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Interviewer. Virginia Woolf is very familiar to us, whereas your books have not been
translated, as yet. How do you [eel in relation to Woolf? Do you feel like a literary
daughter, or what?

Maggie Gee, I don’t think I feel like a daughter, but I admire her hugely and I love her
formal sense, that’s the way in which I think she has influenced me most. I mean partly
1 recognised her world, 1 felt this is what life is like when I read her books, but I don’t
think onc author’s world view influcnces another so that influenced me just because 1
found her very sympathetic. Buther forms! find so very beautiful. Thisidea of the model
whose form reflects its meaning --so in To the Lighthouse in the form of the trip to the
lighthousc, and Jacob’ s Room in the form of an empty room-- and [ found this idca very
beautifuf and moving and I think that in my novels I like it to havc a very strong, formal
shape and I think that Woolf has influenced a lot of writcrs. Most women writers in our
country don’thavc thisattraction to form, I don’tknow why but I thinkitistrue. Sothat’s
what I think is unusual about the way she has alfccted me. I just loved that as soon as
[ saw it.

I. So, it is really the form independently of any other consideration, perhaps a woman’s
general views.

M.G. No, that I realised more recently. I never noticed that she was a woman. I have to
be honest, 1didn’t, because Thadn’tnoticed [ was. Asa writer, [somchow keptmy gender
scparatce [rom my writing and only recently Irealised. Of course, the reason why she was
important to me unconsciously must have been because she was a woman and a model,
but I never made that connection, Tcan tell you I didn’t, that’s the truth. That's shocking
butit’s truc. L read A Room of One’ s Own and [ thought isn’t it brilliant? Isn’¢ it funny?
Isn’tit charming? I didn’( think it was about mc. But now I do. Yes.

I. In that way we belong more or less (o the same generation, in a way, I mean. That’s
exactly how I [elt about Wooll, I discovered her late.

M.G. Wecll, T loved her, when T was nincteen, but I didn’t sec this. I loved her as a
modcrnist rcally.

I. So, when you started Lo write, you started out more like a writer, a male...
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M.G.Ididn’tsceitlike that, I didn’t see writing as gendered. AndIthink I was attracted
to what you might call femininc/masculine writers: Laurcnce Sterne, Samuel Beckett,
Nabokov, these playful-- Vonegut, I mean, I was always attracted to this tradition of
writing, not the ecmpirical, and these voices seemed like my voice, I didn’t think of that.

I Itstrikes me, stillinconnection with Woolf, not just in terms of form, asit werc in larger
structures, but also in terms of prose rhythms, on occasion in Where are the Snows 1 felt
it was Virginia Woolf.

M.G. Rhythms, yes. I forget that, I forget the rhythms in her writing. I don’t see why
prose shouldn’t be like poctry and I don’t see why one shouldn’t use thyme and rhythm,
and I think in a way that’s also the way I feel. If T have the feeling I'm writing my body
I don’t necessarily feel it as a female body I'm just writing the rhythms of my body. It’s
very important to me, the rhythm. And, when [ read I like to read it sometimes aloud
because you can use the rhythms, and, if I sometimes hear someone else reading a bit,
I think but it has a rhythm, 1 forgot that, thank you for reminding me, thank you.

I. When reading Grace, it reminded me of Mrs Dalloway, the way you connect your

passagcs. You know there is Mrs Dalloway walking and then Septimuscrosses her path,

and we follow him. In your novel we follow Grace, and then Bruno. So you sce, the way
“you linked your passages reminded me of Woolf. ’

M.G. Yes, I like to do that. I think also about symbolism. I forgot that. I love to make
symbolic use of things, because it’s fun, and Bruno was a symbol really though he felt
real as I wrote him. You know splitting, malcness and femaleness. And also Arthur has
got his male and female side together.

L In terms of themes, would you agree that a dominant Woolfian theme in your writing
is something that you actually referred to in that interview in 1984: the decay that time
brings.

M.G. Yes, absolutely. That’s what attracted me so much in her writing in terms of her
sense of the world. She sces everything very brightand very vivid butincredibly fragile,
she really sees it in the light of eternity, doesn’t she? The most cveryday thing has this
curious light hanging above it, because you know the fecling that the dark is moving in
somehow. Yes, I always felt that a bit. No, not in a depressing way but it makes things
more cxtraordinary, I think if thcy are not forcver, more comfortable. Yes, that’s
Woolfian, but I don’t know if it comes from Woolf, because, 1 think that when 1 read it
I had this feeling ‘Yes, yes!’ 1 recognized it.

I. Youcanstill connectthis with Woolf: she found writing a very painful process, it really

wrung everything outof her. Do you find that writing is that sort of experience for you?,
Has it the same effect on you?.
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M.G. At the end of a novel yes. I can’t say I find it painful in the scnse that I feel very
fully alive when I'm writing, and I enjoy writing, I love writing, but I do feel very
exhausted when I've finished a novel. Yes, very, very. I don’t think I'have this fecling
which she had. I don’t feel it. I feel ‘“Thank God, I've finished it!”, and I'm tired, but it’s
done so it can’t cscape. I"ve talked about this with lots of other writers, we all feel we
are going to die at thc end of a novcl, before we finish it the bus will knock us over, or
the plane willcrash just on top of the house, and there will be two days before your arrive
at the end, so it will never be published. But, I also think --because my domestic life is
busier than Woolf’s-- in a way writing, although it’s hard work, is also a rest, so there’s
a diffcrent fecling about writing.

1. After reading The Burning Book 1 had the impression that maybce there was a con-
tradiction between the universal scope of the novel at the beginning --with the mention
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki-- and the end --the ‘final violence’-- when Loma and Henry
hold hands in Kew Gardens, and you produce a ‘happy’ ending. Do you yourself see a
contradiction?

M.G. But, do you remember what happens?. They arc holding hands, they are about to
be reconciled and then the whole world explodcs...

I. Yes, but while I wasrcading, I was thinking, how 1s the author going to make England
explodc in 19857.

M.G. But, you sce I didn’t want to. I don’t want 1o, because 1 fecl that if you invent
nuclear war, if you invent the unthinkable thing, then it somchow makes it more scicnce
fiction, fantasy-like, so rather than imagining nuclear war, I just wanted Lo use real
passages from what did happen: Hiroshima and Nagasaki. There is nothing there that
is not first person, it is all from truth, and I didn’t want to, because to me this is
unspeakableand unthinkable and I didn’t want to inventit, I just wanted to show the book
break, and then 1o say... and you know Kew Gardens arc meant to be like an image of
the world because there arce plants and trees from everywhere, it’s like aGarden of Eden,
and they are trying to start again, likc a tide version of the beginning, because they are
old --well, they are notold, I thought they were old at the time because I was young, she’s
thirty-ninc I think. But, then I wanted (o stop the book there and say ‘Look, this hasn’t
happened’ it’s just a book and say to readers, we don’thave tohaveour world be wrecked
and our little bits of hope and mcaning disappear, so I didn’t rcally want o retreat from
the universal. I think somctimes the only kind of mcaning, ways of happiness, we can
manage arc small, you can be sure only about very small things...

I think there are huge unhappincsscs, but it is not often --except at great Carnivals or
somcthing-- that everyonc is happy.

L So, in a way it’s a warning.
M.G. Yecs, I think so because when I said T didn’t want to invent it, that was where I

thought I would try (o wake readers up at the end, so they didn’t feel there was this
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inevitable progression towards doom, and so put down the book terribly depressed, and
thinking they were all going to die.

L. Still on the subject of The Burning Book, could we say that if for Shakespeare “all the
world is a stage”, for you “our lives are a novel”. Because, again and again you stop the
narrative and you make the rcader aware of the fact that what s/he is reading is only a
book. For cxample, when Angela wants 1o write a book she is using the very books you
are using.

M.G. Yes, I wouldn’tdo that now. 1 liked to do that very much, all those selfconscious
novel techniques that point to the lictive and say ‘this is just a novel’. 1liked that then,
and also I think I did it partly because I found that book very hard 1o write. That was the
hardest book to write, and ina way I wanted 1o sharc the dilficulty with the readers, and
I was trying it out just to see but I don’t really like that aspect of it now. It was also a
way of being honest, I suppose. Itwasa way of saying “thisis what I’'m trying to do. How
do we tcll stories about these terrible things? How do we deal with these things?”. 1 sort
of think, I've got morc attracted now to really telling stories, to somehow telling stories
for people. Maybe, it’s that but also you know, I'd studied, I'd done a PhD on that
tradition ol sclf-conscious novel, so, of course, I was influenced by that. I thought, of
coursc, I'll try it, and, then [ think it puts people off. You're always saying ‘Come on,
wake up. IUsonly astory’. And that’s intrusive. Ilove metafiction, but I'm moving away
from it.

I. Did you do a PhD at Somerville?

M.G. No, it wasn’t at Somcrville. I did a first degree and second degree, a thesis at
Somerville, on surrcalism in England. 1 did a PhD, 1 was a rcsearch assistant, at
Wolverhampton Polytechnic, which isn’t a kind of Somerville...

1. We wonder if onc might sec onc of the key ideas in Light Years in this paragraph
belonging to The Burning Book: *“Henry spent all hislife yearning to find a patiemn. The
world was a complex timepicce, immcasurably slow and vast. But you somchow had
1o build it yoursclf, and it had to be built through time”.

M.G. No. Lifc was inmind, though, because 1did find writing this book so difficult, and
when I alked about the plcasure of writing, I don’t think I felt that very much. I wanted
to write The Burning Book because I had very strong feclings at the time about the
nuclear weapons that were in England and the cruise missiles coming to England, and
to me there was my politics there and this thing seemed to threaten every kind of
meaning, and literature certainly. Then there was my writing, and I thought if T can’t
bring the two togcther, there is not much point in your writing if I can’t write about the
thing I mind about most so I had to writc it, and then I told mysclf all the way ‘it’s okay,
you finish this, then you can writc a love story’. So, that was the beginning, that was to
do the opposite thing: to writc a book that was just for the plcasure of the pattern, The
Burning Book is all torn apart and Light Years is an object..

174



L All this makes The Burning Book a very difficult book to rcad.
M.G. Yes, definitcly.

L Just as well you give us at lcast the family tree...

M.G. Yes, I had to do this.

I. To imposc an order?

M.G. Yes, 1o impose an order.

I. Thinking again about, well connecting with the interview of "84, then, when speaking
about Light Years you said.you were concerned not to construct sexual stereotypes.
Looking back at the novel now, I was wondering, would you say you were successful
in avoiding stercotypes of any sort in that novel?

M.G. No, probably not. What I mcant was a strong woman. [ had a very strong woman,
strong but obnoxious, but strong, and she’s the heroic one, she’s stupid butkind of heroic
and Harold is feminine, reflective and timid, so that's what Imeant, I think. ButI always
do the same thing in my novels.  always want to break people up and then putthem back
together again. This is the thing I love. I love the idea of bringing things back together.
1 also tricd in Where are the Snows. Here I was more aware of trying with things like
Mary Brown, the whore/madonna thing, and I did try, and sort of say ‘Oh, but youcan’t
judge sexuality from appearances’ and Mary Brown is really the sexual one, she’s just
as sexual as, apparcntly very showily sexual Alexandra. You try, but when you're
wriling, something clsc happens. ButIthink I was trying. I do likc to write strong women,
not role models, just strong ones with room in the book, and my husband says I write
weak men, which annoys him, cveryone will think it’s him! I don’t try that, but I do try
to give the women cnough room to be something.

I. We think that onc of the achievements in Light Years is (he skilful way in which it is
structured, could you comment on the way you planned it?

M.G. That was thc most planncd of all my novels --in fact, none of the others were
planned like that. In the case of The Burning Book, 1 justhad a family tree and dates. With
Light Years,1planncd completely, I had to, becausc otherwise they wouldn’t have been
in the right place at the right time, and then I wrote it very fast, really fast, so fast I won’t
tell you how fast. Becausc I knew exactly what had to happen and thercfore it was ajoy,
Ircally loved it, I felt I was dancing. I loved writing that book. I wrotc it in seventeen
days actually! Becausc Nick was going around the world, so we werc scparated. He was
going around the world 10 wrilc a book, and I had no child, so I went to the British
Museum, and I sat there from ninc o’clock till it shut, and then I went to a cafe and had
something to cat, and then wrote till bedtime, and then I got up. You can only do it for
seventeen days. I wanted to finish before he came back, and I thought, maybe I can, and
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I did, and the Lerrible thing was he came back a week late, can you imagine the lemper
I was in by the time he came back?

I. So in a way, it 1s your first spontancous book.

M.G. Wecll, it was both spontancous and very planned, because I had planned it in
advance.,

I. Yes, planned but if The Burning Book is something you sad 1o wrile, now you wrote
somcthing you wanted 1o wrile.

M.G. Ycs, but I also wanted 1o write The Burning Book, it’s just that it was so hard, in
theendIdidn’t,Tjust wanted o finish it whichisdiffcrent, I suppose. What I have always
enjoyed is making a pattcrn, and in The Burning Book 1 didn’t really know. I had to do
it, so I couldn’t have thalt plcasurc, and I do love getting the rhythms and things, bulin
The Burning Book the thylhm is obscssive, itis very, 100, ncat, it was the thing I was like
clutchingto,in Light Years I rcally tricd to unpick ita bit, I tricd to make it freer because
I felt it was throttling me, I tricd to write straight afier finishing The Burning Book and
I couldn’t get away from this dumpity, dumpity, dum book, so I left it for about --six
months-- [ don’t feel trapped by rhythms any morc.

L. At the beginning of Grace you writc “If you arc subversive, you may legally be
watched”, and later on you give this ironic comment “...this is England, for goodness’
sake, and nothing cver happens in England.” How do you link these initial statements
with the end of the novel?

M.G. The end is supposed 10 be symbolic. Bruno is cmployed, as many private
detcctives are, by the British Security Services. They use private detectives to do jobs
that they don’t want to be linked with themsclves. With private detectives as you know,
therc is no regislter, they can be petty criminals or whatcver. The book was based on real
life, on the Hilda Murrcll case, and the dominant theory seems to be, among people like
mysclf, that shc was killed by a private detective, and there is a private detective who.
was downinthccouncil atthe time I was writing this book, and who was found convicted
for scxually abusing his daughters, who had a record of violence and he had been
walching the Sizewell protesters, so there isa theory that what happencd to Hilda Murrell
was a perfectly ordinary surveiltance job that went wrong. She came back and found
somcbody therc and because she was a very brave old lady, she didn’t ranaway. I didn’t
feel I could writc about a sexual abuser, I didn’t think I could do that, so I tried to make
him into somebody who was split. Maybe that was a bit unfair to transvestites but I was
Jjust really trying to say it’s the imagc of a man whosc femalc side is split off, but he’s
also, of course, an image of the split atom, and an image of our country which I felt was
sosplit. You know the book begins with Arthur holding ababy in the garden, and they're
onc and it’s one --that chapter is called One-- and I mean the book to go in a complete
circle, the characters are apart, they are all apart, and Bruno takes over. Bruno becomes
thec dominantmale figurc, and the characters are all apart, nonc of them are together and
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atthe end they are all brought together. Do you remember when at the end of the thriller,
Alfred would have shot Bruno, what he does is hold him as he held the child at the
beginning, and I say he holds him like the father Bruno had never had. Soit’s as if Bruno
could be refathered, as if that whole split state could be brought together. That was my
idea, and the final one, so it’s not a literal ending, I am trying to say that there is some
possibility, that maybc if that child... because I sec that all violence comes from bad
childhood, I was very interested in Alice Miller atthis point, so I made Bruno a battered
child, so T wanted 10 say, if we could refather Bruno, if we could reparent people,
somcthing, maybe, this terror could be stopped. That was my idea. It was supposed to
be aninverted thriller. The whole book isathriller, Iike louse genres, but then tum them,
so I tried to turn them from ‘bang, bang you’re dead’ to...

I. Were you trying to reproducc Hilda Murrell’s death?.

M.G. Yecs, without being a journalist. T was trying Lo sort of give an image of what I
thought had happened, but I found it literally unbearable. I thought somehow her death
was so silly. Why should ithave been so, an old woman, it was more shocking to me than
any kind of murder, other than a child’s, so I just wanted to say: we could rethink it. It
could be made, il could have been some happy ending, it could have been different,
because it was only chance. I thought it was chance, sochance could have been different.
It was my way of... you always write books to save yourself, in some way. Somehow
psychologically it was very soothing to me to write Grace, I felt very happy at the end
of il.

I. You thought you were changing the world?.

M.G. L knew I wasn’t. | always know I'm not. Just, you can invent another altemative
world. [ know you don’t.

I. According to information at our disposal, you wrote your first novel when you were
cighteen..

M.G. Nincteen...

L. Sorry, when you were nineteen, but Dying, in Other Words was not published until
1981. Were you involved in other activities in the mcantime?

M.G. Well, that novel I never published, that wasn’t my first published novel. In fact,
I wrote another novel as well that Inever published. I spentthose years.... Idid two higher
degrees. One on surrcalism, and one on Beckett, Woolf and Nabokov, then I worked in
publishing --not the smartend: Encyclopacdia packaging-- and when I finally... the PhD
was a mistake, I think, apart from the rcading, I loved the reading, but the writling was
hard forme, because really | wanted tobe writing fiction. I think probably now academic
discourse has been changed quite a lot. I don’t know if I'm right, but is it now more
permissable (o usc an ‘I” in academic writing. That’s what I found so hard, everything

177



had obe impersonal, and it was as if 1 had to be aninstitution. That wentagainst the grain
always having 10 be conlident and that was hard. So, when 1 finished that I thought
‘Okay,nomorc’,and I worked in hotels for two ycars in London, which was much easier
curiously, youknow, because [ wasn’tusing my brain or my language, and the novel was
published when I was thirty-two. I had written it seven years before so T was getting to
the stage of fecling I must publish soon, I must publish soon. I just did not know how
to goaboutit. Tam surc that there arc lots of people who never publish, who are very good.
Idon’tthink that all the things get published thatare good, and obviously lots of rubbish
gets published. It’s partly keeping going and having luck, and I just had some luck...

I. Who published that first novel?

M.G. Harvester.
I. So you worked for a publishing firm?

M.G. Ycs, I worked for another publishing company before [ did my PhD., when T was
twenty-three, twenty-five. Then I wrote the novel, and 1 didn’t publish yet, and then I
did the PhD.

L. It struck us that your novels contain a wide amount of erudite information, and
information about the world in general: Boliviacomesin --in Where are the Snows-- and
Mexico...

M.G. Well, I’ve never been there, Nick, my husband has and at least he could check it.
I gotit all from books. T was doing writing and travelling I wish Thad been doing, really.
I'wish, I would have preferred to go.

I. So, does the rescarch take up quitc a bit of your time before you put pen to paper?
M.G. Itdid for Light Years and The Burning Book. They were the most research-hcavy
ones. Where are the Snows not so much, really, becausc a lot of it was the story of the
people. But I love doing rescarch. It's so lucky o be a grown-up, educating yourselfl in
something you want to, notto tcach, but to sitin alibrary rcading is heaven. Treally enjoy
that. Actually, for Grace T did alotof research. IUs also a way of avoiding writing doing
research,

L. You have rejected the label ‘feminist writer...

M.G. Joincd together - yes.

I. Would you say that feminism is manifest in your novels?

M.G. Yes, Ithink itis. So many men, they see you’re a woman and they see you’re right
and they know you're a feminist and they say: "the Feminist Book Shelf: Maggic Gee
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- feminist will do", or they’Il put us all together. It’s a way of avoiding thinking. What
they’re saying is: “Mcn don’t read this.” people think you’re rejecting feminism when
you say “I’'m not a feminist writer™"and I am a feminist, of course. Who isn’t, who is
inteltigent?

1. A pattern that seems to repeat itsclf in your novels is that of women deeply concemed
to have children, sooner or later. Is this because you see that to write about women
involves a longing for children, or is it mercly consistent in terms of the particular
characterisation?

M.G. Well, it’s not conscious what I writc about women. 1 think I wanted children
without knowing it. I never rcalized I wanted children, I was busy. I'm part of that
generation, my generation of women in England, we were the first generation to have
this foolproof contraception and [ know so many of my contemporaries forgot, and I did
100, we just forgot to have children and now we find out. I was lucky and had a child...
Of course I writc about it and now that motherhood is being revalued in the media, it is
superficial but at least it’s in the mcdia, there are images of mothers and children. So
maybe this new generation of women won’t forget.

1. Do you think we risk bccoming sentimental in this connection?

M.G. I’m not saying women must have children that’s why I say I’ve never thought
about it as an issuc. I don’t feel that and in this book. I know... I remember Margaret
Walters said to me.. but it’s not a choice between Alexandra and Sally, you know the
image of Sally and her baby could be said to be sentimental but, on the other hand, it’s
the first seven months of that child’s life and thatis when you arc incredibly absorbed...
and I did feel like that... I think I also wanted to say in this book, if the characters are
representative of anything, that human beings don’t care about the future, that we live
as though the future didn’texist. That’s why I think their scxuality’scompletely divided
from their reproductive self because they're trying to say we can be young forever, we
are individualists, that’s all that matters, there’s no collective life, there’s no future,
there’s no onc in the world but us, so that’s why for them this issue of a child is so
important because it’s “Is there a future or not?” For them, there isn’t, till, suddenly,
Alexandra rcaliscs that they live in time and through suffering she starts to sce that there
is a world outside her own... T think I was rather hard on her really... They left their
childrenand I think that if you leave your children, you’re punished. What I mean is that
if you lcave your children, something happens to them. I do belicve that actually it’s not
about what mothers do, it’s about what our gencration does to the next one: nuclear
wasle, for cxample, what we do to the environment. We are abandoning the ones who
come afterwards because all we’re thinking about is how we can have a good time.
Alexandra does behave very badly towards her stepdaughter, she insults her sexuality,
docesn’t she?. She insults her feelings and it’s an image of a woman who has no way of
relating to other women. She is not in touch with her female sclf but I did mean it to be
something more than parcnt-child, I did mcan it to be that the same women who forget
1o have children arc the sclfish ones who don’t care about the future - this isn’t true but
one is an image of the other in a sensc and [ supposc 10 me that’s what Alexandra and
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Christopherare, they are the archetypal bourgeois individuals who go into the world and
buy i, try and buy it.

L. Your latcst novel Where are the Snows carries two epigraphs. The quote from Villon
is a question in the original French, but not in the utle of your novel. Is this because
Horace/Maggic Gee knows the answer?

M.G. 1don’tlike novels with question marks! 1 meant both epigraphs to be comments
and I always loved the view expresscd there and 1o me it’s time passing. The publishers
and my agent said it was a hopelcss title; everybody tried to get me to change it. The one
that was suggcested was A Blinding Passion, which is not that stupid actually because it
isblinding in a way but, on the other hand, we wanted Where Are the Snows, of course.
It was catchy. In America it’s going to be Christopher and Alexandra, they just hated
the other title and in the cnd I gave in in America because | don’t sec it.

I. This novel is about time past and time future, is this as a result of an intcrest in the
workings of time -as was the case in your previous writing- or reflecting a new direction,
i.e. futuristic writing?. Arc you interested in that arca of novel writing?

M.G. I’'m not really interested in futuristic things. Not really. It was more an image of
the present, the present scen as the future. It’s just consequences really, I've never
thoughtI’vebeen interested in time asa subject, justin time as it affects people. People’s
lives are measured by it, pcople’s lives fall away from it.  must say I was interested and
appalled by the stuff about virtual reality, about those machines. Now they’re just
beginning and these are the applications one can think of now. And to me it’s an image
of replacing the world completely with fantasies so everything gets thinner, in the end
you don’t nced to go to Buffalo, you don’t need to travel at all. You can completely
destroy Buffalo, you can destroy it becausce you have a vision, so to me plastic reality
was the worst kind of thing.

L.In the 1984 intcrvicw we have alrcady mentioned, you declare: “If you have any sense
of a decmocratic art, then you want to make it widely available.” How would you relate
your own and Virginia Wooll’s writing to the statcment?

M.G. You sce it’s also split my sensc of that. To me, it’s a tragic split we have between
literary and non-litcrary, high culturc and low culture; I loathe it. And publishers talk
aboutit: “Well, OK. we’ll publish you in May. No, we won’t publish youin May because
we’ve gota good commercial title in there”. You know, there’s the commercial and the
non-commercial. And I really try in my books, maybe it doesn’t work, but 1 really try,
not to put in literary rcferences that mauter. OK., they’re for pcople who want them, but
you don’t nced o know them and I try (0 have a clear texture, a clear surface, and T try
to have a story, you know a rcal story with things happening and emotion. I want to do
this but it docsn’t work because I'm categorised still as a literary novelist and the books
are beautifully producced but they’re very high brow, the way the design is done, and |
don’tscll very well, I sell quite well for a literary novelist but T would love to be able to
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sell, notjust for the money, although the money would be lovely, butI really want to write
for readers and 1 try so hard 1o write books that aren’t just to be studied, or whatever, but
you see, I remember this book Where are the Snows, the problem is because it has a
clearer texture I think, and it’s written in the first person and it’s virtually a female
subject: romance. But the problem is the literary editors look at it, and they think: “Oh,
romance-woman author.” And they don’treally see it as a serious book. So they lose the
top and they don’t get the bottom, not the bottom, but you know what I mean, you fall
between, because you don’t fit. So my idea of a more democratic way of wriling is a
complcte fantasy. It just doesn’t work.

I. Because of the commercialization of art?

M.G. Because of the stereotype way people think about writing, you know that the only
books peoplc can read arc airport fiction butitisn’ttrue, itisn’t true. How could so many
people have read the nincteenth century novels and loved them? Someonc like Vonnegut
sells. And Fay Weldon, she sclls too so somehow it’s possible but it hasn’thappened to
mc ycl. And it does make me sad, actually, because that is the point to mc, the point is
to try and make something that (clls a story but one just has to keep doing it.

L. Over the last decade it may be said that there has been a blossoming of the English
novel, have you any particular favorites among those writing in the UK today?

M.G. Alasdair Gray. 1982 Janine. 1 loved it. It’s a very brave book but some people
hated it. He links sadistic pornography with the nuclcar weapons cstablishment in
Britain. It’s a very, very brave, experimental book and it also shows beneath a man who
works for thesc weapons cstablishments. There is somebody who is so totally unpro-
tected and locked away and in this central bit of the novel it just Icts that come out. It’s
a wonderful novel. Who clse do Tadmirc? I love Anita Brookner - they’re completely
different.  mean, cvery novel I rcad makes me angry, I want to say: “No, youdon’thave
1o do it, please stop.” And yet I think she’s a wonderful recorder of pain and of the
damaged ego, don’t you? It’s devastating. I do like a lot of Fay Weldon, a lot of Fay
Weldon is really good.

I. What do you think of Weldon stylistically?

M.G. Somctimes, I think she’s got a very distinctive voice, somctimes she has a very
unusual structure. I think in a way she has written Iess well perhaps because she didn’t
get the prizes but she could get the sales and why should she bother?, She does sell and
her books are very didactic. She really wants to tell her readers things about the way the
system works, about the social sccurity system but she has an even voice, I think. She
docsn’t carc any morc; she writcs faster I think. I liked Angcla Carter’s short stories. 1
liked Heroes and Villains very much but I don’t think she’sinterested in the overall form
of the book. She has this fantastic, volatile wonderful imagery, hasn’t she? But for my
personal liking, I prefer books with more shape. I loved Rose Tremain’s Restoration. 1
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Graham Swift. I love Graham Swift. Of John Banville’s I really admired The Book of
Evidence. When [ was a Booker Prize judge, I really wanted that book to win: the
language is so beautiful. But the Ishiguro won, but that was a beautiful book too so that
was OK! By the way, it was only for the sccond time in the history of the prize that there
has been an all-male short list. A few people said: “This is a bit surprising.” And one
judge said: “The girls weren’t good enough to be invited to the party this ycar.” But the
intercsting thing was -and I think Penclope Lively made this point at the Booker dinner-
that if there’d been six women, can you imagine the outrage? Can you imagine and yet
six men was ncutral. But it would have been so political.

I. Speaking of Booker, Angela Carter praiscd Kureishi’s Buddha of Suburbia in an
article on the novel published in The Guardian whilst it was unfavourably reviewed in
the TLS. Carter welcomed what she saw as a “Non-Booker Prize winner”.

M.G. Carter has been singularly unshortlisted for the Booker Prize considering her
status in our country. Certainly she is the prime woman writer. People really notice that
she’s not on this list.

I. Timothy Mo was here in Barcelona two years ago and he was angry about the Booker
Prize. '

M.G. But he’s been shortlisted three times!
I. Yes, but in the end, he says, there’s always something.
M.G. I think he should be quite pleased.

L. As every new book comes as 4 surprisc, we were wondering what you have in store
for us?

M.G. I don’t know.
I. What would you like to sce translated into Spanish first?
M.G. I suppose this one [Where Are the Snows), because it’s my latest. But maybe

otherwisc, Grace. 1 don’t know, I can’t say ... Light Years.

L In the interview you spoke about literature working against hate. From certain things
you have said today, you give thc impression of seeing literature as something sacred.
Would you agree that you see it in those terms?

M.G. Ycs, butalso ina very personal way when Isay it worksagainsthate. When 1 write

about characters likc Bruno or Alexandra: I would not like them in rcal lifc. By thcend
of Where Are the Snows, I rcally identified with Alexandra. By the end of the book, 1
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didn’t really want her to be punished, I meant wo say that her death wasn’t really killing
her. I meant 1o say that she can rcjoin in some way by understanding, she could rejoin
the stream of people when they go across the snow. I have very boring dreams --cvery
nightit’s supcrmarkets-- but when  was writing this book, I had an ex traordinary dream:
there was a medicval housc and I saw this small world where everything grew and there
was a --you know how in drcams you think you understand somcthing wicrd. And
outside, there was this cnormous scale of people and it was so beautiful. T woke up with
sucha fecling of happincs,and I wanted to putitat the cnd of the novcl soreally I wanted
10 put Alexandra into that. It was like an acceptance of her but, of course, rcading the
novel one docsn’t know that.

I. Isn’t it terribly difficult to writc about somebody who’s so different from yourself?
M.G. Maybe she’s what [ would like to be. Don’t you think? Most of us spend a lot of
time trying o understand, trying to adapt. Wouldn’t it be lovely to be Alcxandra,
sometimes? I'm probably writing what I want to be and then telling myself why it’s no
good.

Barcelona, 31 October 1991.

183





