


A. S. Byatt's
Possession



CONTINUUM CONTEMPORARIES

Also available in this series:

Pat Barker's Regeneration, by Karin Westman

Kazuo Ishiguro's The Remains of the Day, by Adam Parkes

Carol Shields's The Stone Diaries, by Abby Werlock

J. K. Rowling's Harry Potter Novels, by Philip Nel

Jane Smiley's A Thousand Acres, by Susan Farrell

Barbara Kingsolver's The Poisonwood Bible, by Linda Wagner-Martin

Louis De Bernieres's Captain Corelli's Mandolin, by Con Coroneos

Irvine Welsh's Trainspotting, by Robert Morace

Donna Tartt's The Secret History, by Tracy Hargreaves

Toni Morrison's Paradise, by Kelly Reames

Don DeLillo's Underworld, by John Duvall

Annie Proulx's The Shipping News, by Aliki Varvogli

Graham Swift's Last Orders, by Pamela Cooper

Haruki Murakami's The Wind-up Bird Chronicle, by Matthew Strecher

Ian Rankin's Black and Blue, by Gill Plain

Bret Easton Ellis's American Psycho, by Julian Murphet

Cormac McCarthy's All the Pretty Horses, by Stephen Tatum

Iain Banks's Complicity, by Cairns Craig

Michael Ondaatje's The English Patient, by John Bolland

Forthcoming in this series:

David Guterson's Snow Falling on Cedars, by Jennifer Haytock

Helen Fielding's Bridget Jones' Diary, by Imelda Whelehan

Sebatian Faulks's Birdsong, by Pat Wheeler

Kate Atkinson's Behind the Scenes at the Museum, by Emma Parker

Hanif Kureishi's The Buddha of Suburbia, by Nahem Yousaf

Jonathan Coe's What a Carve Up!, by Pamela Thurschwell

Nick Hornby's High Fidelity, by Joanne Knowles

Zadie Smith's White Teeth, by Claire Squires

Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things, by Julie Mullaney

Alan Warner's Morvern Callar, by Sophy Dale

Margaret Atwood's Alias Grace, by Gina Wisker

Vikram Seth's A Suitable Boy, by Angela Atkins



• A. S. BYATT'S

Possession
A R E A D E R S G U I D E

CATHERINE BURGASS

CONTINUUM | NEW Y O R K | L O N D O N



2002

The Continuum International Publishing Group Inc
370 Lexington Avenue, New York, NY 10017

The Continuum International Publishing Group Ltd
The Tower Building, 11 York Road, London SE1 7NX

www.continuumbooks.com

Copyright © 2002 by Catherine Burgass

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording,
or otherwise, without the written permission of the publishers.

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Burgass, Catherine.

A.S. Byatt's Possession : a reader's guide / Catherine Burgass.

p. cm. — (Continuum contemporaries)

Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 0-8264-5248-5 (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Byatt, A. S. (Antonia Susan), 1936- Possession. I. Title. II. Series.

PR6052.Y2 P63 2002

823'.914-dc21

2001048684

www.continuumbooks.com


Contents

1.
The Novelist 7

2.
The Novel 26

3.
The Novel's Reception 64

4.
The Novel's Performance 71

5.
Further Reading and Discussion Questions 78



This page intentionally left blank 



1

The Novelist

A.S. Byatt rejects the academic tendency to reduce
literary works to a convenient label. In both her personal and pro-
fessional life, she has worked assiduously towards encompassing
what are frequently regarded as mutually exclusive states: a success-
ful career and family life; criticism and creative writing; a fiction
both intellectual and sensual, realist and romantic. Possession rep-
resents the realisation of this ambition, since it managed to please
nearly everybody —academics, critics, and ordinary readers —by
means of its diversity and won its author a significant degree of fame
and fortune. It is a novel which, in common with many successful
postmodern fictions, is complex enough to lend itself to sophisti-
cated critical analysis, yet manages to cater to the recreational
reader. It includes, in its 550-odd pages, an astonishing variety of
literary forms woven into an intricately constructed plot, and ad-
dresses esoteric intellectual questions while retaining traditional el-
ements of story, well-realized scenes and well-rounded characters.
Byatt's fiction has, from the first, been preoccupied with the ten-
sions between different ways of writing and living; this section will
focus on the evolution of these thematic and formal issues —from
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unresolved conflict in her first novel towards reconciliation in Pos-
session.

THE LIFE AND THE WORK

A. S. Byatt was born Antonia Susan Drabble on 24 August 1936, in
Sheffield, to John Drabble and Kathleen (Marie) Drabble, nee
Bloor. Both her parents had "bettered themselves" through educa-
tion, and had graduated from Cambridge University. But for Byatt's
mother this education had resulted in frustrated ambition when
marriage and children precluded any kind of career. Byatt has
described the atmosphere at home as unhappy; her mother was
unable to control her bitterness, and conveyed to her children not
only her own dissatisfaction, but her high expectations. Byatt grew
up in this fraught domestic atmosphere an introverted and asthmatic
child and a bookish high-achiever. Just as Roland experiences a
disconcerting sense of his actions being determined by a romance
plot in Possession, Byatt conceives of her life in terms of literary
narrative. As a child, she identified with characters in fairy tales and
myths of a literate household. This identification may not be un-
usual, but Byatt placed herself in the imaginative world of stories
more firmly than many. Her mother's vicarious ambition was ful-
filled; both Byatt and her sister, the novelist Margaret Drabble, have
highly successful literary careers, though the press reports a kind of

literary sibling rivalry, to Byatt's irritation.
While biographical readings of literary texts are regarded as

slightly suspect in the academy, in Byatt's case a special plea can be
made. Byatt herself believes that it is easier to penetrate the mind
of a writer through his or her work than through superficial conver-
sation. She has said of Iris Murdoch, with whom she was accus-
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tomed to lunch: "She knew I knew her secret self, which she had
made public in her novels. And I knew I knew it, but the conversa-
tions remained the polite conversations of two women who liked
each other but were not that intimate." In Possession, the two liter-
ary sleuths express a certain high-minded distaste for prying into the
private lives of their subjects, which is born of a sense of decorum
and their critical detachment. But in Byatt's fiction perennial the-
matic concerns clearly reflect her particular socio-historical loca-
tion, and there is a significant part of the work which is semi
autobiographical.

CREATIVITY/DOMESTICITY

As an educated middle-class woman coming of age in the post-war
period Byatt faced certain conflicts in her own life which she re-
peatedly addresses in the novels. Byatt was subject to her mother's
high expectations and was told at the age of five that she would go
to Cambridge University, but further education was raising the
expectations of a growing number of women. The expectations of
society, however, were still such that these women were likely to
marry young and follow the domestic pattern of their mothers'
generation —a particularly unfortunate model for Byatt. She says in
her preface to The Shadow of the Sun that all her novels "think
about the problem of female vision, female art and thought," but
this female vision is often occluded by domesticity, specifically the
demands of dependent beings.

Byatt was apparently aware early of the inevitable loss of auton-
omy and the life of the mind occasioned by marriage. In her
collection of essays On Histories and Stories, she describes the way
that this loss is allegorized in fairy tales, where the princess is always


