brings their personalities, drawing them
out of their two-dimensional characterisation sattthey come alive. Through the
past their capacity for feeling, that has beenlpartippressed by postmodern thought,

is reconnected.

Postmodernism considers history a human constamct,promotes an awareness of
the power politics that shape our records of th& pa that this is ever-present in a
postmodern retelling of that past (HutcheBoetics16). Postmodernism believes that
it is not possible to tell the truth about histdxgcause what is recorded is never free
from human interference. History is seen as a+{extd Possessios history is only
available to the scholars through the texts thegaga to find. The novel is acutely
aware of the proposition that there is no suchgtlaia an error-free texP@ssession
31), and by implication, that our grasp of the pemt never be without mistakes

Byatt takes into account the ideas about the liofitthowing about the past and still

" A number of phrases in the novel are erroneouslyssreferenced, quite obviously on purpose. For
example, Maud mistakenly quotes Blanche’s suicite as saying she was a “superfluous person”
(265). A few pages later, Val refers to herselfha same way. Yet in the real note Blanche deskribe
herself as a “superfluous creature” (372).
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manages to evoke a picture that is “redemptiveill@h The importance of the past

is redeemed and restored.

Possessioghallenges Jameson’s concerns about the devaluatinstory. He argues
that postmodern historicism and its “random carilrghtion of the styles of the past”
(18) utilises history as a subject merely to beedifior comparisons to our world
today, creating a gap between representationsegsdht and the actual lived reality of
that past. History becomes merely a ‘text’ (18) #mel novel that uses it in this way
becomes indifferent to its importance, so that ‘ave condemned to seek History by
way of our own pop images and simulacra of thabhys which itself remains forever
out of reach” (25). k$tory is replaced byistory, when we are denied access to the
valuable lessons of our past because we focus @t wh cannot come to know.
Jameson is concerned that postmodern novels are coocerned with what Shiller
terms the “look and feel”, rather than the substaoi; the past. Some argue that the
use of traumatic events like the Holocaust as teofial subject risks trivialising the
horror and emotional trauma that are undeniably parthe experience of those
events, as it emphasises the relativity of trutbrrimg the line between fiction and

hard facts (McHale 95-96).

While its subject is a fictional (rather than atted) history, and is all too aware of
the state of history as tex@pssessioms still concerned with retrieving the complete
substance of the past. The novel regards the past@ortant rather than trivialising

it. Contrary to Jameson’s concerigssessiomaptures the rhythms of its characters’
daily lives, reaching to the heart of what is mimsportant to them. It captures the

truth of its characters’ emotions rather than siniple appearance of them, and it
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treats the great men and women of the past witherds The novel’'s project is to

retrieve parts of its characters’ lives that hawdas escaped the notice of those who
study them. The discovery of the love letters afldinem to unravel a key event in the
lives of the poets that was shrouded in secrecyasdtherefore absent in the official
records of their lives. The novel refutes Jamesaacerns about postmodern
historiography by closing the gap between the liveality of the past and what is

recorded (Shiller). Uncovering the letters allow® tscholars to get closer to the
reality of the past, while the intrusion of the dement narrator gives the readers an
even clearer view. Readers criticised Byatt for tlee of this particularly ‘un-

postmodern’ device (“Introduction” xv), yet her comtment to her characters and
creating an emotionally affective story is more artpnt than strict adherence to a
particular convention. The novel's past is aware itsf partiality but does not

emphasise this over its worth. As a result, theys®evocative, while it harnesses the
valuable lessons of the pastossessiorfdemonstrates that acknowledging that we
can only know the past through its textual tracessonot mean that historical events

are irretrievable, or not worth retrieving” (Shiile

The subject of history has been popular in postmodevels because it foregrounds
many of the issues that postmodernism concerndf itsgh: it presents the
opportunity to test the relationship between figtand truth, narrative and fact. And
without a historical context, it is difficult to t@rrogate the present. Historical subjects
are partly unknowable - there are limited facts aegburces about their lives that
provide a framework for discovery, and the restlek to be filled out by the
imagination. Byatt’'s work has explored this spa@tween fact and creativity in

previous novels based on ‘actual’ histori@$e Conjugal Angekrewrote Emily
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Tennyson’s story from a revisionist and feminisipirse, as the details of her life
were largely excluded from any recor@n(Histories and Storie$04). As a novelist
rather than a biographer, Byatt “felt a strongimatfion to stop with the information
(she) had” to allow “space for the kind of fematmsciousness (she) needed” (105).
Her imagination needed freedom to explore her wipice and create the version
she wanted to write. Christabel writes in her latter to Randolph: “All History is
hard facts - and something else - passion and ctgoti by men” Possessiorb92).
Byatt’'s imagination allows her to lend bright caleuo her narrative. The details of
Randolph and Christabel’s journey to Yorkshire weeger recorded in any texts, but
her imaginative reconstruction is an important eie€ the unfolding narrative. It is
the imagination that allows knowledge of the pa&sbrgan 517), and the process of
recreation that is interestihglt is only through fiction that we can exploreeth
silences - the true fabric of others’ lives. Haydéfite regards all history as
narratives, and explores the choices historiansenmakhe writing of it, comparing
this process to that of a novelighterpretation160). There are facts in fiction; and
fiction in facts - the genres blur into one anothaindolph sees his skill in the ability
to tell “such truth as in me lies, with aid of sufittion as | acknowledge mine”
(Possessior200). His poem about Lazarus is a fictive accafrdn actual event, but
he sees his art, as Keats did, as presenting tn “trfulmagination” (201). “When |

write | know” (201) Randolph impresses on Christabel.

8 Salman Rushdie makes the same argument aboutdbess of writing his novélidnight’s

Children He noticed that there were several mistakessrchionology of India’s history, but rather
than correcting them so that his work was a comapletccurate representation, he became interested i
the process of remembering and retelling. He spab&st memory’s own special kind of truth that
“creates its own reality” (Rushdi®idnight’'s Children211). His novel is the narration of a personal
history, rather than a factual history, as expe&genby Saleem Sinai.
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Some of Ash’s poems meditate on the meaning anthvadihistory. Roland unpacks
the origin of Proserpine: “Vico had looked for loistal fact in the poetic metaphors
of myth and legend.. his Proserpine was the cdra, drigin of commerce and
community” (5). Ash’s Proserpine has something @ondth, Blackadder theorised, a
personification of history itself. In Ash’s lettewritten to Cropper’s ancestor, he
writes, “a lifetime’s study will not make accessilib us more than a fragment of our
own ancestral past, let alone the aeons beforeaserwas formed. But that fragment
we must thoroughly possess and hand on” (123).tBwates a similar impulse in
Robert Browning’s work, her model for Ash. She exps$ that although his workhe
Ring and the Bookises ten different descriptions of the same ewbettechnique
differs from the postmodern writers who work frohetsame premiss but use their
texts as an allegory for the process of writingaBgxplains that instead of using the
technique to show the relativity of truth, "Browgin. . appears to be insisting on the
need to pursue and determine truth as far as pessiNen with all our shortcomings

and fallibility amply acknowledged and demonstratgthssions35).

Already in the 19 century, there is an awareness of the partial reatd our

knowledge of the past, but the philosophy is totiome to strive for this knowledge
because of its value. Byatt shares this impulsetaes to reclaim it in a postmodern
time. Similarly, Ash expresses some of the desp&n and women suffered in the
Victorian age that the contemporary characters de&f more keenly. In a letter to
Christabel, Randolph writes, “we live in an old Vdor a tired world - a world that has
gone on piling up speculation and observations| uniths that might have been
graspable.. are now obscured by palimpsest on psést’ (195). Despite this, his

impulse to strive to reach truth remains. Thisimation has been diluted in Maud and
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Roland who have been well trained in poststrucstréhought, yet it is re-awakened
as an almost primitive force in them. Roland anduMaecognise their hunger for
knowledge as “primitive” (92) and basic, an elenagéiidrce. They experience their
desire as an almost physical reaction. Maud fgaisKles all down (her) spine and at
the roots of (her) hair” (289) when she makes &dxconnection between Ashask

to Emblaand Christabel’'$/elusina They both experience a kind of electric shock at
each other’s touch, what Ash described as the “fadikanic” and Roland experiences
as a “stunning blow” (173 ). At the start of thevah they have isolated and removed
themselves from desire. But they slowly succuntst fn the search for knowledge -
more basic than the desire for sex - and then pssgrg to another level, the desire
for one another. One of the reasons that the desgoof the letters is so exciting is
that they are completely new - no one has evenestsp anything like an affair
between an apparently lesbian woman and a happlyied man, let alone written
about it and analysed it repeatedly. The discowérsomething new in the past is an

antidote to the paralysis of their postmodern diespa

The novel's retelling of history embodies Byatt'onflicted relationship to

postmodernism, aware of our limited access to it #lso expressive of a deep

commitment to the value in its retelling.
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4.2.0missions: Traditional histories cannot tell secreg

Possessiorexplores not only what goes unrecorded by offitiadtories but the
reasons for this. The characters’ secrets are ablailfor representation in fictional
texts, but cannot be recorded in the factual vaessiof their lives. The events and
emotions that are too powerful, painful or overwhielg to be written or spoken of
have escaped traditional recorddimssessionOutsiders who may have born witness
to these things may not have been able to intethegt significance: as Roland and
Maud are aware, there are clues available, bubufaren’t “looking carefully”, they
are “nothing” (52). Only a discerning reader caecpi together the fragmented
narratives. The scholars’ search is limited to uaektevidence, yet the readers are
offered privileged glimpses of the characters’ iiote consciousness and of the
significant events in their lives that aid in thederstanding of the text as a whole.
Fiction and the imagination have the power to cagpthose things that have no place

in a history textbook.

4.3.Reclaiming truth: Possessiois Postscript

The most significant secret thRbssessionliscloses is in the postscript. Randolph’s
meeting is an example of the “things which happahlaave no discernible trace, are
not spoken or written of, though it would be versong to say that .. such things had
never been” Rossessior603). The postscript offers the reader a fragmérhard
truth’, without room for argument about whethemot it happened. In contrast to the
narration of the trip to Yorkshire, this informatios specifically denoted as ‘fact’

rather than ‘fiction’; it is not presented as sonme embellished by the author’'s
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imagination. Byatt is matter-of-fact in her tellinhis is how it was” (603). This

authoritative tone is matched by her sensitiviigt tmasterfully captures a moment of
great significance in an understated wRgssessios ending reminds us of the small,
seemingly random acts that fill the texture offa, liyet slip past the notice of those
who create official histories. For Randolph, atsteahis small event was one of the
most significant of his life. The writing is so gue yet the reader is able to
understand the moment’s significance without itmépepelt out: “there they sat on a
hummock and talked, in a cloud of butterflies, @ramembered it with absolute

clarity, and she remembered it more and more vggaslthe century ran on” (604).

The postscript closes the novel with a non-negtaifibality that reminds the reader
who has control over the creative process. It agi@, but also realistic, that the
scholars (in ‘real’ life) miss this important infoation, and finally misread the last of
the novel’'s textual clues. This endorses Byattswof biography as “shadow play”
(“Introduction” xv) - what really matters eludes the scholars,llifnanderlining their

naivety because they, too, think they have theoétige story.

Possessids postscript tells the “hard” trutiP@ssionsl?) - but the idea of truth in a
novel is problematic. In a postmodern novel, inigre difficult. However, for Byatt,
the idea of fragmented, ungraspable truth is onammgful “if we glimpse a
possibility of truth and truthfulness for which weust strive, however inevitably
partial our success must be” (1But what does it mean to tell the truth in a novel?
The world she has createdRossessiofs not real: as a novelist, she can no more tell
the truth in her work than she can lie (Eagletop 83sentially, though, this does not

matter: what is produced is a kind of “imaginativ@” “metaphorical” truth - true
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because it happens in the novelist's mind as lsherwrites - as opposed to a literal
or absolute truth (Bradbury 134). Novels do notsexo provide the reader with
factual evidence, but to “mobilise such facts as pba moral pattern” (Eagleton 90).
For Byatt, delving into the historical pastPbssessiomvas an attempt to capture the
atmospheric feelingf another era, rather than accurately recordiwegacts of it On
Histories and Stories39). And she again emulated Eliot, who she admices
recreating truths of feeling rather than theorgider to help others to see life through

the medium of artRassionst3).

Johnson prescribes that to tell the truth, a neheluld mirror the chaos of life. He
proposes that it misrepresents reality to tellisgothat have neat ends because life is
random (Bradbury 160), while novelists should foaus experimenting with new
styles and forms that will accommodate life’s ddsarrather than simply aim to tell a
story. Yet he acknowledges that he paradoxicallsgan living as if there is order in
the world, eating dinner and then waking up to hianeakfast, despite believing that

the world is chaotic (157).

What his manifesto fails to take into account is tieed for people to create order in
their own lives. Life may be chaotic but we telfseives stories to try to make sense
of it; we need to find narratives for our lives Vehwe seek to adjust them according
to some set of values. Eagleton argues that g#eessary “to have some sense of your
life as a narrative, in order to judge whethesigoing well or not” (127). The ‘moral
truth’ behind Byatt's “intelligent, ingenious, andumane” (Jenkyns 214) ending
carries the message of the possibilities in ficttonoffer coherence and closure.

Arguably, the postscript is one of the most affectmoments of the novel, showing
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that Byatt defies Jameson’s concerns about theihgaof affect” (10) in postmodern

fiction.

In PossessionRoland and Maud long to escape from the pressfrdeeir everyday
lives. The story fulfils their wish - they even ramay together to Brittany in an
atmosphere of heady excitement. The unfolding timeraof Randolph and
Christabel’s liaison enables them to live out tli@ntasy of the white beds, while they
are able to get away from the cut-throat academiir@enment. Similarly, the reader
will look to fiction to be able to inhabit anotheworld, if only for a short time. IThe
Biographer’'s Tale Phineas, having abandoned poststructuralist titougpnsiders

that:

the true literary fanatic, the primeval readeipisking for anything but a mirror- for
an escape route, for an expanding horizon, for aginable monstrosities and
incomprehensible (strictly) beauties. Also for nmiagnfor making sense of things,

always with the proviso that complete sense capraiiably be made (99-100).

Implied is that the ‘primeval’ reader looks to cechon a personal level with a work
of fiction in order to try to make sense of lifenéwing that complete sense cannot be
made does not stop the reader from striving tolréacit. Fiction allows us to make
sense of the world, Sontag argues, partly by pmogidis with a whole picture of
events outside of ourselves (“At the same time”. T3)e novel permits us a luxury
denied in real life, “to come to a full stop thatnot death and discover exactly where
we are in relation to the events” (13). Sontag skegrimary function of the fiction
writer as that of a moral agent, a storyteller whilb dramatise problems in order to

educate the sensibilities of the reader. By engpwiith characters and circumstances
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outside of ourselves, we are given the opportutaitgxpand our world-picture and,
possibly, to escape into a fantasy, like Roland dliadid. Through literature, we can

“rediscover a sense of the density of our lives'ad@ury 30).

Byatt's use of the omniscient narrator risks baingashionable because it endorses a
narrative technique that “has been much malignetierrecent past” (“Introduction”
XV), but it enables her to celebrate the pleastieedefined ending that contributes to
the readers’ understanding of the text. In contridm& ‘reader-written’, or typically
postmodern, text eschews the narrative mode ofoaathintrusion because it
discounts the notion of authority. Sontag arguesrasg the supposed freedom of the
‘hypertext’s’ ability to remove the reader from é&lyranny of the line” (“At the Same
Time” 11). The superficial ‘freedom’ of a text waht boundaries and with a story of
the reader’s devising only is so unappealing font&g that “it's easy to see that it
could only have been an intervention afademicliterary criticism” (12). Sontag
implies that such a text is removed from the fural world of readers and writers,
existing only in a distant, theoretically dominatecedemic world of ‘professional’
rather than ‘primeval’ readers. The novel of thiufe, Sontag envisions, will have no
story - a profoundly unappealing idea (12). Sheuesgthat the enrichment of this
experience is compromised in an era where the raadevited to co-author a text,
which denies one of the key pleasures of readimgpteasure of fiction “is precisely
that it moves to an ending” (13yossessioencourages the ‘professional’ reader to
rediscover the enjoyment of a entering into a faytaorld that is clearly defined, and

to suspend his or her judgement surrounding theenobdmniscient narrator.
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However Possessida closure is not altogether complete, as Chridtabk never
know that Randolph knows about their child. Chbsles namesake comes from an
unfinished draft of a poem by Coleridge@ogsessio211), and the story explores her
story with justice and empathy. Like all tales, Balph reflects, Coleridge’s “teases
so, for it is like the very best tales, impossitdeoredict how it mayome out and
yet it must - but we shall never know - its secstteps with its lethargic and

inconsequential author” (211). Ultimately, powesliwith the author.

The moral education of the reader Rossessionis a profoundly pleasurable
experience; it is deeply satisfying to know thatn&alph has met his daughter.
Despite current opposition to storytelling, we ramanarrative beings’, with
beginnings, middles and endings (By&mn Histories and storie432). Byatt notes
that when writingPossessioshe had the need to feel more and analyse lessdén

to tell the tale more mysteriously (131). She implthat she had to return to a more
emotional, intuitive way of writing, rather thandoening too cerebral or intellectual.
Byatt sees “narrative discovery” (“Introduction’iixias a key pleasure of fiction. The
pleasures of the unfolding narrative and the stmeysimple, yet fundamental, a return

to the basics of creating art.

Byatt's emotional connectedness in the processritihg ensures thad®ossessiolis a
moving, sensitively written text. She restores plastmodern text with the humanity
that it sometimes lacks. Similarly, E. L. Doctorewnovel, City of God although

postmodern, is aware of our humanity in a way tblaallenges the effects of
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postmodern thought on meaning in our IveBossessiorinvites the reader on an

intuitive journey as well as a cerebral one.

The postscript’s playful closure negotiates thenglaay of Byatt's ambivalences
toward postmodernism. Using the traditional moderavhance through the third-
person narrative voice, Byatt offers us truth bomtohues to draw attention to the
limits of finding that truth in real life, acknowdging a postmodern idea but
simultaneously showing the readers the value oftaful, defined ending?ossession

asromance “transcends its own postmodern aspecti@io517).

o City of Godis postmodern, yet points beyond its limits. laisovel without any clear
ordering principle, made up of a pastiche of défdrtexts, plots and voices that all mesh into one
another. The text’s main character is a disillusgbpriest, Thomas Pemberton, who is struggling with
his faith in a world where the Big Bang is accepedeality- as fact. Pemberton finds a new spititu
home in Evolutionary Judaism- a group that re-loatkseligious tradition, accepting that much of the
Bible and the Torah are flawed. They acknowledgadlin their faith, yet still find meaning in
worshipping God. The novel reclaims the meaninbistory by investing a reconstructed Holocaust
text with inestimable meaning for its characterse Tragment of narrative that involves the Holotaus
is not an accurate historical document, but a fthregelling, a fiction within a fiction based on a
reality; this doesn’t remove its significance oraionally affective qualities. Doctorow suggestatth
even though we live in a postmodern age, ‘big’ emts such as love, God, and history still hold
meaning for people.
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4.4 A trapped woman: The hidden truth of Ellen Ash’s stame

Possessiommakes use of the omniscient narrator to give #emer access, in a
fictional text, to what cannot be known in an higtal text. One question that remains
a mystery until late in the text is the reason Ripld feels his affair will not hurt

Ellen (Possessio242), posing questions about the nature of tledationship. Byatt's

choice to allow her readers insight into Ellen’'shsoousness, again through the
device of an omniscient narrator, allows them tolaratand her more closely. By
being given access to the truth of her unconsununatarriage through her eyes
rather than Randolph’s, Byatt treats her with greaensitivity so that the reader is
able to become a sympathetic witness to the troagits of a lonely, unfulfilled

woman who is possessed by a secret. This empathytin@ character is facilitated
through the all-knowing voice, which challenges testmodern emphasis on the

death of the author by showing the value of usimghsa device.

Ellen’s relationship with Randolph is characterided silences; the true locus of
meaning and the fact that holds the most power beelife is located in an omission.
The traditional version of history recorded the Asds a loving, happy couple, giving
no one reason to suspect the truth of Ellen’s shidnaeshe is unable to share. She
cannot even disclose the painful, festering seafréeir private lives in what should
be the most private of spaces, her journal, becslusés very aware that it is not safe
from prying eyes. She writes her entries as thalghwas aware of the possibility of
an outside reader (Martyniuk), knowing that one dayill be read by those who are
interested in her husband. The need to protect &tahnd reputation is strong, but just

as powerful is the desire to protect herself froraréhaving to face up to the painful
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truth of her own inadequacy. Her journal is not benfessional, it rather carries a
“carefully edited, carefully strained.. truth” that@as “both a defence against, and a
bait for, the gathering of ghouls and vultureBbogésessiorb47). As Beatrice notes,

“She wants you to know and not to know” (575).

Ellen does not write in any detail about Blanchast to her but rather fills up the
pages with household business and reports on Ingorpa health. After she finds out
about her husband’'s affair she forces herself toycan as normal, her journal
dismissing Blanche as “my importunate visitor”, dhd matter about which she came
to see her is “wholly cleared up” (281). ThougheBlknows about Randolph’s affair,
she chooses not to confront him. Even when he ssafeto her, she shuts him off -
she does not want to hear any more. Rememberinigi¢fteent much later when Ash
has died, she feels “profoundly implicated in nabwing, in silence, in avoidance”
(539) - the two devices that helped her cope batienthat she remains haunted by

the unspoken long after the event.

Sexuality in herself and others is beyond her cptae and beyond words. Passages
in her journal that approach the subject of Begharegnancy or her own

shortcomings are crossed out illegibly. She camven remember in words, rather
her brain short-circuits so that her honeymoonssrées of images in her mind. Ellen
is trapped in her silence, never having spokennimiae about what happened, not
even her husband. She cannot respond to Christadleiér, as there is nothing she
feels she can say that will convey “the truth af thiay it had been, of the silence in

the telling, the silences that extended before atet it, always the silences” (536).
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She is acutely aware of the failure of languagertcompass the things that are too

large to describe and at the limits of her compnstaon.

Randolph at least has an outlet for his sexualityle Ellen is possessed by the terror,
the shame and the guilt of her secret. They boperence the wordlessness and the
prohibition surrounding sexuality. Ellen can onbafely) allude to her discomfort in
her journal through a “flittering and flickering fied all that solid.panelling' (269).
The omniscient narrator allows Byatt to close thp getween the lived experience of
the past and its official record. The use of thaxldike voice draws the readers closer

to the emotionally affective truth of her life.

Lyotard argues that the power of our faculty to cmwe overshadows the
powerlessness of our abilities of presentation.(A8) welcomes different modes that
will experiment with and open up new ways to présdmat we can envision. All that
we can imagine cannot be encompassed, written @owecorded, in our art and our
history. The ethical responsibility of postmoderhas he sees it is to strive to present
and impart a strong sense of what is unpresentiilgerimentation with new forms
and ideas can aid this goal- the task is “not fpBureality but to invent allusions to
the conceivable which cannot be presented” (81agimative knowledge is a vital
tool that allows the exploration of that which lies the boundaries of the limits of
our presentationPossessiorcarries out the task of presenting the unpreséntab

telling us a truth that falls through the gaps wf ability to present.

By telling us the truth, Byatt's text highlightsathwe must continue to strive to

present it, even though we may know that it is iesiaut of our reach. The device of
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omniscient narrator in significant places in the edlows Byatt's text to present what
challenges the limits of presentation. The truthihef affair and Ellen’s sexual terror
are both conceivable but simultaneously beyond svorccomprehension. Randolph’s
final unsent letter to Christabel cannot be sermabse it “has passed the limit of
possible communication’Possessiob41). The hints and traces that the poets leave
behind in their writing allude to what they are hleato represent fully. The illegible
passages in Ellen’s journal suggest that all iswedl, at least making us aware of her
unhappiness, discomfort and lack of self- worthogper wonders about Ash’s
sexuality, considering his long courtship with Bll@end his capacity to remain chaste
in this time. The autobiography also pinpoints Asmid-life crisis by noticing a
change in the subject of his poetry. Later Rolasekuthis fact as a clue to build up his
ideas about the love affair. Cropper’s theorisiegdls him away from the truth rather
than closer to it, and he concludes that much sfiteas are merely speculation,
which cannot help him get closer to the feelingd #troughts of the couple. Despite
Cropper’s attempts to encompass the whole of Algk’she firstly misses the truth of
his love affair and secondly cannot venture int® ‘tmystery of privacy” (137). The
imagination allows Byatt to present the reader witiat is for the nineteenth century

characters unpresentable and what is consequeraisaiiable to the scholars.

With its textual absence, Ellen’s secret partidylaludes Beatrice who “was not
taught to do scholarship by studying primarily wiveds omitted” (271). At the
Mortlake conference, Beatrice is barely aware eftédnsions, the omissions and the
silences between her colleagues. Her characteedsemed because she is the one

who discovers the plot to rob Ash’s grave. Thidlgaemoves her from being simply
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a helpless, old-fashioned woman and places her agaim in the circle of respect of

her colleagues.

Of the many changes that Roland undergoes in tliel,noot least is the softening of
his post-structuralist mindset. Alone in his Putrfley, he considers his life and the

journey he has taken during the course of the text:

He had been taught that language was essentiatiequate, that it could never speak what
was there, that it only spoke itself. He thoughhwttthe death mask. He could and could not
say that the mask and the man were dead. What dgguehed to him was that the ways in

which itcouldbe said had become more interesting than thetldgat could not (560-561).

What Byatt has shown iRossessiois that she finds it more enjoyable to explore the
ways that allow her to present the unpresentalale th focus on the impossibility of

representation.

Postmodernism is an art of unrest, of questiortgerathan answers or resolution. We
can only begin to ask the questions that make amgwers at least possible
(Hutcheon,Poetics231). Possessiorpresents us with possibilities of answers, but

simultaneously draws attention to the limits o&mting those possibilities in real life.

72



5. TENSIONS IN THE WRITING PROCESS

This chapter considers hdwossessionvorks both as a traditional love story and as a
postmodern allegory of reading, and looks at howatBgegotiates these two modes.
Randolph and Christabel’s relationship acts asllagay for the wider relationships
in the text — between reader and text and writer tart as comparable to the lover
and the beloved. The two poets must carve out eesfoa their relationship that does
not threaten either of them, and they must negotlair desire to know one another,
which can quickly translate into the need for cohtso that it reaches a point of
balance. The chapter looks at how they do thismaxag the underlying tension that
exists in this process as comparable to the tengienreader experiences when
wanting to know what happens in the text. Byatt'sting of Possessiorwas an
exercise in balance, and the process of achieViisgcteates some difficulty in her

mind, testing her real commitment to creating &itare that is not wholly cerebral.

5.1.Knowledge, possession and desire: an allegory ofaging

Possessiorboth is and is not a postmodern text. It playfudlygages with typical
postmodern conventions, working with them to stagside their boundaries.
Possessids romance can be read at the level of traditidonad story but also at the
level of meta-text, as an allegory for the relasioip between reading and writing
(Jeffers 135). That a postmodern novel should ptasee emphasis on foregrounding
this relationship rather than producing a goodyst®munappealing to ByatP@ssions
161). Her novel works with the idea that postmotsennoffers ‘readerly’ rather than

‘writerly’ texts. The imagery used to describe Ralpth and Christabel’s love affair is
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of negotiation and balance, comparable to the readegotiation of their relationship

with the text.

Possessions critically aware of its status as text. Chagastic of a postmodern
novel, it invites the readers in as co-authordere in the processes of detection: they
piece together information as the scholars do, amedencouraged to recognise the
pleasures of narrative discovery. Ariane Le Mini@cknowledges the simple
satisfaction of literary detection when she givabife’s journal to Maud: “| made up
my mind not to tell you much of its content, as isked you, perhaps a little
childishly, to have the narrative shock and pleagbat | had from discovering it”
(Possessiom52). The slow unravelling of clues enables thedee to become the
armchair detective, which is exciting but alsoiatets frustrating - Sabine takes time
to understand the reason for Christabel’s visi #re clue is hidden amongst long
passages of her thoughts on writing and life. Tiéses the readers on tenterhooks,
driving them to continue because they long to kndvat happened. Readers desire to
know the text, to possess it, by completely undeding it. The novel negotiates this
desire by seemingly offering the readers narratigsure, yet it simultaneously resists
its own possession. As a fictional histoBgssessioimakes clear what a historical
text cannot offer, and what a fictional text cRossessiomprovides the readers with
what appears to be a complete picture of knowledae.the text only offers the
illusion of possession (Jeffers 146) because tbey seclaims the authority of its
author while celebrating the independent life sf egharactersThe novel plays the
game of inviting the readers to co-author the taxt finally withdraws this offer,

setting clear boundaries between author’s voiceraaders’ will to direct the story.
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The metaphors of possession, knowledge and ddgrénsand out of one another,
interchangeably working together in the lovers’ emes and the readers’ romance
with the text. At the heart of the novel is thedastory that unfolds as Randolph and
Christabel slowly seduce one another. But as tieétionship progresses, Christabel
resists, frightened of becoming a possession aimg) lmsessed by emotions that take
control of her reason. The lovers must negotiadpace for themselves that does not
threaten her innermost need for solitude. Similargaders must negotiate their
possession of the text that is comparable to theved: it is the thing outside of
themselves that they desire to know. To ‘own’ taet,tto possess it, is to remove its
autonomy - Byatt’s text steps away from the reddmstrol because there is a vital
piece of the puzzle that they will never be ablaigcover without the help of the
author. Byatt's postscript suggests the idea ofitldependent life and existence of
her story, beyond either her or the readers’ caninothe process of writing, for an

author to love her characters is to delight inthedependence (McHale 227).

Christabel and Randolph’s relationship sustainslfitas a passionate romance but
simultaneously acts as an allegory for the intévastbetween reader and text. The
process of the lovers’ seduction is comparablédn¢ocreation of desire in the readers
as they are seduced into the story. The readeirédet® possess the white page of the
text - to come to ‘know’ the text - much as a loeemes to ‘know’ her beloved”
(Jeffers 135). Love and desire are in the proces$e®ading and writing. The
romantic relationship acts as an allegory, charastg “the interactions between the
text and its world on the one hand, and the readdrhis or her world on the other”

(McHale 227).
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In Possessionwords are an important part of the process of.lo&n author
communicates her love for the world she createsutiir words. The romance starts
with words; Christabel and Randolph’s relationsbggins and grows in the intimate
space of the letters that becomes an exchange &etwe equal minds. The privacy
of the white page allows them the freedom to skiaee true thoughts, developing a
bond between them that is a communion of souls. Wheds carry a force that
compensates for the lack of physical touch - Rgrtud reluctant to complete a letter
to Christabel, for “as long as | write to you, Meathe illusion that we ana touch

(Possessio240). It is words that produce and sustain d€3eéers 139).

Similarly, the reader’s desire to know, to trace tiarrative, is created by words. The
novel reflects on reading and writing as essentialimate: “Think of this - that the
writer wrote alone, and the reader read alone,theg were alone with each other”
(Possessio®58). The white page of the text is the site whiasire is created - it is
the white page that allows intimacy. The letterslaRd realises, were written for one
specific reader, to the exclusion of all others,ichgives him the feeling of
trespassing on Ash’s private thoughts. But he ajpgies the “ferocious vitality” (11)
of these words that seem to have a living, bregthumlity. Possessiorelebrates the
power of language at the same time that it is awarhe failure of words to carry
painful experiences. For Roland and Maud, the pleasf reading these passionate

letters is to share in the highly charged emottbias produced them.

The scholars and the poets have a sensual attathontgre life of words, allowing

them to gain pleasure from reading that is comparabsexual pleasure. Reading in

the novel reaches an intense pitch:
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where words draw attention to the power and deldhwords, and sad infinitum

thus making the imagination experience somethingepaand dry, narcissistic and
yet disagreeably distanced, without the immedidcyexual moisture or the scented
garnet glow of good burgundy. And yet, natures sa€tRoland’s are at their most

alert and heady when reading is violently and skgatlive (557-558).

Words create in Randolph and Christabel the désit@ow, which leads on to their
sexual union. The reading pleasure is distancethiare from sexual, or experiential,
pleasure, yet words have a power to titillate dethat is comparable to, if not better
than, more carnal pleasures. For Roland and Maadiimg allows them to avoid the

messy consequences of sexual desire but still Exmer a similar pleasure.

Randolph reflects, “to be human is to desire tovkiwehat may be known by any
means” (245). As their love affair progresses, kieolge begins to stand in as
metaphor for desire (Jeffers 139). Words commueidatowledge, but only to a
certain extent. Their ‘papery’ knowledge of one theo is distinct from a ‘real’
knowledge that they explore when they are togethelorkshire, then “known
intimately and not at all” (386). In the train, Rimtph is engaged in “observing the
ways in which she resembled, or differed from,wlenan he dreamed, or reached for
in sleep, or would fight for” (335). It is curiodkat Christabel is now actually sitting
across from him when for so long he was “possebgdlle imagination of her” (335).
He is confused by their shyness and politeness ath another, feeling that she is
“more mysterious in (her) presence” (233). Randatpdikes it his business to study
every part of Christabel’s face to read her, dseifcan learn her like a book, longing

to trace the memory of every inch of her face is mind to last for perpetuity. To
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know someone is to be able to ‘read’ them (Jeffel®), and Randolph is greedy to
read all the information available. Yet Christakebws that they will not ever be able
to read one another completely. At times, what tiheggined would be so is correct,

yet in others, it is not:

‘We walk well together,” he told her. ‘Our pacestsu

‘I imagined it would be so.’

‘And I. We know each other very well in some ways.’
‘And in others, not at all.’

‘That can be remedied.’

‘Not wholly,” she said, moving away again.’ (339)

Similarly, the reader's desire to know the texb-pbssess it - cannot wholly be
fulfilled through the reading of words. In a teggmething will always be omitted. As
the connection between Roland and Maud develogsy, tiegotiate their desire in
silences and in clear white spaces. They do nakspbout what happens because
“speech, the kind of speech they knew, would hawdone it” (502) - they remain
unwilling to ‘read’ their experience, resisting &imng themselves in a textual
tradition. In the moments before their sexual upnRandolph can find no words for
his desires: “he thought of his hopes and expectatand the absence of language for
most of them” (341). What he thinks of insteaditisrature, a lens through which to
see his desire. In the moment of their passiondsvoollapse and what stands in as a
metaphor for desire is white. Randolph calls ouCtwistabel, the “selkie, my white

lady” who is “white in the dark” (343). What eludbs knowledge, what cannot be
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catalogued, is “the quickness of her and the mystee whiteness of her, which was

part of her extreme magnetism” (335).

The reader’'s desire is located in the white spabere there are no words. The
mystery of the story lies in these spaces - whatardy be surmised and imagined,
and where the reader is free to think out the pddss of what the text suggests
(Jeffers 138). To reach the last page of the sektri the process of desire to end. Yet
part of the pleasure of fiction is the hope of fimgithe end of the story (Barthes 10).
Pleasure is located in this hope; in the game siréleit is the fleeting glimpse of a
flash of skin that seduces and leaves much to rtfagination (9). As readers and
lovers, we want the process and play of desireomtdicue - once it has been satiated,
there is nothing to strive for and the teasing ieish no longer entices. It is the
intermittence that is erotic, the possibilby seeing the sexual organ or finding the
end of the story that keeps up the game of de&bg {The finality ofPossessics
postscript leaves no room for ambiguity, creatingedined ending that no longer
allows the play of the reader’s imagination andsetiee processes of desire between
the reader and the text. Randolph writes, “I hdwags supposed (poetry) to be a cry
of unsatisfied love - my dear - and so it may leed - for satisfaction may surfeit it
and so it may die"Rossessioi55). Unsatisfied love is the muse and the infpma

it is the game of desire that creates longing. #atad lover will lose interest and so
love may die. Randolph writes in a final, unsetteleto Christabel that love needs air

to breathe, and without their communication, higeléor her is stifled (540).

Desire is created and sustained by the teasing thap¢éhe mystery may be solved,

and ended when there is a soluti®tussessiorkeeps up the game of desire by
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enticing the readers into the illusion of possassikhe novel's ending suggests that
they are at one with the text - but that momeffiersting, soon ending when they turn
the page and close the bodkossessiorculminates with Roland and Maud finally
giving in to the growing desire between them, wheoland “entered and took
possession of all her white coolness that grew wagainst him, so that there seemed
to be no boundaries” (601). The language of setyueicomparable to a love affair
between text and readers, who may feel at timdsettat one’ without boundaries,
caught up in a space of knowing and complete utal@isg with a full picture of the
novel’'s world (Jeffers 147). But Roland and Maudl wot stay together - the reader
is already aware that they will be going their sapmways. This fleeting moment of
feeling will soon pass, as the moment of the resid@nnection with the whole of the
text, without boundaries, flickers and fades inrstant. That Roland and Maud only
reluctantly admit their love for each other in t@al pages of the text shows the
difficulties they experience in embracing the nesmand renewed vitality that the
discovery of the past has given them. This is &kiByatt’s difficulty with including
more light-hearted and popular modes of fictionher work without resorting to
endless reflections on the process in an academmen.Possessionworks toward

finding a balance, but Byatt struggles with reagttims.

The readers’ desire to possess the text is a digotiof the text's independent life
and the readers’ will to know the story, compardbléhe lovers’ negotiation of their
passion. Christabel and Randolph must work arobant bpposite natures to create a
space for themselves where they are comfortable @ne another. Randolph must
negotiate his desire to know and possess Christalittl her need to remain

autonomous. She is the selkie, like a seal-womam edmes from the sea and must
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then leave (339). Randolph realises “he could agtte her, you will not leave me,
like the seal wives. Because she could and mud0)(3rheir love affair is a play on
the elemental images of fire and water that aretimoously associated with the
couple. As opposites, Christabel’'s water and A$inlssmust work together to find a
middle ground of harmony. But the force of theisgan is turbulent; it is the “private
electric storm” (339) that disrupts the patterntiodir world. Randolph’s desire to
know Christabel is negated by her watery persoatadiips away from him so that he
cannot grasp her even in their closest moments -ishmpossible to possess. He
reflects on the nights of passion they spend tagetit was like holding Proteus, he
thought at one point, as though she was liquid ngthrough his grasping fingers, as
though she was waves of the sea rising all around (343). Just as Proteus, the sea-
God, is able to change form, so Randolph thinkgdre hold down Christabel, she
slips away and changes, so that to know her ig/tmtgrasp her many different faces.
But this also means she can adapt for him - heenyalements can mingle with the

fire.

Christabel fears Ash’s metaphorical fire that Haes potential to destroy her. As the
coals in a fire will be burned up, so in the wakewrrender to his passion Christabel
will gradually be destroyed and consumed (239). BRandolph calls her his

“Phoenix” (244), knowing that she has the powerige transformed from the ashes,
and that fire has the ability to remake her. Hehessto “see (her) brighten and flare
as (she) were wont” (244), knowing that fire iscagymbolic of her opinions, a fiery

life of a lively mind, part of her self-possessidte is intent on reassuring her that
“she was not his possession, he would show hewslsefree, he would see her flash

her wings” (338). He values her independence thaigb with it a fierceness of
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passion and mind-set that does not belong to hatnwishing to consume her wholly.
And he, too, feels possessed by the idea of hé&)(88mpletely preoccupied with his
love- he confesses to Ellen: “I could say it wasogt of madness. A possession, as by

daemons. A kind of blinding” (537).

Water is not always soothing and restorative; Ikgh's fire, it too can become
stormy and destructive. Liquid acts as a metapbortlfie sexual act, capturing the
swirling movement and the dampness of their pas#sea in stormy waters swells
powerfully, placing all who sail on it at its merd@hristabel and Randolph are swept
away by the tide of their passion, having surreadeo it completely. In Christabel’s
poemThe City of Isthe female lover bewitches her beloved whileraltie storm
rages around them. They do not escape the cityevitndy can and they are certain to

drown in the massive tidal wave that rages arobhett(397-398).

In their brief time together at Yorkshire, the lovdéearn to negotiate a space for their
love where it is nourished and not destroyed by theparate natures. In the private
space where all the elements are in balance tleegtdrome and contented: reflecting
on a walk through the park, Randolph recalls tladit creation rushed around us out
there - earth, air, fire, water, and there we weéiggg you to remember, warm and
human andafe (239). Away from the judging eyes of the worlddasurrounded by
nature, they are able to be just themselves andistotheir intimacy. Christabel
realises that Ash'’s fire need not be destructiathar it may feed her essence and her
creativity as their passion is an elemental, eafthhge. Watching the Thomasine
waterfall, the sunlight hits the fountain and tight and the water create the illusion

of flickering flames:
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Three elements combined to make the fourth

The sunlight made a pattern, through the air

The water and the light together made

On the grey walls and roof of the dank cave

A show of leaping flamef creeping spires

Of tongues of light that licked the granite ledge
Cunningly flickered up along each cleft
Making...

A fire which heated not, nor singed, nor fed

On things material, but self-renewed

Burnt on the cold stones not to be consumed

And not consumingmade of light and stone

A fountain of cold fire (322-323) (emphasis mine).

This fire is not destructive; it is able to burntlaut destroying its fuel. Nor will the
water put out this fire. The combination of all tekements in harmony allows the
creation of something beautiful. Randolph and Gailoisl’'s opposite natures balance
to create a unity of souls. Randolph has relingdshis desire to possess for the sake
of Christabel's need for self-possession. When rtheiationship is balanced,
possession cannot, and need not, be achieved. hodeiext remain autonomous, not
to be controlled by the other. The reader who desio possess the text will be met
with something slippery and fleeting. He or shangolved in the process of co-

writing the text, but ultimately does not direcétbtory that has its independent life.
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6. CONCLUSION

In Possession Byatt creates a novel that negotiates her amdieals toward

postmodernismPossessiofs expressive of a consciousness that emanateshiotim

Victorian and contemporary literature and mediatesiddle ground between the two.
Byatt is an individualist who remains committedtbhe traditions of the past and to
restoring the colour of the Victorian world, evelmoagh these things are old-
fashioned. The novel is an exercise in balance;ttBgkends her characteristic
erudition with the novel's passion and dry humopogetry mingles with prose,

romance contrasts with realism and the past loorasthe present world.

Possessionembraces postmodernism’s capacity for experim@mtabut treads
carefully around its values. Although the novel aware of the difficulties of
discovering history and the postmodern theoriesiabor limits of knowledge, it still
endorses the value of striving for that past. WBgatt shows is that she is more
interested in exploring the ways that history cantddd than the ways it cannot. In
Possessianhistory is no longer an endless simulacrum of mregess images but a

partly recoverable text that has valuable lessonthbse who are open to them.

Possessids excavation of the past is concerned with reaghinthe substance, rather
than being content with the surface, of that phlstestores the value of historical

knowledge by showing the better life the scholar because they are in touch
with that knowledge. A fictional history, the novslable to disclose secrets that are

not available through official records, encouragamgempathetic connection with the
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historical characters?ossessiomelebrates the capacity of fiction to offer hanathr

expressing Byatt's commitment to reclaiming meteratéves.

With touches of ironyPossessiosatirises the dullness of its postmodern charsicter
lives, particularly compared to their Victorian ecoerparts - the dead who are far
more alive than the living. The scholars are invaged by the study of the past. As
they learn more, they become possessed by a deskeowledge that is fundamental
and so strong that it undercuts their postmoderndsats. They suspend their

scepticism as they reach for knowledge and history.

Juxtaposing the campus novel genre and the gerfremedieval, modern and
nineteenth century romancBpssessiorexplores the possibilities of these fictional
styles. The novel is at times self-consciously dadj pointing to the dullness of
postmodern fiction that is dominated by theory dneoretical stances. The novel
restores a balance of humanism into a mode obfidthat is becoming increasingly
intellectual.Possessioms not simply about battles of ideas, but rathend the life of
people whose worlds revolve around words, readinging and historyPossession
and The Biographer’'s Talequestion the possibility of a ‘readable’ novel @
postmodern age, asking the professional reader whatthey are looking for in a

work of fiction.

Possessions a meronymic novel that blends contradictionsstyles and types to
offer a coherent, pleasing whole. It provides t&ders with closure that eludes them
in real life, using romance that allows more thawe diappy ending. Justice is meted

out to the characters, where the ‘bad guys’ geit tt@me-uppance, and the ‘good
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guys’ find the treasure they have been searchimg Athough this is distinctly
unrealistic, it is pleasurable for both reader aharacter to achieve this kind of
closure. The resolution the postscript provides$il$uthe readers’ curiosity to know
what happens. It brings the novel to an endingrof§ a fragment of hard truth that
is immensely satisfying and pleasurable for thedeem as well as emotionally
affective. Possessiorplays with the idea that “the pleasure of fictia narrative
discovery” (“Introduction” xiii), inviting the reaer to travel on the journey of
discovery and allowing them to know dlossessiomffers the reader balance in an
unbalanced world, celebrating the capacity of adinal text to offer closure and the
pleasures of happy endings. The novel offers reagled characters an opportunity to

escape into a world outside of themselves.

Possessiors intelligent, sensitive and humane, revellingha pleasures of character,

story, history and truth. Byatt has created a Wmek out of the fertile ground of her

ambivalences.
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