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Very difﬁcult for a novelist to have ‘opinions’. To see only one side
of an issue and to stay with it. The world of the novel is always
inhabited by aspects of the self that relate in dialectical ways, the
movements of beings in time and ﬂux, a kaleidoscope of mirrorselves. Splinters, shards.
Joyce Carol Oates

One is so much richer for being a great number of people
A. S. Byatt
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Preface
This study discusses the ideas about art, authorship and creativity in
the work of one particular writer: the English critic and novelist
A. S. Byatt (born 1936). This involves making a distinction between
the academic and critic A. S. Byatt, on the one hand, and the
novelist A. S. Byatt, on the other. Placing A. S. Byatt’s critical work
before her novels may seem an unconventional choice given the
fact that she is much better known as a novelist than as a critic. Her
critical work has seldom been the subject of sustained discussion
and analysis in literary criticism. 1 When asked in interviews about
the nature of her work and the type of critic she is, A. S. Byatt
emphasizes that she does not see herself primarily as a critic. Her
sense of herself is as a novelist whose practice and reading as a critic
taught her how to write:
I’ve never thought of myself as a critic. I have written an enormous amount of criticism, but all of it has been in order to earn
money, not because I thought of myself as a critic with a critical
reputation … All of it was written in order to understand how to
write, and most of my big critical essays are about people that the
writer in me wanted to understand very badly.2
Although A. S. Byatt is a thoughtful and articulate critic of her
own work, in this case her emphasis on the novelist persona does
her criticism a disservice. In the period in which she wrote her
novels she also built up a critical record which is quite exceptional
in its versatility and complexity. 3 When it comes to a comparison
between her critical work and her novels, Byatt’s deﬁnition of her
own writing practice is less useful for her reader; the fact that there
are no boundaries between her critical and her ﬁctional work does
not mean that there may be no differences or tensions between
these two ﬁelds of activity.
Indeed, in the ﬁrst chapter I will show that Byatt’s criticism
testiﬁes to the ‘warring forces of signiﬁcation’ which continue to
determine the content and aims of English Studies.4 It is my aim to
xi
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show that part of the interest of Byatt’s criticism lies precisely in its
polyvocal nature. This quality makes it futile to place her critical
ideas about art, creativity and authorship in one speciﬁc category.
The labels that are used such as ‘humanist’, ‘post-structuralist’ and
‘feminist’ are I believe reductive in this respect. Instead I will analyse
the contradictory, yet highly productive ways in which Byatt’s criticism moves across and in and out of Leavisite, post-structuralist and
feminist debates about art, creativity and authorship, tracing an
itinerary of her own.
My discussion of this itinerary serves as a framework for a new interdisciplinary approach to A. S. Byatt’s ﬁction. I will look at the theories
of art, creativity and authorship that are imaginatively constructed in
three of her novels: The Shadow of the Sun (1964), The Game (1967) and
Possession (1990).5 The Shadow of the Sun and The Game are her ﬁrst two
novels, written at the time when she was still a student at Cambridge.
Until now academic literary criticism has barely paid attention to
them. I hope to show that they are rich and complex sources of ideas
about art, authorship and creativity and as such can be compared to
Byatt’s bestselling novel Possession.
The concept of ‘gender’ will play an important part in the analyses
put forward in this study. Adequate readings of Byatt’s novels – by
which I mean readings which truly bring out the interest and quality
of her oeuvre – are impossible without a discussion of the work’s relationship to ‘gender’ and ‘feminism’, a relation which is far more
complex and interesting than academics and literary critics have
noticed. For although academic interest in Byatt’s novels has steadily
increased from the beginning of the 1990s onwards, such work as
exists often tends to emphasize only one aspect: the traditional and
receptive character of her ﬁction. It is seen as a sieve through which
the inﬂuence of other novelists such as Iris Murdoch and Marcel
Proust runs its course. The emphasis on the receptive character of
Byatt’s work implicitly constructs her as a traditional novelist.
Michael Levenson for instance highlights the traditional aspect of the
Murdoch–Byatt axis: ‘Murdoch has been her literary mother. The two
of them alone are enough to count as a distinct contempory lineage,
nourished on the conviction that, our modernist complacencies aside,
our Victorian origins are unresolved, unsurpassed’.6 Page and
Cowley’s description of A. S. Byatt as ‘one of the most celebrated
conventional women writers’ has a similar effect.7
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Other critics actively disengage Byatt’s work from feminist concerns and subject matter, stereotyping her as a non-feminist, even
anti-feminist, writer. Valentine Cunningham, for instance, writes
that the novelist A. S. Byatt ‘stands rather alone in her refusal to ride
on a politically correct bandwagon’. 8 Nancy Miller has coined the
term ‘the new misogyny’ for this type of reasoning: it constructs an
unbridgeable gap between well-known women writers such as
George Eliot and Emily Dickinson – or A. S. Byatt for that matter –
and feminist literary critics who argue that ‘gender’ matters to
writing, literature and authorship.9
In any case, Byatt’s novels are seen as more traditional than the
work of experimental writers such as Virginia Woolf, Angela Carter,
Christine Brooke-Rose and Jeanette Winterson. However, this traditional quality of Byatt’s ﬁction is deceptive. The following statement
by DeKoven is applicable to the three novels under discussion in
this study:
while it is an incontrovertible fact that the majority of the most
successful, visible women writers employ conventional or traditional forms, it is also the case that their use of those forms is much
less straigthforward and unproblematic than it appears.10
A. S. Byatt’s 1991 foreword to The Shadow of the Sun already points
in this direction. It is a text in which she discusses at length what it
meant to her and to her writing that she was an ambitious woman
writer in the 1950s. She says in the foreword that the ‘battle’ of
writing her ﬁrst novel ‘fought itself out between sexuality, literary
criticism, and writing’. 11 The focus of my reading of The Shadow of
the Sun is how this battle shaped itself narratively. Combining close
reading with narratological insight, I pose the question what
happens when a young female novelist deploys theories of art,
vision and creative identity as a medium for her anxieties about
gender and generation.
The Game (1967) and Possession (1990) invite a further theoretical
context: that of myth criticism. After ﬂourishing in the 1950s and
1960s through the work of inﬂuential exponents such as Northrop
Frye and Leslie Fiedler, the practice of myth criticism came under
critical scrutiny in the 1970s, dismissed as ‘a form of reductionism
that neglects cultural and historical differences as well as the speciﬁc
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properties of literary works’. 12 In a balanced survey of the debate
surrounding myths and myth criticism, Bullen mentions Voltaire,
Roland Barthes, Frank Kermode and David Bidney as critics who
are/were deeply suspicious of myths because of their static and conservative nature.13 I am among those contemporary readers and
writers who think it is possible to ﬁnd other, less reductive ways of
conceptualizing the relevance of myths to our culture. Many scholars and philosophers have analysed the ways in which myths are
still formative of Western culture. They emphasize the changeability
of mythic material and the agency of the writer and the critic in
rewriting myths.14 In a fascinating analysis of Tennyson’s ‘The Lady
of Shalott’, Isobel Armstrong deﬁnes Claude Lévi-Strauss, Roland
Barthes, Sigmund Freud, Gaston Bachelard and Jacques Lacan as
‘readers of myths who are themselves involved in the myth-making
process’.15 A. S. Byatt can be seen as such a reader. She is one of a
number of contemporary novelists and critics who are deeply interested in the creative possibilities of (female) myths. 16 As a judge of
the European Literary and Translation Prizes, Byatt noticed a mythical thread running through contemporary European ﬁction and saw
her work as belonging to this tradition: ‘one passion that runs right
across Europe is for primitive narrative forms like classical myths
and fairy tales, of which I feel myself to be a part’. 17 In interviews
and reviews Byatt has often expressed her strong interest in the narrative beauty of myths and has written about the use of mythical
material by novelists. Two of these myths, the Cassandra story and
the Melusine mythology, structure The Game and Possession respectively. In my discussion of A. S. Byatt’s revision of these myths, I
will devote attention to subjects such as the ethics of art, the artist
as a visionary, the difference between scientiﬁc and artistic visions,
the violence of the imagination, motherhood and art and women’s
access to artistic subjectivity.
Thus, this study aims to question those representations of the
novelist and critic A. S. Byatt which reduce her work to its traditional, conservative and non-feminist aspects. It is my intention to
offer further insight into the complex interaction between an artist’s
creative work, her critical work and, last but not least, gender as a
constitutive cultural force. My intention in this study is not to seal
Byatt’s work within ‘the hermetic forcing-house of academic
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reputation’ but to argue for a more nuanced criticism, one that will
do justice to Byatt’s patient and often ambivalent questioning of the
connections between creativity, art, authorship and gender.18 For in
the case of A. S. Byatt’s work, nothing is as authentic or central as
her ambivalence.
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The Turtle and Its Adversaries:
Polyvocality in A. S. Byatt’s
Critical and Academic Work

‘She came, after all, not in utter nakedness but cocooned in
her culture in a web of amatory, social and tribal expectations
which was not even coherent or unitary’.1

Introduction
During the period in which she wrote The Shadow of the Sun (1964),
The Game (1967) and Possession (1990) A. S. Byatt built an impressive critical record. The author-critic is of course a fairly well-known
phenomenon in English letters. One need only think of George
Eliot, Virginia Woolf, Anthony Burgess, Iris Murdoch, Malcolm
Bradbury and Marina Warner to name but a few. From 1967
onwards, when her ﬁrst reviews were published in Encounter, New
Statesman and Nova, A. S. Byatt continually broke through the malegender bias that dominated English literary criticism until the
middle of the 1980s.
Her critical work is also quite exceptional in its versatility. As the
large bibliography at the end of this study shows, one can distinguish
at least eight levels in her critical work: scholarly studies, essays and
articles on Romantic and Victorian writers such as Wordsworth,
Coleridge, George Eliot, Robert Browning and Alfred Lord Tennyson,
and on modern authors such as Ford Madox Ford, Iris Murdoch and
Wallace Stevens; reviews for mainstream journals, magazines and
newspapers; introductions and forewords to novels by Willa Cather,
A. L. Barker, Iris Murdoch, Grace Paley, Elizabeth Bowen and Pamela
Hansford Johnson; articles on her own ﬁction; lectures at venues
1

