University
of Glasgow

Lu, Lian (1999) Penelope Fitzgerald's fiction and literary career: form
and context. PhD thesis.

http://theses.gla.ac.uk/1773/

Copyright and moral rights for this thesis are retained by the author

A copy can be downloaded for personal non-commercial research or
study, without prior permission or charge

This thesis cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively from without first
obtaining permission in writing from the Author

The content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in any
format or medium without the formal permission of the Author

When referring to this work, full bibliographic details including the
author, title, awarding institution and date of the thesis must be given

Glasgow Theses Service
http://theses.qgla.ac.uk/
theses@gla.ac.uk




PENELOPE FITZGERALD’S FICTION
AND LITERARY CAREER:
FORM AND CONTEXT

LIAN LU

Thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
Department of English Literature

University of Glasgow, Scotland
The United Kingdom

September 1999



11

ABSTRACT

The aim of this thesis is to examine Penelope Fitzgerald’s fiction and literary
career in relation to the development of contemporary English writing. Although
Fitzgerald is recognized as an English writer of some significance, her fiction is
less familiar than that of many of her contemporaries, a fact that relates to the way
in which new fiction 1s read, recognized, rewarded and written about.

Through investigating the issues of form and context, the thesis contends
that the novelist’s paradoxical standing in contemporary British literature not only
suggests a focal shift of Britain’s literary culture during the past three decades, it
aléo points to the existence of a complex set of categories that can lead to the
exclusion of some authors. The central argument of this thesis is that Fitzgerald’s
versatile literary career provides evidence of a closed literary Establishment whose
values are being perpetuated through its intricate interrelations with the culture
industry.

The investigation of Fitzgerald’s equivocal success, of the decisive change
in Britain’s recent cultural perspective, involves raising questions around canon-
tormation, the consolidation of a national identity, strategies of writing, and the
politics of reading. I have found it necessary to examine aspects of theme, form,
genre and context in Fitzgerald’s writing, focusing successively on convention and
subversion in her work. This ‘doubleness’ has generated the two-part structure of
the present thesis, the first book-length study of Fitzgerald’s work.

Part One examines the canonical literariness of Fitzgerald’s novels through
studying literary conventions and thematic preoccupations. It aims to elucidate
Fitzgerald’s fiction through the tradition of liberal humanism. The canon of
English literature 1s more than a settled corpus, it involves a set of prescribed
criteria which, I argue, is the cornerstone of Fitzgerald’s literary success as a

IlOVeliSt, biographer, and litera.ry C 1'1th -
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Contemporary British fiction has undergone a focal sea-¢hange seen 1n its
preoccupation with linguistic experimentation, typographical innovation, and
topical engagement with current 1ssues. Fitzgerald’s fiction 1s out of step with
current critical paradigms, and thus tends to get caught between the canonical and
the contemporary. Part Two explores the impact of postmodern approaches on
Fitzgerald’s fiction, and examines the ways in which age, race, gender, identity and
the nation have impinged on her writing.

The scope of this study, therefore, comprises gender, writing, and the
culture industry. In view of the scarcity of criticism on Fitzgerald’s work, and
apart from the more obvious critical concerns regarding authorship and
periodisation, this thesis draws on a variety of critical perspectives in order to
achieve a historical and contextual understanding of Fitzgerald's fiction and literary

career in relation to contemporary British fiction.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: THE PARADOX

The Booker Prize notwithstanding, Fitzgerald
has never achieved the ‘flavour of the month’
publicity of other winners. But compare her to

some of our contemporary heavyweight women
novelists, the politicos, the feminists, the sex-

obsessed, the fairy-tale tellers, the working-class

snapshotters, and she emerges with distinction.’
-- Gerda Charles

From virtually the outset of her career as a
novelist, Penelope Fitzgerald’s work has
attracted serious critical attention. Her second
novel, The Bookshop (1978), was shortlisted for
the Booker Prize, which 1s Britain’s most
valuable literary award, worth £10,000 to the
winner. She won the Booker Prize in 1980 with
her third novel; Offshore (1979). Her writing
couples a traditionally moral humanist approach
with a supple, spare style; her novels are short,

but not slight.”
-- Catherine Wells Cole

1.1) POINT OF DEPARTURE

The Paradox of Penelope Fitzgerald’s Success

The central concern of this thesis rests on the paradoxical reception of Fitzgerald’s
literary writing. The objective of this study is to elucidate Fitzgerald’s fiction —
including the novelist’s treatment of theme, form, and genre — by way of

exploring the issues of literary canon formation, and the relationship between

identity and strategies of writing.

' Gerda Charles, ‘Penelope Fitzgerald’, in Contemporary Novelists, ed. D. L. Kirkpatrick (London:
St. James Press, 1986), pp. 294-296, p.296.

- % Catherine Wells Cole, ‘Penelope Fitzgerald®, in Dictionary of Literary Biography: British

Novelists Since 1960, vol. 14, ed. Jay L. Halio (Detroit: Gale Research, 1983), pp.302-308, p.302.



The paradox of Fitzgerald’s literary achievement, I contend, rests on the
fact that as a Booker winner and acclaimed significant literary voice in present-day
English fiction, she is nonetheless under-read and under-criticised, in spite of the
accessibility of her literary language. My thesis intends to make a virtue of this
obscurity, and celebrate the achievement of Fitzgerald’s literary writing. The two
authoritative reference books cited above represent the different critical
perspectives on Penelope Fitzgerald. These epigraphs indicate not only the
novelist’s equivocal standing in contemporary British fiction, but also the critical
doubt and hesitancy associated with the novelist’s position. Gerda Charles notes
that the unpopularity of Fitzgerald’s novels arises from the fact that her novels
refuse to be easily accommodated within the currently récognized categories of
contemporary literature. While Charles praises Fitzgerald’s distinguished yet
unrecognised achievement, Catherine Wells Cole considers that Fitzgerald has
“attracted serious critical attention’ from the beginning of her career as a novelist.

Apart from winning the Booker Prize in 1979 — not 1980 — with
Offshore, Fitzgerald has also been shortlisted for the same prize on three separate
occasions: with The Bookshop in 1978, The Beginning of Spring in 1988, and The
Gate of Angels in 1990. Not only is Fitzgerald a Booker Prize winner, she has also
won other prizes, such as the 1985 British Academy Crawshay Prize for Charlotte

Mew and Her Friends, and the 1998 National Book Critics Circle Award for
Fiction in the United States with The Blue Flower, the first year in which non-USA

citizens were eligible for this award.

Fitzgerald’s novels have all received favourable, even enthusiastic, reviews
from well-known critics and academics like Anita Brookner, A. S. Byatt, and
Frank Kermode, to name but three. There is little doubt that she is recognised as a
significant novelist to date — a point suggestive of a highbrow elitism implied in
both the epigraphs. Favourable reviews of her fiction and her success both in the

Booker Prize and the USA attest to her success as a major English writer.



Nevertheless, 1n terms of critical studies, the novelist and her works have remained
curiously disregarded.

In the light of this general unawareness of an apparently significant prize-
winning novelist, I sent out exploratory questionnaires to 15 British academics in
England, Wales, and Scotland, who specialise in contemporary English fiction, and
whose 1nstitutions offer taught courses on contemporary literature in English,
particularly at postgraduate level.” Ten out of fifteen selected institutions replied.
The result of this small-scale survey confirms the perception that Fitzgerald is
being reviewed with ebullience, read appreciatively but not widely, and neither
taught nor written about critically.

Among all these English Literature departments, none teaches the works of
Penelope Fitzgerald in any form. Moreover, only two out of ten academics
indicated an awareness of the novelist’s reputation and works: one is fully aware of
all of Fitzgerald’s four novels that have appeared in the Booker’s shortlists, while
the other 1s only aware of her winning title. The result of this exploratory survey
suggests that a large percentage of academic fiction readers are not familiar with
Fitzgerald’s novels because they are rarely incorporated into teaching. Moreover,
the degree of obscurity of Fitzgerald’s fiction in an academic context might quite
possibly suggest a similar degree of unfamiliarity among general readers.

The sales performance of Fitzgerald’s novels would also serve as a
sociological index of the general reception of her fiction. In this regard I have
pursued various possibilities — writing to the Booker Prize Management

Committee, Fitzgerald’s publisher, and even the novelist herself — but all in vain.

> The exploratory survey is included as Appendix A. The selection of these institutions and the
respondents is not a random process, but one based on the strength and expertise of those English
Departments 1n the field of contemporary literature. To decide the choice of institution, I went
through the list of English Departments in Britain, and from those offering postgraduate taught
courses in contemporary literature I selected fifteen. The selection of respondents was then made
through resorting to the Internet for staff research interests at the website of these institutions. All
the questionnaires were sent to specific academics who specialise in contemporary fiction in
Britain. Since the questionnaire asks details of the teaching material selection, on a few occasions

some of the questionnaires were passed on to other members in the departments to offer more
helpful msight.



While HarperCollins refuses to reply, the novelist herself and Martyn Gotff, the
chairman of the Booker Prize Management Committee, could offer no detailed
information on the sales of Fitzgerald’s novels in Britain and abroad.

The fact that so far there has been very little academic interest in the
novelist’s works is curious. Currently, apart from a few review articles and
introductory entries in major reference works, there are only two critical essays that
deal with Fitzgerald’s novels.* Moreover, in the official account of the history of
Somerville College, Oxford, Pauline Adams observes that the college has a strong
tradition in literature as shown in the so called ‘Somerville School of Novelists’
ranging from Dorothy Sayers, Vera Brittain, Margaret Kennedy in the 1920s, to the
more contemporary Iris Murdoch, Christine Brooke-Rose, and Maggie Gee.’
Penelope Fitzgerald, herself a former member of that college, 1s omitted.

The present study is prompted by this mix of exposure and oversight with
regard to Penelope Fitzgerald’s fiction and, to my knowledge, is the only sustained
account that seeks to examine Fitzgerald’s literary writing extensively and in
depth. Fiction writing has historically been a female occupation, and recent British
fiction has seen a huge rise in women writers like Muriel Spark, Iris Murdoch,
Doris Lessing and Anita Brookner, who are contemporaneous with Fitzgerald and
have all appeared as either Booker Prize winners or shortlisted authors. But
compared with Fitzgerald, they have all been widely received, read and studied

with popular as well as critical interest. Given Fitzgerald’s prize-winning career,

* The only two academically critical essays on Fitzgerald’s fiction are: Jean Sudrann, “*“Magic or
Miracles”; The Fallen World of Penelope Fitzgerald’s Novels’, in Contemporary British Women
Writers: Texts and Strategies, ed. Robert E. Hosmer Jr. (London: Macmillan, 1993), pp. 105-127.
Bruce Bawer, ‘A still, small voice: the novels of Penelope Fitzgerald’, in The New Criterion, Vol.
10, No. 7 (March 1992), pp.33-42. There 1s a brief mention, no more than a few lines, of
Fitzgerald in Margaret Crosland’s Beyond the Lighthouse: English Women Novelists in the
Twentieth Century (London: Constable, 1981), p.216.

> Pauline Adams, Somerville for Women: An Oxford College 1879-1993 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), p.360. In another official account, The History of the University of
Oxford: The Twentieth Century, edited by Brian Harrison (Oxford: Claredon, 1995), Fitzgerald’s

connection with Oxford as an established novelist is briefly acknowledged along with that of other
Writers.



the fact that she remains less familiar begs the question as to how exactly a new

author 1s received and perceived.

Penelope Fitzgerald

Penelope Mary Fitzgerald, née Knox, was born in Lincoln, on the seventeenth of
December 1916. The family she came from was distinguished by achievement in
letters and religion. It was a family privileged in terms of culture and education,
among whom writing and reading constituted an essential part of family life. Both
her parents were from clerical families — both of Fitzgerald’s grandfathers were
bishops — and, as Fitzgerald says in her brief autobiographical piece on the
family’s cultural heritage, ‘vicarages were the intellectual powerhouses of
nineteenth-century England’.® Fitzgerald’s family background was enviably elitist,
in terms of education and cultural depth. Her father and three uncles all had
scholarships to either Oxford or Cambridge and were respected Edwardian
intellectuals. Being ‘poor but clever’, in Fitzgerald’s own words, scholarship was
the only way to education and subsequent success.’ Fitzgerald followed in her
tamily’s footsteps and earned herself a scholarship, as her mother did before her, to
read English at Somerville College, Oxford. She received a degree with first-class
honours 1n 1939.

After her graduation from Oxford, Fitzgerald moved among a variety of
jobs, including the BBC, the Ministry of Food, and various schools. It is only at
the age of fifty-nine that her literary career officially takes off. Fitzgerald started
as a biographer. Her first literary work, Edward Burne-Jones: A Biography

® Penelope Fitzgerald, ‘Penelope Fitzgerald’, in Contemporary Authors: Autobiography Series, Vol.
10, ed. Mark Zadrozny (Detroit: Gale Research, 1989), pp.101-109, p.102. Reprint courtesy of
the novelist.

" In a recent interview Penelope Fitzgerald talks of her own educational path: starting from the age
of seven at a boarding school, then a scholarship to Wycombe Abbey, and another to Oxford. See
Jonathan Sale, ‘Passed/Failed: Penelope Fitzgerald’, in The Independent (18 February 1999),
Education, p.7. '



(1975), was followed by another two: The Knox Brothers (1977), and Charlotte
Mew and Her Friends (1984). She has also edited the incomplete work by
William Morris, The Novel on Blue Paper (1983).

Fitzgerald started writing fiction with The Golden Child in 1977. Her
novels are either set in the family milieu, or they are set in the work place, often
within 1nstitutions. Some of them do cover both surroundings with varying
degrees of emphasis. What most interests Penelope Fitzgerald as a novelist 1s how
to focus on individuals as microcosms through which the characters’ social or
emotional experiences, no matter how inconsequential they may appear, are closely
related to the impact of the fractured outer world.

To date, Fitzgerald has written nine novels. In my study I have divided
them 1nto two groups according to their setting: the England novels and the
overseas novels. Fitzgerald’s early works are set in the south-east of England.
These novels of England, as can be imagined, deal with local events and
individuals in English society. By contrast, her later works are set on foreign soil,
such as Florence, Moscow, and German university towns like Jena and Leipzig.
None of her stories deals with the present or the immediate future. Most of them
are set m the first half of the twentieth century, with the exception of The Golden
Child, set in the 1970s but strongly reminiscent of a Fifties milieu, and The Blue
Flower, set in the last decade of the eighteenth century.

Fitzgerald’s latest novel, The Blue Flower, was published in 1995. Since
then, she has largely devoted herself to literary journalism and occasional short
story writing. Fitzgerald starts her review career in 1980 and since then has been a
frequent contributor to the London Review of Books, and more recently to the
T'imes Literary Supplement and New York Times Book Review. Recently she has

also been 1nvited to sit on the Booker Prize judging-panel in 1991 and 1998.
Given the fact that her literary criticism and short stories are scattered in various
sources, uncollected, and in view of their relative inaccessibility, I shall draw on

them only as secondary resources in relation to the study presented here.



Nonetheless, the thesis takes full account of all aspects of Fitzgerald’s literary
writing with the primary focus on her fiction, and — in view of the almost

completed career of her fiction — aims at a full-length critical study of it.



1.2) INQUIRIES AND METHODOLOGIES

Primary Concerns

What is the general perception of a contemporary work of fiction? In Britain at
least, the mere mention of ‘contemporary’ fiction may suggest linguistic
experimentation, typographical innovation, or cutting-edge subject-matter: drugs,
sex, violence, or social deprivation. Periodized as contemporary, Fitzgerald’s
novels by contrast painfully summon a sense of ‘silence’. Considered as an
important, even one of the best, writers of contemporary fiction in England,
Fitzgerald is nonetheless unfamiliar to the common and academic reader.” This is
one aspect of her silence. A second lies in her withdrawal from engaging, directly,
with the pressing concerns of her period as an author. The 1970s, 80s and 90s are
decades exploding with cultural expressions of subversion and dissent in the face
of the existing social and intellectual master narratives; nonetheless Fitzgerald’s
novels register an apparent remoteness as regards the social significance of this
contemporary period. This silence is curious: yet Pierre Macherey’s postulation —

that literature says what it does not say — may help it ‘speak’:

Can we make this silence speak? What is the unspoken saying”? What
does 1t mean? To what extent 1s dissimulation a way of speaking? Can
something that has hidden izself be recalled to our presence?9

To articulate the paradox of Fitzgerald’s literary standing, and her thematic
disengagement from polemical topics, I shall investigate both form and context in
Penclope Fitzgerald’s works: in particular, her developing stylistics and her

implicitly political engagement with gender, class and cultural institutions,

® Textual unfamiliarity results in two kinds of obscurity. One is the kind of text that benefits from
its own obscurity. This text 1s difficult to read — such as Ulysses or Lanark — but very popular
to teach. The text’s deliberate utilisation of a cryptic or coded style invites academic interest and
critical discourses. The other kind of obscure text suffers from its unpretentiousness. This text,
by contrast, 1s easy to read and, later on, to neglect. Such is the case with Fitzgerald’s novels.
This text is noted for its smooth accessibility, unpretentious style, and down-to-earth matter-of-
factness. The unfamiliarity of this text is suggested by the lack of critical attention.

- ” Pierre Macherey, 4 Theory of Literary Production, trans. Geoffrey Wall (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1978), p.85-89, p.86.



together with the changing state of English culture, of literary production and

reception, during the past three decades.

Given the paradox of prestige and recognition on one level, but absence of critical
and academic attention on the other, my research intends to raise issues around, not
only how authors respond to the political climate of their time, but also how
authors — in the presence of influence — incorporate and resist stereotyping and
literary convention within, and beyond, the dominant cultural paradigms. The
objective of this thesis, then, is to explore Fitzgerald’s fiction through aspects of
form and context, taking into consideration 1ssues of literary canon formation, the
relationship between identity and strategies of writing. In doing so, I shall be
arguing the following points.

First, I contend that Fitzgerald’s literary success is indicative of an
Establishment view that favours a transcription of ‘Englishness’. Though much
agitated by new trends of thought, the 1970s and 80s were characterised by a
political conservatism which deemed the sateguarding of Britain’s sovereign
integrity and cultural heritage as absolutely necessary. Having much to do with the
construction of a national identity that has historically conflated ‘England’ with
‘Britain’, this conservatism is reflected in circumscribed literary criteria and tastes
seen 1n a preponderantly intellectual focus on Anglocentric liberal humanism.

However, 1t Fitzgerald writes in the Establishment language, in its self-
perpetuating grammar, how are we to make sense of the general as well as
academic unfamiliarity of her supposedly excellent fiction? It is easy enough to
blame 1t on Fitzgerald’s old-fashionedness, on her fiction’s sense of social -
remoteness. But these are value laden conclusions. My suggestion is to see the
literary taste of the Establishment as some form of currency with floating unfixed
values. The 1970s and early-1980s may have preferred a perspective of liberal
humanism, and thus saw the rise of Fitzgerald’s supposedly successful career as a

novelist and literary reviewer. But the 1990s is a decade that has less confidence in
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maintaining an authoritative writing stance. The contradiction between
Fitzgerald’s literary perception and reception is connected not so much with
whether Fitzgerald’s writing is actually good or not, but with the fact that any
prescribed literary taste is highly value related and in constant flux. Therefore, my
contention is that Fitzgerald’s literary success is constructed on the foundation of
conservatism, which implies a sense of anachronism for a contemporary, largely
younger readership. Her unpopularity arises from her literary anachronism. For a
present-day audience Fitzgerald’s novels enclose a frustrating silence by
disengaging themselves from controversial 1ssues and innovative stylistics.

Secondly, it is my contention that contemporary British fiction has come
under a focal shift in terms of social, cultural and racial restructuring, to the degree
that the canonical status of Fitzgerald’s works is inadvertently and increasingly
equated with conservative stylistic and thematic highbrow insularity. During the
past three decades British fiction has become increasingly multicultural, a
movement perhaps reflected in the broadening of setting of Fitzgerald’s later,
foreign novels. The England/foreign categorisation indicates a broadening cultural
focus paraliel with Britain’s own acknowledgement of its multicultural make-up;
secondly it also suggests an opening-up on Fitzgerald’s part from a regional,
England-based writer to one engaging in dialogues that make the last two decades
of this century markedly different from the previous ones. It is exactly in such an
enriched culture that Fitzgerald’s fiction and literary career reveals the
awkwardness of English literature in justifying and defining its place in
contemporary literature in English.

Adding to the awkward position of Fitzgerald’s fiction in the context of
current taste 1s the simplicity of literary periodisation. The word ‘contemporary’,
as 1n ‘a contemporary work of art’, conflates its sense of the temporal with
connotations of artistic innovation. ‘Contemporary’ is fraught with an insinuation
of anti-convention and anti-realism, and thus is suggestive of abstraction,

innovation, and experimentation. To be contemporary in this sense is not simply
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to be current, but to be experimental or ‘postmodern’. Critics, such as Brian
McHale and Douwe Fokkema, agree with the assumption that postmodernism in
literature stretches chronologically from the mid-1950s into the present and thus
incorporates both literary realism and experimentation. Hence, in the fin-de-siecle
decades of the twentieth century, the term ‘contemporary’ has become more often
than not interchangeable with ‘postmodernist’ and ‘postmodern’, and as such 1t
predisposes the reader to expect certain rhetorical and formal features.'’ Asa
result, the initial impression of Fitzgerald’s novels 1s likely to be anachronistic:
writing and publishing most prolifically in the 1980s and 1990s, the novelist’s
overt humanist themes and conventional language marks her out as a ‘quiet voice’
among her more politically explicit and much younger contemporaries.

[ believe that Fitzgerald’s paradoxical success addresses not only the
‘devolution’ of England’s literary supremacy, but also its volatile yet resilient
cultural dominance. That is to say, within the United Kingdom, while English
literature 1s gradually, and reluctantly, acknowledging the literary Renaissance of
writers from non-English cultures, its emphasis on hiterary ‘Englishness’ 1s
nevertheless persevering. Fitzgerald’s career as a whole can be seen as having
reflected Britain’s cultural sea-change, in the sense that the perception and
reception of her fiction reveals an ongoing tension within the literary
Establishment today. The tension is seen in the tug-of-war between university
English and the culture industry such as the Booker Prize, between the academic
and the popular. While English departments engage in theorising — and only
cautiously widening — the canon, the bulk of contemporary fiction is introduced to
the general reader through reviews, literary prize competitions, and biography. As
a result, Fitzgerald’s fiction 1s seen to reflect the uncategorised gap between the

canon and the contemporary.

¥ Douwe Fokkema, ‘The Semantic and Syntactic Organisation of Postmodernist Text’, in

Approaching Postmodernism, eds. Douwe Fokkema and Hans Bertens (Amsterdam and
Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1986), pp. 81-98.
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That is to say, the perception of Fitzgerald’s literariness — one renowned
for ‘Englishness’ — creates a greater sense of restrictive anachronism than
invitation to contemporary readers. In this regard I shall argue that, in spite of the
overwhelming thematic remoteness of her works, Fitzgerald’s fiction can
nonetheless be read as contemporary in two aspects. First, in terms of the
demarcation between mimetic realism and literary experimentalism, Fitzgerald’s
later fiction — I argue — gives evidence of the presence of postmodernist stylistic
features. Also, instead of unequivocally endorsing the verdict on her works as
defined by their serious/metaphysical scope — a conservatively ‘highbrow’
reading, I contend that Fitzgerald’s fiction participates in the postmodern critique

of power, centring on issues of institutional and personal power, class and gender.

Structure of the Thesis

The central argument of this study — one that concerns itself with canon formation
and cultural change — foregrounds the intersecting dimensions of literary writing
and literary reception. The paradox of Fitzgerald’s writing career can therefore be
perceived as a case in point of how a new author responds to — and is assimilated
by — dominant literary climate. Fitzgerald’s literary career otiers a manifestation
of how a new, but already elderly, woman writer incorporates existing
Establishment values in order to become established. Between the culture
industry, the literary Establishment, and the writer there are manifold interactions
and responses 1n the making of a literary career.

Having addressed my major postulation regarding Fitzgerald’s paradoxical
literary standing, I would now like to offer a structured summary of this study as it
unfolds in each chapter. Apart from the Introduction and Conclusion, which are
respectively Chapter One and Chapter Six, the main body of the thesis is divided

into two parts, each consisting ot two chapters.
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Part One includes Chapters Two and Three, and deals largely with thematic,
generic and stylistic conventions. Part One aims to reveal the literary conservatism

in Fitzgerald’s fiction, and the presence of a covert Establishment attitude.

Chapter Two deals with contexts and conventions that influence the textuality of
Fitzgerald’s novels. I shall suggest that, while conveniently labelled as
contemporary, Fitzgerald as a novelist has more in common with the post-war
novelists. The chapter therefore argues for a close connection between Fitzgerald
and — instead of her publishing contemporaries in the 1970s, 80s and 90s — her
immediate predecessors, the post-war novelists of the 1950s and 60s. Here I will
explore the social and literary contexts in which Fitzgerald, as an intellectual, and
her fictions are situated, and place the novelist firmly in the tradition of Christian

liberal humanism — the source of the novelist’s distinction, and difference, in

contemporary writing.

Chapter Three connects the prominent intellectual conservatism of Fitzgerald’s
works with the presence of a canonical literary perspective. Widely praised for
embodying the virtue of ‘Englishness’ and exported abroad as quintessential
representations of the same quality, Fitzgerald’s novels provide models for
studying the controversial issue of English national identity in the form of literary
discourses. A universalising humanist perspective, together with her use of
conventional genres and affirmation of a literary nationhood, constitute
Fitzgerald’s literary conservatism. Sections One and Two explore the notion of
"Englishness’ in Fitzgerald’s earlier novels of England through examining the
rhetoric features and notional bearings of ‘Englishness’. They contend that such a
perception of “Englishness’ is closely related to preferred criteria of judgement, a
circumscribed imagining of what it means to be English.

In Chapter Three, Section Three, I will look into the implications arising

from the issue of readership. Judging by length, theme and genre, I would like to
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suggest that as literary fiction — in contrast to those of popular generic orientation
— Fitzgerald’s works aim to appeal to the moderately elite: the kind ot “common
reader’ both Dr Johnson and Virginia Woolf refer to.'! Fitzgerald’s literary
success can be attributed to her focus on the genre of manners — a genre aiming at
a middle-/highbrow readership when they are in a more relaxed mood. That 1s, the
genre of manners, including the story of detection of Fitzgerald’s first fiction, The
Golden Child, is often favoured by a readership who want something which is not
degradingly commercial nor sensational, something that comes with a hint of
culture and taste.

Fitzgerald herself does not think she ought to be categorised as a novelist of
manners.' Protesting that Jane Austen has be read for more than her precise and
faithful characterisation of social norms and details, Fitzgerald perhaps needlessly
limits the novel of manners to ‘light’ social fiction, and thus evidently places much
more emphasis on moral seriousness. Nevertheless, it 1s my contention that, in
terms of using a kind of language commensurate with popular genre fiction, the
literary conservatism in Fitzgerald’s novels works as a writing strategy that enables
even such a late twentieth-century writer to attract a genéral (middle and upper-
middle class) readership and draw them to the moral humanism of her fiction.
Fitzgerald’s fiction steers clear of controversial, even oppositional, subject-matter,
and her literary language shows her to be conversant with the discourses of

‘Englishness’. This being the case, it seems possible that she fits in comfortably

'! Virginia Woolf, ‘The Common Reader’, in The Common Reader (London: Hogarth, 1951),
pp.11-12, p.11. The common reader, as Woolf noted, 1s differentiated from the critic and the
scholar because s/he reads for pleasure rather than to impart knowledge or correct the opinions of
others. Saying that there is a difference between a literary fiction and a popular one, I am fully
aware of the brittle divide between these two categories. Take my initial impression of the
novelist’s works for example. Fitzgerald is claimed as a successful literary writer; yet in the
University of Glasgow library, among the novelist’s nine works, only Offshore is available, apart
from her biographies, Charlotte Mew and Her Friends and The Knox Brothers. In the nearby
public library, Hillhead Library, almost all of Fitzgerald’s novels are available in hardback, larger
print format — supposedly more appealing to elderly readers.

- !> See Appendix B, Personal Communication I [18 November 1994], question 13, and IV [3 June
1995].
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with a conventional taste that favours an upper-middle-class (Anglo) English
mindset.

Therefore, in the fourth section of Chapter Three, I shall call attention to
the impact of the Booker McConnell Prize on contemporary British fiction and on
Fitzgerald’s literary career. I will broach the following questions. What do
Fitzgerald’s biographies say about her own literary taste and methodology? Under
what criteria does she evaluate and introduce a new book to the public? By
discussing Fitzgerald’s literary reviews, I shall argue for the presence of a
circumscribed Establishment critical taste — whose implication 1s the existence of
a Booker patronage affecting literary journalism, the media, public reception of
new fiction and its production by aspiring writers. I suggest not only that
Fitzgerald’s literary criticism — untheorised as it is — imparts canonical values,
but also that this canonicity has been adroitly personalised by and perpetuated in
the Booker Prize which can be seen as the foremost institution in the literary
Establishment of British fiction.

It has been observed that not only do prize-giving bodies become powerful
In creating best-sellers and promoting new writers to global recognition, they can
also be seen to be orienting a prescribed literary fashion. I shall call attention to
the formation of a contemporary literary Establishment based on the prestige the
Booker has acquired through its connections with the media and literary
journalism. I contend that the Booker McConnell Prize, with its matrices
embedded in the culture industry, has had a significant part in creating certain

authoritative literary values in Britain.

Part Two, comprising Chapters Four and Five, resorts to reading against
Fitzgerald’s anachronism. Contrary to my reading of Fitzgerald’s fiction as
conforming to a literary conventionalism and conservatism, I shall argue that her

works are not disconnected from contemporary preoccupations of the postmodern

cra.
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Chapter Four elucidates Fitzgerald’s later works of fiction in relation to specific
features of postmodernist writing. In drawing a map of contemporary English
fiction, Malcolm Bradbury defines the post-war novel as having two strands: first,
the revived social and liberal novel, second, fiction of a much more fabulous and
speculative mode."” If established conventions are what Fitzgerald adheres to
when she first starts novel-writing in the mode of the social and liberal novel, then
her later works can be seen to manifest a more assertive, less conventional
narrative voice which, at some points, anticipates ostensibly postmodernist features
such as fragmentation and fictionality. The critical divide between realism and
experimentalism is often ambiguous and value-laden. Although I have placed
Fitzgerald in a post-war, realism centred literary tradition, I shall argue that the
cultural dominant of the past few decades, heavily pregnant with the discourse of
the postmodern era, has encroached upon the conventionalism of Fitzgerald’s
writing. However, my reading of postmodernist features in Fitzgerald’s fiction are
not to be taken as a labelling of her as a postmodernist novelist. Rather, 1t will be
my contention that Fitzgerald’s later works are indicative of her retlection upon the
concerns — and tentative employment of the practices — often placed under the
umbrella term ‘postmodernism’, although the degree of involvement is far from
adequate to qualify the novelist as postmodernist.

Section Two of Chapter Four discusses the postmodern intellectual
preoccupation with the problem of historicity in Fitzgerald’s writing. It has been
noted that historians and novelists have much in common. Both are concerned
with originating and sustaining a narrative, with consistency of character, and with
combining episodic immediacy with overall coherence. As regards this similarity,

Linda Hutcheon adds that both history and fiction are discourses; both constitute

- 13 Malcolm Bradbury, ‘Preface’, in The Contemporary English Novel, eds. Malcolm Bradbury and
David Palmer (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1980), pp. 7-16.
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systems of signification by means of which we make sense of the past.'* It is open
to a novelist to treat the received texts of history as the raw matenal for literary
fiction. By setting all her stories in the past, Fitzgerald has made heavy use of
historical facts and personas. I shall suggest that her utilisation of history and
historic characters — while rendering the divide between fabrication and
truthfulness a problematic matter — registers yet another sceptical, postmodern

intellectual perspective.

Chapter Five focuses on the interplay between conformity and dissent in
Fitzgerald’s fiction. Presented and marketed as a representative of contemporary
English fiction, Fitzgerald and her novels appear to be in agreement with a
prescribed image of nationhood, of ‘Englishness’. Given the ‘Englishness’ of
Fitzgerald’s literary persona and language and the social remoteness of her subject-
matter, this chapter, therefore, starts from a discussion of the issue of conformity.
Written from a stance that aims to appease rather than dramatise the internal
conilicts between people and society, Fitzgerald’s works decidedly address the
fundamental metaphysical questions of human nature. Although the novelist is
considered to have subscribed to a conformist literary nationality, it is my
contention that for a woman writer the identity issue, especially that between the
cultural and the personal spheres, is never one of harmonious assimilation. On the
contrary, it 1s marked with a doubleness, a dissident scepticism. Contemporary '
Western intellectualism registers a scepticism which takes nothing — neither
gender, knowledge, nor language — for granted. Fitzgerald’s writing endorses
such a sceptical perspective, although at the same time it externalises a sense of
conformity. I contend that issues of gender, class and power politics — rarely
separable — have been equally dealt with in Fitzgerald’s novels, in spite of her

novels’ decided disengagement, particularly when they are compared with works

'4 Linda Hutcheon, 4 Poetics of Postmodernism (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), p.89.
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published in the same decades by other writers. I hold it that the matter of
Fitzgerald’s political stance has to be viewed in the light of her background. Born
and brought up in a politically conservative era between two feminist movements,
and at a time when women started to benefit — though partially — from socio-
political reform, Fitzgerald is unlikely to share with women of the two feminist
movements the same positionality, purposefulness, and passion. Nonetheless, her
anti-dogmatic commitment, a tenet of liberal humanism, does not in actuality

preclude her fiction from being read as a critique of contemporary political

conditions.’

Section Two investigates Fitzgerald’s textual treatment of power, and
maintains that in this particular regard her early novels — such as The Golden
Child and The Bookshop — are highly political and subversive as they incorporate
a critique of power as both institutionalised and inter-personalised. Foucauldian
notions of power highly politicises Fitzgerald’s apparently politically apathetic
works from two aspects: 1t will provide a theoretical framework to subvert the
conservatism of her fiction, and argue for an anti-establishment scepticism in her
ostensibly Establishment work.

Section Three deals with the issue of class. In this regard I shall call
attention to Fitzgerald’s preoccupation with Darwinian metaphors and the sense of
victimisation. Although Fitzgerald’s works are primarily noted for their
metaphysical import, 1t 1s nonetheless possible to associate the novelist’s
humanitarian belief in emancipating the underprivileged with her emphasis on the
tension between the landscapes and the characters. To do so, I propose to elucidate
her fiction through a revisionist pastoral perspective and suggest that Fitzgerald’s

treatment of pastoral elements betrays an awareness of class powerlessness.

"> Fitzgerald’s suspicion of any form of ideological dogmatism is shown in her resistance to being
labelled either as a novelist of manners, as a feminist, or as a postmodernist. See Appendix B,
Personal Communication I [18 November 1994], question 21; IV [3 June 1995]; and Sale,
‘Passed/Failed: Penelope Fitzgerald’.
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Most of Fitzgerald’s novels of England are noted for their being based on
the novelist’s semi-autobiographical, personal experiences as a woman negotiating
between private life and jobs. Fitzgerald does not intend her fiction to be read in
an overtly feminist light, yet her textual characterisation of the sexes invites a
feminist interpretation. Section Four of Chapter Five discusses Fitzgerald’s
treatment of gender politics and maintains that she shares with feminist writers a
primary concern — the exposure and elimination of women’s subjugation — by
registering a protest against patriarchy, but in Fitzgerald’s case from a far less
pronounced or narrowly pro-female stance. Furthermore, this section returns to the
discussion of identity and conformity in the hope of establishing the intersection of

gender, writing, and identity.

The conclusion of this thesis 1s offered as Chapter Six. In the Conclusion I will
sum up the previous chapters by way of offering a critique of Penelope Fitzgerald’s
literary career and of its correlation with contemporary literature in the postmodern
era. [ shall maintain that, while rooted in a traditional literary intellectualism,
Fitzgerald’s literary career discloses a series of intricate appropriations and
transgressions of Establishment tastes and values. Her overall place in
contemporary literature and letters is clearly complicated by her belated
emergence. In answering the central inquiry of the study — Why does an
acknowledged, prize-winning novelist like Fitzgerald remain under-read and
under-criticised? — my study of Penelope Fitzgerald’s literary writing and career
will suggest that the boundary between majority and minority, between centre and

margin, 1s artificial and political.
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Critical Methodology

This research aims to examine Fitzgerald’s works of fiction i1n terms of form and
context, and to explore the implications of gender, class, race and the nation on the
novelist’s writing. Roman Jakobson’s notion of ‘the dominant’ is crucial to
account for the focal change that ‘English Literature’ has undergone, as well as
being a useful aid to the discussion of Fitzgerald’s literary works in the context of
contemporary literature in English. The notion of ‘the dominant’, not new to
cultural materialism, can be aptly reformulated in the theorisation of Formalism

and Structuralism:

The dominant may be defined as the focusing component of a work of
art: 1t rules, determines, and transforms the remaining components.
[....] Inthe evolution of poetic form it is not so much a question of the
disappearance of certain elements and the emergence of others as it is
the question of shifts in the mutual relationship among the diverse
components of the system, in other words, a question of the shifting
dominant. '

Literature, as a body of writing associated with moral and aesthetic qualities, 1s
seen here as a site of struggle where meanings are contested, rather than possessing
timeless and universal values and truths. My study is a response to the unbalanced
perception and reception of Fitzgerald’s novels and her position in contemporary
literature; it 1s, unavoi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>