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CHAPTER 1

Imagining Gender in Biographical Fiction:
Introduction

Julia Novak and Caitriona Ni Dhiill

Biographical fiction—or biofiction, as we will mostly call it in this book—
has become an immensely popular genre in recent decades. It allows read-
ers to dive into remote periods and places, to immerse themselves in a
historical character and imagine what it may have been like to lead the
“Cultural Revolution” in Maoist China, or to undergo gender reassign-
ment surgery in early twentieth-century Germany, or to marry King Henry
VIII in Tudor England, all while enjoying the evocative imagery, textual
playfulness, suspense, and insider’s view that fiction provides. Using the
factual outlines of historical lives as springboards for their own imaginative
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narratives, biofictions boldly go where no biography has gone before.
Such metaphors of courageous (space) exploration are problematic, of
course, not least as they suggest that life stories are “new worlds” just
waiting to be “found” by writers. Even with regard to factual biography,
the paradigm of discovery has long been troubled by the realisation that
life narratives are ideological constructs, more or less carefully crafted for
consumption by specific audiences for specific purposes and with reference
to existing conventions of genre. Evoking authors’ “boldness” is useful,
however, as a way to consider the creative licence of biofiction to stray
from the biographical facts—Dby inventing encounters and dialogues, by
writing about the subject’s thoughts and secret motives, or even by insert-
ing fictional characters in their texts, in which such elements mingle with
recorded history. It is exactly this narrative privilege that accounts for the
fascination the genre exerts on its readers, and it is this privilege that critics
periodically use as grounds for invalidating biofiction.!

While paying close attention to the productive tensions the genre cre-
ates between biographical fact and authorial licence, this volume reads bio-
fiction as a discourse on gender. Following Judith Butler’s understanding
of gender as “a practice of improvisation within a scene of constraint,”* we
inquire into biofiction’s improvisations within the constraints of both gen-
der and genre. If, rather than to represent a life faithfully or accurately, the
aim of biofiction is creatively to “answer perplexing questions, fill in cul-
tural lacunae, or signify human interiors,” as Michael Lackey posits,® gen-
der often constitutes a central axis of its imaginative inquiry into past lives.

BioGrarHy, HisTORY, FICTION: STORIES OF GENDER
AND LiMITs OF GENRE

Before we outline what sort of genre we have in mind when we speak of
biographical fiction, however, we need to briefly clarify what we mean by
genre. Genre is not a kind of box into which a literary text can unambigu-
ously and exclusively be placed. We follow Jacques Derrida’s approach to
genre as defined by “the law of abounding, of excess, the law of participa-
tion without membership, of contamination.”* The Derridean concept of
genre can be related to Butler’s notion of gender performativity: just as
reiterations of gender also open up a space—in the very moment of repeti-
tion—for the subversion of normative patterns, so too is contamination an
inevitable feature of literary genres, as each new individual text will never
be an exact copy of previous specimens. Embracing a dynamic concept of
genre does not mean that we insist on postmodern notions of “fluidity” to
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declare the idea of genre as void of all meaning or heuristic value. Rather,
we take the view that genre as process—as historically conditioned and
continuously evolving mode of writing and reading—requires greater
specificity and nuance than any “grand theory” of a genre would allow.
This process-oriented view of genre suggests a critical engagement that is
attentive to the features of a text and its relation to other (bodies of) texts.

We follow a definition of biofiction as literature based on the life of an
historical person, using that person’s name,® but approaching its subject
through overtly fictional means that include varying degrees of invention.®
As such, biofiction “takes a real person and their real history as the subject
matter for imaginative exploration,” as David Lodge states, by means
other than “the objective, evidence-based discourse of biography.””
Lodge’s statement evokes two obvious reference points for the genre of
biofiction: the “imaginative exploration” of “real history” associates bio-
fiction with historical fiction, while the move to distinguish biographical
fiction from biography reminds us of the proximity of these genres. In the
following, we will discuss biofiction’s relation to historical fiction and
biography, and point to some ways in which gender-sensitive criticism of
these latter two genres can be productively directed towards biofiction.

The historical novel, according to Jerome de Groot’s broad definition,
is “set in the past” and comprises a wide spectrum of forms, including
“genre-specific work from detective to horror to romance” and a large
segment of “literary fiction”® extending also to self-reflexive narratives
that “attack historiographical convention.”® While some critics consider
biographical and historical fiction to be distinct or even opposed forms,°
we argue that the broad scope of historical fiction outlined by de Groot
can also accommodate biographical fiction.

Some recent work on biofiction has indeed been carried out within the
framework of historical fiction criticism.!" Several contributions to this
volume also discuss biofiction as a form of historical fiction, and it is easy
to see why. Biofiction is concerned with historical lives. Its engagement
with history becomes especially clear once one moves away from a view of
History as a series of momentous events and inventions, towards a multi-
leveled concept of history informed also by more recent currents of histo-
riography, such as social history and microhistory.

De Groot describes the characters of historical fiction as “identifiable to
us on the one hand due to the conceit of the novel form, in that they speak
the same language, and their concerns are often similar to ours, but their
situation and their surroundings are immensely different.”!? This also
holds true for biofictional characters. Biographical fiction oscillates
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between two temporal levels, the time of writing and the time in which it
is set, creating that “sense of historicized ‘difference’”!® that de Groot
considers definitive of historical fiction and which is the foundation of its
dynamic of identification and distance. Reflecting on her queer nineteenth-
century protagonist Jenny Bonnet in Frog Music (2014), novelist Emma
Donoghue describes this mediation between past and present as follows:
“I'am trying to make two periods resonate through this person. It’s almost
like the character I’'m focusing on is a time traveler.”!* Bonnet’s “delight-
fully self-destructive” behaviour made the author reach for an ADHD
diagnosis, for instance.!® Donoghue notes, “So I’'m making her a figure of
our era in all those small ways to try and make sense of the historical
record of how she behaved.”!® While Donoghue is indeed interested in
shedding light on “history” for her readers and wants to “make sense of
the historical record,” she does this by projecting present-day concepts
and concerns onto her protagonist so as to render her relatable for present-
day readers.

Conceding to biographical fiction a place in the vast domain of histori-
cal fiction allows us to read biofictions in the light of critical work on his-
torical fiction and gender. The genre of the historical romance novel, for
instance, has given rise to insightful studies of its gender dynamics and
politics, and these can also help to illuminate the cultural work of biofic-
tional texts. Diane Haeger’s biographical novel The Perfect Royal Mistress
(2007) about Nell Gwyn will serve as an example here. While Gwyn’s
story may in some ways be inherently suited to the conventions of the clas-
sic, heteronormative version of the historical romance novel—oftering, for
instance, an attractive, empowered young woman,!'” an aristocratic milieu,!®
and a powerful “man of the world” hero!? in the figure of King Charles
II—Haeger’s plot and cast draw on romance conventions rather more
emphatically than the subject’s biography would seem to allow. The Perfect
Royal Mistress opens with sixteen-year-old Nell as a virgin—a scenario that
is historically unlikely, as Gwyn probably worked as a child prostitute,?® but
which chimes well with historical romance’s penchant for inexperienced
heroines, as diagnosed by Helen Hughes.?! The young heroine’s first
encounter with the king, on page 4, already foreshadows her impending
love affair with Charles, as “her knees were suddenly weak” in his pres-
ence,?? but the lovers” union is then predictably delayed. In a manner typi-
cal of romantic fiction, the novel is oriented towards this central love
relationship, and organises Nell’s life narrative around it. The figure of
Charles is endowed with the generic traits of the romance hero, “saturnine
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and abrasive,”? and the novel also features those descriptions of “wild

explicit sex” that have become a staple of the historical romance novel.?*
It is most interesting to see, then, how the novel struggles to accom-
modate the fact that the historical Nell-Charles relationship departs from
one of historical romance’s most salient structural premises: the “Happily
Ever After” ending of a lasting, monogamous love relationship that is “the
promise of the genre writer to his or her reader,” as Kristin Ramsdell
states.?® In historical romance criticism, this is often referred to as the “win-
ning and taming”?¢ of the hero by the heroine. Romance writers such as
Ann Maxwell and Jayne Krentz describe this in rather more colourful and
heteronormative terms when they declare romance novels to be “tales of
strong women taming and gentling that most dangerous of creatures on
carth, the human male.”?” Gwyn’s actual biography does not offer a roman-
tically satisfying conclusion of this kind, as Charles never married her, nor
was Gwyn the only mistress of the “Merry Monarch”—an inconvenience
that the novel makes every effort to smooth over as it follows Gwyn’s life
up to Charles’s death, by insisting in various ways that their love was the
only meaningful relationship for them both. The Perfect Royal Mistress ends
on a protestation of romantic fulfilment: “She may not have been the
queen, nor even his only mistress—far from that—but she knew with every
fiber of her being, and so did their son, that she had been his only love.”?
Haeger’s novel demonstrates not only that biofiction can accommodate
elements from other genres and subgenres, but also that these may some-
times rub up against each other. Rather than speak of generic blending in
such cases, a model of generic layering suggests itself, where elements of
different genre conventions—in this case, historical romance and biogra-
phy—accrue but do not quite merge into a homogeneous whole. It is pre-
cisely the fault lines between them that make the gender politics of Haeger’s
biofiction most apparent.?” While the historical Gwyn was one of the first
women on the English Restoration stage and one of the most celebrated
comediennes of her day—an achievement that biographies tend to trace
expertly and at length3—the novel’s emphasis on romance leads to a view
of her stage career primarily as preparation for her liaison with the king and
her life at court, as in a scene when Nell is about to meet Charles and her
rival Louise de Kéroualle at the theatre: “She stood, glanced at her own
reflection, forced an even more carefree smile, then prepared to receive
him. Perhaps he believed she did not know about Carwell’s presence. That
was how she intended to proceed. ‘You are an actress, now actP’”*' Haeger’s
romance-centred narrative trajectory perpetuates the long-standing image
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of Nell Gwyn as “royal mistress,” attributing significance to Gwyn’s life and
career only in relation to the king.

It is unsurprising, therefore, that feminist or Marxist critics tend to
assess historical romance rather critically. For them, the genre’s iterable
plot structure signals its allegiance to patriarchy, as the heroine exchanges
independence for romantic love,* thereby affirming “the foundational
premise of hetero-normative masculinist culture,” as Catherine Roach
puts it.** The absence of a convincing “Happily Ever After” conclusion in
The Perfect Royal Mistressinadvertently serves to highlight Gwyn’s precari-
ous dependence and need to maintain the king’s erotic interest in her even
more, and the novel’s embrace of historical romance conventions fore-
closes the telling of Gwyn’s life in a way that could bring alternative aspects
of her life and character to the fore.

Just as historical fiction studies can help shed light on the gender
dynamics of biographical fictions, it is worth examining critical work on
life writing in order to establish how insights of this scholarship, too, may
be applicable to biofiction. For this purpose, it bears to once more con-
sider the relation between biography and biofiction—to understand what
makes biofiction “biographical.” Biography, according to Hermione Lee’s
definition, is “the story of a person told by someone clse.”3* “A person”
here denotes, of course, a real, historical person. Although “life writing”
has gained popularity in recent decades as a more capacious term that,
while also referring to actual lives, includes biographical and autobio-
graphical fiction,® the term “biography” evokes an expectation that “the
story should be true” and the biographer “should tell us what actually
happened in the life.”3¢ Lee relativises this stipulation by pointing to
experimental forms, gaps in the records, agendas of witnesses and biogra-
phers, and failures of memory, but the idea of the biographer’s “responsi-
bility to the truth”?¥ still holds as a general readerly expectation. The
responsibility Lee evokes is not only to factual accuracy and verifiability,
however, but also to the notion of character. For her, a central metaphor
for biography is the portrait, which “suggests empathy, bringing to life,
capturing the character,” as the biographer’s representation of the subject
“will shape how posterity views them.”?® This idea of the textual afterlife
and its role in cultural memory is also evoked by John F. Keener, who
discusses “biographical narrative” as a continuum that exceeds the book-
ends of birth and death dates to encompass the “cumulative, cultural life
story” of the biographical subject®**—which may also include their biofic-
tional reincarnation.
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While biofiction is clearly marked as fiction, its reference to an actual
person—not least through its use of real names—initiates a way of reading
that keeps both the writer’s creative invention and the narrative’s rooted-
ness in a specific historical life in view. Many writers consider this bio-
graphical rootedness central to their work. Authors of biofiction
“frequently subordinate empirical facts to a symbolic truth,” as Lackey
notes.*® This creation of a symbolic truth is often geared specifically
towards being true to the character as the writer envisions it. Emma
Donoghue, for instance, speaks of “an obligation”*! and “cthical commit-
ment”*? to the historical figures she writes about to “get it right,” which
makes her “go to a lot of trouble to write about them when you could just
make them up.”* Like Donoghue, David Ebershoft evokes the notion of
responsibility when explaining his choice to change Gerda Wegener’s
name in The Danish Girl about Lili Elbe because of the fictional liberties
he took with the life of Lili’s co-protagonist.** Ebershoff employed “the
tools of fiction” in The Danish Girl because he believed in “fiction’s ability
to mine a character’s inner life” as a way to “show a reader who Lili was,
what she thought and felt, and what her life means.”** David Lodge simi-
larly points to the affordances of biofiction in capturing a historical figure’s
“interiority,” which for him is a declared goal: “If a novel is about a real
person, it can use the clues that are available, the information that is avail-
able, to try and recreate what that person’s consciousness was perceiving
in any given situation. So that’s the point of doing it.”*¢ Underlining his
concerns with being true to the subject’s life, he reveals a reluctance to
“invent whole scenes” in his biofiction “if it can be avoided.”*” Even nov-
elist Jay Parini, who emphasises biographical fiction’s licence and creativity
in engaging with historical figures and opines that a biofiction about
Franklin Roosevelt can “let him fly air balloons over France for thirty
years,” if the author so chooses, stipulates that the purpose of such inven-
tiveness would be “a clarifying effect”—that is, to “get us closer to some
aspect of the personality of E.D.R.”*8 If the notion of biography as portrait
points to an artistically inflected, subjective kind of referentiality that nev-
ertheless aims at “catching a likeness,” to use Lee’s phrase,* these writers
suggest that biographical fiction has something distinctive and valuable to
contribute to the biographical effort.

The transparency of an author’s engagement with biographical “raw
material” also shapes readers’ expectations. Emma Donoghue, for instance,
stresses the significance of back notes and that “readers really do care
about facts.”® Biographical novelist Kevin Barry recounts how he made
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every effort in Beatlebone (2015), his novel about John Lennon, to “get
the voice right,” because he “realized that a lot of readers were going to
have an expectation, before they even got to page one, of what the char-
acter should sound like.”!

This is not to say that biographical fiction and factual biography can
simply be conflated—they clearly operate under different truth contracts.
The promise of biography to its readers is, after all, that nothing will be
made up, and that speculations, while permissible, will be marked as such.
Also, the idea of “getting it right” or “catching a likeness” may be a chief
concern for many writers of biofiction, but it is certainly not an obligation.
Yet biofiction is, like biography, a form of life writing, and both gesture
across time and space towards what Caitriona Ni Dhill has called “biog-
raphy’s absent presence”®?: the once living body from which all biographi-
cal discourse ramifies. Gender-focused studies of life writing have long
recognised that gendered bodies become subject to specific forms of nar-
rative, and that such narratives, in turn, shape our views and expectations
of gendered subjectivity. In what follows, we bring biofiction studies into
dialogue with critical work on life writing and gender, illuminating biofic-
tion’s creative dealings with gender—past and present—by relating the
genre to other forms of life narrative.

GENDER, FAME, AND AGENCY IN BIOFICTION

From the late twentieth century onwards, feminist biography scholars
have pointed to the inherent gender bias of biography—a genre that cel-
ebrates lives unfolding in public fields of action to which women have
historically had little access and that long neglected the substantial contri-
butions of those women who were active in such fields. Feminist biogra-
phers set out to “restore” women “to the record,” as Sara Alpern points
out, and to bring a new “gender consciousness” to a genre that was once
a “men’s club.”® Fiction writers’ noticeable interest, particularly since the
1970s, in the lives of historical women can in part be understood as con-
tributing to the feminist project of “reclaiming” neglected figures through
biographical narrative. A novel that demonstrates this reclamatory poten-
tial of biofiction is Anna Banti’s Artemisin (1947) about Baroque painter
Artemisia Gentileschi, which even pre-dates the second-wave feminist turn
towards women’s lives. As Lucia Boldrini notes, Banti’s text had a share in
altering the often dismissive view that art history had taken of Gentileschi:
it initiated the painter’s revaluation as “the woman who stood up to her
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rapist in court, who made a name for herself, who was able to establish a
school in Naples and earn her living from her work.”>*

Stephanie Bird, in her study of novels about historical German women,
draws an explicit connection between women’s biofiction and twentieth-
century feminist movements, observing that “the authors are almost
invariably interested in rectifying the injustice of women who, for what-
ever reason, have not been accorded a historical voice.”®® Bird links these
narratives to the feminist project of “herstory” that sought to uncover the
blind spots of traditional historiography and to reevaluate as political the
private and domestic spheres to which women had often been relegated.®
While Bird highlights the value of herstorical biofiction in the context of
late twentieth-century women’s movements, she also points to the risks
that inhere in upholding the classic division of public/masculine and pri-
vate /feminine that herstory often reflects, as it may yet again marginalise
women “from ‘proper” history.”*” Her study is specifically concerned with
what biographer and critic Jean Strouse has termed “semi-private lives,”
stories of women such as Henriette Vogel and Cornelia Goethe who have
entered public consciousness chiefly for their association with famous
men. In feminist terms, the challenge of writing about such figures lies in
according the female subject a story of her own. Too often, she is employed
merely as a new lens through which to view an already famous man and is
thus turned into one of biofiction’s “sousveillant” subjects—characters
who “observe and narrate” a canonical figure “from below.” Such charac-
ters have become a generic staple of biographical fiction.>®

That “herstorical” biofiction is capable of maintaining a more consis-
tent focus even on the life of a “semi-private” woman is evidenced by
Maggie O’Farrell’s critically acclaimed Hammnet (2020)—which relegates
a famous husband almost entirely to the background of the narrative.
O’Farrell’s novel centres in the consciousness of the woman who was mar-
ried to William Shakespeare. It effectively “plunges the reader into the
vivid life of the house, with its smells of a glover’s workshop, the heat and
bustle of a cookhouse, the physical effort of planting a garden or twisting
out newly washed sheets,” as one reviewer admiringly remarks.®® Anne
or Agnes Hathaway’s sparsely documented and—in traditional biographi-
cal terms—unremarkable domestic life gives rise in Hamnet to an eerily
evocative narrative of loss, grief, and emotional survival.®® Although the
figure of William (who remains unnamed throughout) may well function
to kindle readers’ interest and anchor the story in one of the “great lives”
of world history, the novel remains centred on ser story.5!
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Recent decades have seen a notable surge in female-centred biofictions,
reflected also in the contributions to this volume. When these are rela-
tional biofictions that centre on the heroine’s relationship with a (fre-
quently famous) man, they often place masculinity under scrutiny no less
than they interrogate female subjectivity. Thus, a biofiction like Judith
Chernaik’s Mab’s Dawghters: Shelley’s Wives and Lovers: Their Own Story
(1991) does not just seek to reclaim female literary predecessors, as Beate
Neumeier observes, but also to “deconstruct ... the dominant male fig-
ures through the female perspective.”®? And indeed, the variety of male
subjectivities emerging from the biofictions studied across this book—
from an inscrutable and bloody-minded Mao Zedong, to an elusive Henry
James and various versions of Henry VIII—testifies to masculinity as pro-
visional, multiple, performative, and related to fluid relations of power and
varying degrees of cultural visibility.®3

For relational biofictions that do not clearly privilege one protagonist,
Ina Bergmann suggests the term “double historical biofiction.”%* In her
contribution to this volume, Bergmann discusses novels about Frances
Sargent Osgood and Edgar Allen Poe, and demonstrates how the gen-
dered positions within even seemingly balanced character constellations
merit close attention, particularly with regard to the two subjects’ unequal
legacies and prominence in cultural memory.

Biofictional narratives featuring double or multiple protagonists help
to trouble an all-too-easy alignment of the public/private dichotomy
with gender binaries. A novel such as Margaret Forster’s Lady’s Maid
(1990), about Elizabeth Barret Browning’s servant Elizabeth Wilson, is
a case in point. For many years bound in service to a famous woman
poet, Forster’s Wilson on one level becomes the linchpin for yet another
retelling of the Brownings’ legendary elopement to Italy and the
resounding success of Wilson’s mistress among (mostly male) literati.
Thus oscillating in its focus, Forster’s novel could be said to illustrate
through biofiction a problem that has long preoccupied gender-con-
scious scholars of biography: that the tropes of exceptionality and
achievement so bound up with the genre of biography may clear a struc-
tural position for some “exceptional” women which inadvertently serves
to uphold traditional gender hierarchies, cementing the cultural and
political invisibility of those women whose lives chiefly play out in
“unexceptional” private spheres.®® Yet Forster also leaves considerable
room for Wilson’s own experiences and concerns to unfold indepen-
dently of, or even run counter to, those of her mistress. Lady’s Maid
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carefully teases out the intersection of gender with class, imagining the
specific and too often undocumented experiences of Victorian female
domestic servants and the frustrations their positions of dependency
entailed.

Biofictions such as Forster’s, which depict lives circumscribed by their
place in a historical class system, call into question the “agency aesthetic”
that Lackey locates in biographical fiction as distinct from historical fic-
tion. What readers “want from the biographical novel,” Lackey surmises,
“is a model of a figure that transcends the deterministic forces of history
and the environment.”% As the notion of agency has played a vital role in
social justice discourses—and not least in gender theory—it is worth
reflecting on the implications and limits of the agentic figure in biofic-
tion. At first glance, this notion would seem to evoke the classic Carlylean
hero whose biographical worthiness is measured by their impact in the
public sphere—a model whose gendered undertones have long been
called into question by feminist biography scholars.%” The genre of biofic-
tion is indeed populated by numerous political leaders, famous artists,
notorious criminals, and pioneers of all sorts. Yet there are also figures
like O’Farrell’s Agnes and Forster’s Elizabeth Wilson, in narratives that
make do almost entirely without the high-flying distinction of Carlylean
protagonists of History. Biofictions such as Hamnet and Lady’s Maid
highlight how an author’s choice of perspective shapes our perception of
which lives, occupations, decisions, or spheres of action seem historically
significant and worthy of attention, and how gender plays a role in this.
As such, they resonate with Virginia Woolf’s question in “The Art of
Biography”:

whether the lives of great men only should be recorded. Is not anyone who
has lived a life, and left a record of that life, worthy of biography—the fail-
ures as well as the successes, the humble as well as the illustrious? And what
is greatness? And what smallness? We must revise our standards of merit and
set up new heroes for our admiration.®

And in doing so, we might usefully scrutinise our understanding of
agency, too. A closer look at subaltern female protagonists of biofiction
reveals complex relationships between historical position and agentic
possibility, allowing us to question the stark dichotomy of historical and
biographical fiction that Lackey proposes. Two biofictions that serve
Lackey as evidence for the argument that biographical and historical
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fiction are fundamentally distinct invite further reflection: Barbara
Chase-Riboud’s Sally Hemings: A Novel (1979) and Mary Morrissy’s
The Rising of Belln Casey (2013). Bella Casey’s “Rising” coincides with
the 1916 Easter Rising against British rule in Ireland. At the beginning
of the novel, Morrissy’s Bella is raped and impregnated by a clergyman.
In her despair, and to avoid becoming a social outcast, she seduces her
brother’s friend, which leads to an unhappy marriage, her husband’s
early death after a syphilis infection (passed on to him via Bella’s rape),
and her destitution. During the Easter Rising, towards the end of Bella’s
life, the protagonist comes into possession of a piano and experiences a
rare moment of hopefulness and possibility, followed rather quickly by
her decision to take on hard menial labour, which ensues in bouts of
sickness and her eventual death. Surprisingly, the short-lived epiphany
at the piano—together with the fact that Morrissy has young Bella
“ensnare” and “outmanoeuvre” her future husband to cover up her
rape and pregnancy—suffices for Lackey to declare that the protagonist
“has the desire, ability, and freedom to take agential control over her
own life”% and leads him to read her story, like that of Ned Kelly in
Peter Carey’s True History of the Kelly Gang, as a “narrative about the
power of individual agency and political autonomy.””? But if agency can
be defined as the “power to take control of one’s life,””! the few glimpses
Morrissy provides of Bella Casey’s agency are quickly submerged in the
novel’s downward trajectory of crippling circumstance, economic hard-
ship, and emotional suffering. Those moments of agency can, of course,
be highlighted, insofar as they contribute to the shaping of a convinc-
ing, multi-dimensional character. However, if taken as a demonstration
of biofiction’s commitment to agency, as that which sets it apart from
historical fiction, the question arises as to what would constitute a non-
agentic protagonist. To put it plainly, it is too easy to find patently agen-
tic figures in “non-biographical” historical fiction—from Umberto
Eco’s eccentric monk William of Baskerville in I/ nome della rosa (1980)
to Michel Faber’s inventive prostitute in The Crimson Petal and the
White (2002) to Sarah Perry’s amateur palacontologist in The Essex
Serpent (2016)—ftor agency to hold as a defining feature of biographical
fiction.

More important in the context of this volume, though, is the histori-
cally unequal distribution of crucial forms of agency along gender lines,
and the ways in which biofiction reflects or engages with this. It is not least
Bella Casey’s vulnerable position and upbringing as a woman in late
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nineteenth-century Ireland that curtails her possibilities for self-
determination and eventually leads to her downfall, as Morrissy’s novel
makes clear. While it may be possible to read her epiphany at the piano as
symbolic of the agency of the Irish nation erupting in 1916 in political
insurrection”? (though Bella’s Protestantism would seem to complicate
such a reading), an overemphasis on Bella’s agency threatens to obfuscate
the novel’s critical engagement with the sex/gender system of the pro-
tagonist’s day. Through the figure of Bella, Morrissy’s novel marks “the
insurmountable distance that existed between male and female societal
expectations,” as Marisol Morales-Ladrén notes, and throws into relief
“the limited choices women had.””? In other words, the fictionalised suf-
fering of a historical woman—punctured though it may be by brief
moments of hopefulness and determination—may also serve to render vis-
ible the social pressures and limitations placed on women at the time.

Not only does The Rising of Bella Casey point to sexual violence and its
dramatic curbing of Bella’s options and expectations, it also counters a
form of epistemic violence: the erasure of women from biographical and
historical discourse. In an interview in which she addresses her feminist
sympathies, Morrissy reveals that The Rising of Bella Caseywas her response
to renowned Irish playwright Sedn O’Casey’s decision, in his experimental
autobiography, to move his sister’s death forward by ten years: “This liter-
ary sororicide was what prompted me to write The Rising of Belln Casey. 1
felt his was a failure of the imagination; he couldn’t understand what had
prompted her downfall and he hadn’t the capacity to see beyond appear-
ances.””* Morrissy’s novel thus “raises” the figure of Bella from an untimely
textual annihilation and from the obscurity that often befalls female sub-
jects in history—but does so without overstating her agency.

A similar dynamic is at work in Barbara Chase-Riboud’s Sally Hemings:
A Novel, where the female protagonist’s experience of sexual oppression
and her textual erasure intersect with the factor of race. The novel imag-
ines a series of encounters between Thomas Jefferson’s ageing slave mis-
tress Sally Hemings, who bore the late president and Founding Father
several children, and census taker Nathan Langdon, who sets out to
“white-wash” her record without her consent. The contradiction to which
Chase-Riboud’s novel points so emphatically is summarised by Lackey as
follows: “As the author of the Declaration of Independence, Jefterson
affirmed the idea that all men are created equal and therefore have a natu-
ral right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. But as a black woman,
Hemings was not considered one of the ‘all men,” so she was strategically
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excluded from the Declaration’s promises.””> Jefferson’s secret relation-
ship with Hemings, the novel suggests, may have been at the heart of his
removal of a clause prohibiting slavery from an earlier version of the
Declaration of Independence. Focusing on the problematic relationship
Chase-Riboud’s Sally symbolises between the institution of slavery and the
political birth of the United States, Lackey convincingly demonstrates
how Sally Hemings “offers us a way of understanding what would become
America’s national identity.””®

If we approach the agency of the biofictional subject in gendered terms,
it is again worth pointing out that as a slave woman, Sally Hemings was at
the receiving end of multiple intersecting forms of oppression, as Chase-
Riboud’s novel makes clear. Already as an adolescent, the fictional Sally is
well aware of the limits to her own agency. “Perhaps I had always known
that he would claim me. Had not the same happened to my mother and
my sisters? ... I could hasten or delay that moment, but I felt powerless to
prevent it.””7 Once Jefferson has physically “claimed” her she thinks:

That other face, the public one, was the face of her enemy, her master. But
one she owned. ... When would he free her? she wondered. What if she
asked him now ... here? ... She couldn’t, she was ashamed. The pallor, the
soft eyes, the ribbon undone, the mouth softened by their kisses ... He was
smiling lazily at her. Even now after their moment of passion, there was a
violence and a constraint about him that made her tremble. It was then she
realized that he liked owning her.”®

Chase-Riboud draws a complex portrait of a woman who is simultane-
ously proud of her master’s physical attraction to her, of his need of and
dependence on her, and habituated as a female slave into a subaltern posi-
tion that would make it difficult for her to claim agency and demand her
freedom or resist his advances. The narrative does sound out the limited
forms of agency available to her, for example, when she later breaks oft
contact with census taker Langdon. By imagining such instances of self-
determination, Sally Hemings also resonates with feminist debates about
the limited utility of “victim feminism”: rather than portraying the central
character as deprived of a/l agency, the novel carefully imagines the limited
forms of agency available to Hemings at certain times.

Yet Sally Hemings does not celebrate these episodes in a manner that
would eclipse the structural limitations under which the historical
Hemings’s life unfolded, nor does Chase-Riboud’s protagonist ever really
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overcome those limitations. In their discussion of the place of “relational
autonomy” in feminist thought, Peta Bowden and Jane Mummery address
the scope and meaning of agency under oppressive conditions, noting that
“the question remains as to whether choices made under such conditions
could ever be autonomous in a meaningful sense. ... Could autonomy
really equate to carrying out choices that are just what would be expected
on the basis of one’s socialization?””? In that sense, a biofiction that over-
emphasises its protagonist’s agency may in fact work to downplay the sys-
tem of often gendered norms and limitations that restricted the historical
protagonist’s life course. Sally Hemings features a heroine with memories,
ideas, and desires of her own, who makes occasional use of the limited
agency available to her. But above all, Chase-Riboud’s novel renders visi-
ble the realities of those limitations placed on Sally Hemings as a female
slave, a woman whose status deprives her of control over her own being
and body in more than one way.

It is obvious how a transgender pioneer like Lili Elbe can be said to
possess agency—"that power to take control of one’s life.”? Biographical
novelists may often be drawn to a subject’s agency and highlight their
capacity for self-invention. In Ebershoft’s novel on Elbe this becomes
apparent not least in the way the author terminates the narrative shortly
before the historical Elbe’s death after sex confirmation surgery—a strat-
egy that grants Lili a moment of peace and contentment as her true self.
In other biofictions, however, such as Sally Hemings and The Rising of
Belln Casey, the limitations placed on the subject’s agency may be the very
point of the narrative and a vital part of its politics. These novels, too, suc-
ceed in presenting a complex and engaging figure. Like many other biofic-
tions, Chase-Riboud’s and Morrissy’s novels map a historical character’s
outward existence and actions onto an inner landscape of motivation, suf-
fering, beliefs, and desires in a manner that requires the author’s, and
activates the reader’s, empathy. Such narratives illuminate how the condi-
tions of agency are always also shaped by historically specific norms of
gender, race, and class, which may have become internalised or may simply
be too powerful for any one individual to overcome.
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MAKING GENDER INTELLIGIBLE: BIOFICTION, EXEMPLARITY,
AND NARRATIVE IDENTITY

Whether biofiction consolidates the status of cultural icons or sets out to
rediscover marginalised lives, it partakes in the exemplary function®! often
attributed to biography. The subject of a biographical discourse comes to
represent a certain way of inhabiting gender. While in 1994, Linda
Wagner-Martin could still observe that female subjects of biographies are
perceived as “eccentric rather than exemplary, and eccentricity is not a trait
that wins admiration,”%? recent decades have seen a change in attitudes.
The appearance of numerous celebratory “lives” of women in the biogra-
phy section of bookshops is matched by a similar boom in biofictions
about “notable” women. Artemisia Gentileschi, for instance, emerges as
an emblem of female artistic production and triumphant survivor of sexual
violence in no fewer than five biographical novels.®

Nor is female subjectivity—in its many historical manifestations—the
only identity for which biofiction can help to create a narrative space.
While feminist biographers and life-writing scholars have set the scene for
a critique of the politics of exclusion evident in dominant forms of life nar-
rative, movements for the equality of lesbian and gay, trans, intersex, or
non-binary people have long discovered the relevance of life writing for
their own causes. In his groundbreaking study Second Skins: The Body
Narratives of Transsexuals (1998), Jay Prosser claims that for transsexuals,
“narrative is not only the bridge to embodiment but a way of making
sense of transition, the link between locations: the transition itself.”%*
What Prosser evokes here is the notion of narrative identity—that we are
the stories we construct about ourselves. Rather than just making sense of
a prior self, narrative thus becomes a way of bringing the self into being in
the first place. Following Prosser, Jennifer Cooke posits narratives of self
as significant points of identification for others. “If one’s identity is non-
normative,” she argues, “then reading other similar personal stories is a
(trans)formative act.”®® Life-writing scholar and gender theorist Quinn
Eades illustrates this as he remembers his first encounter with Leslie
Feinberg’s autobiographical novel Stone Butch Blues:

It took me 17 years to work out why I couldn’t breathe while I read
Feinberg’s words, ingested them, let them lay down in me. That day I pulled
my first binder over my head and then struggled the black nylon down to
flatten breast chest belly hips, then t-shirt over the top, then mirror gaze
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from front and side—a flood of incredulous recognition, an internal and
pushing-all-ways yes—and there was Feinberg’s ghost text reaching out
from/with the body to touch/stroke/hold/enfold me all over again.

The relevance of others’ life stories to the formation of the self is also
stressed by Wendy Moftat when she considers a “documentable queer
textual past” as “foundational to the construction of gay identity.”%”
Emma Donoghue, reflecting on the queer protagonist Jenny Bonnet of
her biographical novel Frog Music, makes the same argument with refer-
ence to biofiction: “I think it’s crucial for us to know about queer life
before now. If we only seem to exist now, then we look like a shallow
phase. We look like a meme, something that’s just gone viral. Establishing
a history that was not very visible before makes you feel like a grownup.”%8

Going beyond literature’s role of helping to consolidate one’s own
identity, Moffat also evokes the function of life narrative—including bio-
fiction—as a “call for empathy” towards other identities. As such, litera-
ture can, for instance, become a means of “awakening us to the lived
experience of transgendered people.”® In her recent book Transgender
and the Literary Imagination (2017), Rachel Carroll goes one step further
as she explores the extent to which transgender narratives “give visibility
or voice to transgender histories and identities.”® Looking beyond the
individual reader’s experience of empathy, Carroll notes “the role played
by historical, literary and film narrative in shaping ‘conditions of intelligi-
bility.””?! Referencing Judith Butler’s work,”? Carroll thus highlights the
broader cultural implications of transgender narratives as vectors of
empowerment and acknowledges the role of fiction in carving out a dis-
cursive space in which diverse and non-normative identities can become
culturally intelligible.

Biofiction specifically can take on a vital role in endeavours to explore
and expand possibilities for certain identities, not just through its referen-
tiality—that is, its grounding in, and reference to, real lives—but also
because of its affective power and reach. David Ebershoff’s award-winning
novel The Danish Girl (2000), about Lili Elbe, illustrates this. Based on
Niels Hoyer’s account of Elbe’s transition in Man into Woman: The First
Sex Change (1933), Ebershoft’s book became an international bestseller
at a time when LGBT groups worldwide were campaigning for equality
and more inclusive legislation. In 2015, the novel was adapted into a
screenplay by Lucinda Coxton; the motion picture The Danish Girl was
eventually produced and released in 2015 to great acclaim, under the
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direction of Tom Hooper and starring Eddie Redmayne as Einar Wegener/
Lili Elbe and Alicia Vikander, who went on to win an Academy Award for
her performance as Wegener’s wife Gerda. Based on Ebershoff’s novel,
the film was largely considered an important step in rendering historical
trans experience visible on a broad scale. The avid debates about its (lack
of) historical accuracy and criticism of the casting?® testify to the signifi-
cance that may be attributed to fictional representations of exemplary fig-
ures. The example of The Danish Girl demonstrates not only how
biographical fiction can work to amplify trans history but also how it can
assume a mediating function between different life writing media
and genres.

Some lives become starting points for multiple—and often conflict-
ing—trajectories of gendered identification and appropriation even within
the genre of biofiction. James Miranda Barry, an illustrious Irish-born
army surgeon who was reportedly revealed on his death to have been bio-
logically female, is a case in point here. When US-American author
E.J. Levy announced in 2019 that her forthcoming novel The Cape Doctor
would centre on James Miranda Barry, “a heroine for our time, for all
time,” and referred to her subject as “she,”* the novelist attracted criti-
cism from transgender communities for disrespecting Barry’s self-chosen
masculine identity. In response, Levy pointed to various biographical
treatments of Barry as a cross-dressing woman to justify her approach—a
gesture that ties her biofiction to “factual” biography. And indeed, as Ann
Heilmann’s comprehensive study of “Neo/Victorian Biographilia” about
Barry, which also examines several biofictions, illustrates, the surgeon’s
gender identity was overwhelmingly given as female in textual treatments
of the past 150 years—“as a cross-dressing woman rather than a trans-
man.””® June Rose’s 1977 biography The Perfect Gentleman: The
Remarkable Life of Dr James Mivanda Barry, the Woman Who Served as an
Officer in the British Army from 1813 to 1859 (which also uses female pro-
nouns) illustrates the pervasiveness of this view, as does the title of the
2016 book by Michael du Preez and Jeremy Dronfield, Dr James Barry: A
Woman Ahead of Her Time.”%¢

Moving away from the idea of Barry as a feminist icon of gender trans-
gression, other narratives cast Barry as a transgender man or an intersex
person.”” Patricia Duncker, who discusses her acclaimed 1999 novel James
Miranda Barryin the final chapter of this volume, also chose a rather dif-
ferent approach to her subject. Duncker’s biofiction, which shifts between
narrative perspectives and pronominal markers of gender, does not settle
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on a single or stable gender identity for its protagonist. Her Barry novel
can thus be said to do the work of “queer life-writing” as defined by Dallas
Baker: a type of life narrative that undertakes “a critical and radical decon-
struction of identity, of heteronormativity and of binary gender and sexual
norms.””® As such, queer life narratives unsettle the link between bodies
and gendered subjectivities, as Duncker’s text does in more than one way:
it leaves both the gender identity and the protagonist’s sense of self'in flux
and open to conjecture.

Carroll explains the conspicuous divergence between narrative versions
of a transgender life with reference to the varied meanings that “the his-
torical practice of ‘gender crossing’ has acquired ... in women’s, lesbian
and gay, and queer historiography.”®® Her study addresses the often prob-
lematic effects of such competing claims, for instance, when the conven-
tions of transsexual life writing erase intersex narratives (in the case of
Ebershoff’s biofiction of Elbel®) or when “feminist narratives of women’s
gender crossing ... have the effect—however inadvertently—of erasing
transgender narratives” (in the case of Duncker’s James Miranda Barry'®!).
Carroll’s study also demonstrates that the varied meanings of certain gen-
dered practices come particularly to the fore in comparative readings of
narratives about the “same” historical subject, an approach that has vari-
ously been called “comparative biography”!%? or metabiography.'®® The
case of James Miranda Barry demonstrates how renowned subjects can go
through cycles of reclaiming, mythologisation, and revision in biographi-
cal discourse—including in biofiction. With the boom in biographical fic-
tion over the last decades and the accumulation of fictional texts about
certain illustrious individuals, it is unsurprising that scholars have increas-
ingly taken an interest in the evolution of fictional treatments of promi-
nent subjects.!® A cross-textual analysis, as can be found in some of the
contributions to this volume, does much to clarify the different meanings
that become attached to a figure in various cultural and historical contexts.
What Ni Dhuill has proposed for biography studies also holds true for
biofiction: that a metabiographical approach, which focuses on “how the
biographical discourse on a single figure shifts and accumulates over time
to form a complex palimpsest of portraits,” can “reveal much about the
changing positions of biographer and reader, about changing conceptions
of subjectivity, and about the changing understandings of how individual
lives relate to larger structures and processes.”!% More specifically, meta-
biographical readings of biofiction can serve to establish what the possi-
bilities of fiction are when it comes to imagining the experience of gender
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in past lives. By reading differently imagined versions alongside and against
each other, metabiographical analyses help to highlight innovative treat-
ments of gendered identities and plots or, conversely, reveal the persis-
tence of conventional tropes of femininity, masculinity, and gender
normativity in biofiction.

TaEe ETHics oF BrograrHICAL FicTION

Levy’s novel The Cape Doctor has since been published, its protagonist
renamed “Jonathan Mirandus Perry,” in all likelihood to evade criticism
for the author’s choice of pronouns by lightly decoupling her text from
the historical figure. While this decision moves The Cape Doctor into the
realm of what Kohlke has termed “glossed biofiction,”!% the controversy
around the novel also highlights what is at stake in re-imagining famous
lives in fiction. Various communities are invested in historically “correct”
representations—in gender terms—of Barry, regardless of the fact that
today we have no way of knowing with any certainty how Barry would
have self-identified in an age when present-day categories of gender iden-
tity were unavailable. The status of a text as fiction does not apparently
relieve an author of their perceived responsibility either towards the his-
torical individual or towards constituencies of readers who have a gender-
political stake in the individual’s biography.

The idea of the writer’s responsibility towards the historical subject and
their afterlife in cultural memory brings us to the question of biofiction’s
ethics, which has implications beyond narrative gender assignment. The
genre’s creative licence renders it a site of important cultural work in the
view of many readers and critics. Thus, biofiction is often said to “give a
voice” to disenfranchised subjects—a metaphor that enjoys some popular-
ity in biofiction scholarship and also appears repeatedly in contributions to
the present volume. The idea is that biofiction can help redress a lack of
representation that is manifest on various discursive levels—in biography
and historiography but also on the primary level of archival material.
Where factual biography finds itself impoverished by the gender bias of
archives or works around the gaps by meticulously pointing them out to
the reader,'"” biofiction, powered by imagination, can venture right into
the void. The liberty of novelists or playwrights may be curbed somewhat
by the possibility of legal disputes when subjects or their direct descen-
dants feel misrepresented by a text,!%® but the artistic ethos of novelists or
playwrights does not dictate close adherence to biographical facts.
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Biofiction thus has a vital role to play in rendering visible those subjects
and experiences that have fallen through the grid of traditional androcen-
tric history. Hence, with regard to women’s lives, fiction can paradoxically
become “an arena for granting female experience an equivalent reality in
the public sphere,” as Max Saunders points out.!?”

The “voice” metaphor is problematic, however, when we consider its
epistemological implications. Biofiction may well be “one of the aesthetic
forms par excellence for mediating, remediating, and shaping popular per-
ceptions of the past,” as Marie-Luise Kohlke and Christian Gutleben
state,'? but the kind of knowledge it produces about its subject is quali-
fied by the text’s status as fiction. Obvious though it may seem, the biofic-
tional subject’s experiences, thoughts, and utterances spring from the
writer’s mind and are based to varying (and sometimes negligible) degrees
on historical research. To put it plainly: the “recovered voice” is not recov-
ered but invented. In this sense, the “voice” granted a subject through
biofiction is that of a ventriloquist,'!! raising critical questions around
agency and appropriation.

On a related note, biofictions can be seen as invading the privacy of
their subjects, filling certain gaps that historical persons may well have left
on purpose. Even where public achievement governs the choice of subject,
the historical reputation of the central figure often functions as a point of
entry into their private tribulations and intimate experiences—irrespective
of their gender. The decision to re-write the life of an already famous
woman may be a politically motivated attempt to elevate the private sphere
as a historically significant zone of human (inter-)action, but it may also
align with contemporary celebrity culture’s voyeuristic desire to pry into
the privacy of prominent figures.!?

Such invasions assume particular poignancy in the context of transgen-
der biography, as Jack Halberstam notes. Halberstam discusses transgen-
der biography as “a sometimes violent, often imprecise project which seeks
to brutally erase the carefully managed details of the life of a passing per-
son” and which often “recasts the act of passing as deception, dishonesty
and fraud.”!’3 In the context of biofiction, the re-telling of trans lives may
seem less problematic with a figure like Lili Elbe, who collaborated in
Niels Hoyer’s account of her transition. Hence David Ebershoff’s novel
about Elbe was based on her public self-disclosure and her own view of
her identity. By contrast, the lived reality of the private parts and sexual
preferences of James Miranda Barry were not disclosed by the subject, yet
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fictional accounts often take the ethically questionable step of imagining
these disclosures.!*

That said, biofiction has its own means of interrogating its fraught rela-
tion to the historical subject and challenging readers’ expectations with
regard to gendered plots and subjectivities. An example is the suicide plot,
which has become a gendered blueprint for telling creative women’s lives.
Feminist critics have often denounced as reductive and disrespectful the
way in which the work of female authors is read in relation to mental
health and suicide at the expense of a sufficient focus on their creative
output.!’® Accounts of Sylvia Plath’s life and work, for instance, have tra-
ditionally been overshadowed by the author’s early suicide, epitomised by
the title of Ronald Hayman’s book The Death and Life of Sylvia Plath. It is
all the more remarkable, then, that novelist Kate Moses ended Wintering:
A Novel of Sylvia Plath on a hopeful note, before the poet’s suicide, thus
foregoing such easy teleology and sensationalism. It can, of course, be
argued that biofiction as a genre is tacitly proleptic in that readers will be
aware of the basic outline of a famous subject’s life story from the start,
and that Plath’s suicide will always be an unspoken presence in the novel.
However, with her “omission”—as some readers will surely perceive it—of
the suicide, Moses can be said to take a stand for the inherent value of the
poet’s lived experience and creative achievement.

Apart from such basic structural decisions, there are other textual
choices that signal an author’s engagement with ethical questions. In her
monograph Autobiographies of Others, Lucia Boldrini pays close attention
to the ethical implications of narrative situations and pronominal choices
in what she terms “heterobiography”: “novels that gesture towards his-
torical factuality and literary fictionality, towards ‘truth’ and invention,
and exist under the sign of an essential displacement (the ‘autobiography’
is written by another) that brings to the foreground structural, narrative,
and ethical issues also central to autobiography itself.”!1¢ Engaging with
the dialogic structure of Anna Banti’s Artemisia, Boldrini reads Banti’s
novel as “a reflection of the difficulties that exceptional women encounter
in trying to assert themselves.”!!” Significantly, the heterobiographical
“double I” of the first half of the novel gives way to a third-person narra-
tive which, for Boldrini, signals the narrator’s “moment of letting go,”
that is, “of recognition and respect for the integrity, unknowability, separ-
ateness of the other woman.”!!8

Patricia Duncker’s play with narrative and pronominal situations in
James Mirvanda Barryis another case in point here. Beyond illustrating the
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inscrutability of her subject’s gender identity, Duncker’s fragmented
approach also speaks to our necessarily tenuous grasp of all past subjectivi-
ties. Reflecting on Duncker’s strategies of deliberate fragmentation and
ambiguity, Heilmann muses that “it is as if the Barry of fiction much more
than that of biography existed only in fragments, always at a distance from
us, ultimately unknowable.”!*® In her refusal to construct a coherent inner
life for her protagonist, Duncker “deliberately foils readerly identification
processes, instead splintering her narrative as a marker of the patchy and
erratic nature of the ‘evidence’ of Barry’s life and the futility of attempting
to confine Barry to an orthodox textual /sexual framework,” as Heilmann
notes.'?° Through the means of experimental fiction, Banti’s and Duncker’s
biographical novels can thus be said to flag their speculative relationship to
a past life with greater honesty than many a biography. What these experi-
ments in biofiction accomplish is to open up a space for metabiographical
reflection.!?! It is this space that the chapters of this volume seck to map in
greater detail.

TuEe CHAPTERS IN THIS Book

The chapters that follow investigate how biographical fictions reflect and
re-write available narratives and tropes of gender. The analyses they offer
uncover tensions between relationality, empowerment, and agency in life
stories within and beyond the gender binary and relate them to cultural
and historical differences in both “raw” biographical material and fictional
reworking. Exploring the role of creativity in imagining feminist, queer,
and non-binary pasts, they investigate the processes of identification and
(re-)imagination, instrumentalisation, and distortion that shape historical
lives into fiction.

Part I—“Recovery, Revision, Ventriloquism: Imagining Historical
Women”—examines the positioning of historical women in biofiction,
exploring the ethical questions that arise when novelists re-tell the story of
an other person’s life. Diana Wallace’s opening chapter “‘Everything Is
Out of Place’: Virginia Woolf, Women, and (Meta-)Historical Biofiction”
takes Woolf’s Orlando: A Biography (1928) as the starting point of a
reflection on the interactions of biography, history, and fiction in meta-
historical biofictions by and about Virginia Woolf. Keeping Woolf’s own
metaphor of the “out of place”-ness of women’s stories in view, Wallace
develops a model of reading biofiction that troubles binary oppositions.
Drawing on Monica Latham’s work in dialogue with Edward Soja’s
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trialectical thought, Wallace’s analysis of five novels about Virginia Woolf
demonstrates contemporary authors’ creative engagement with Woolf’s
life and thinking while also pointing to their reliance on conventionally
gendered narrative patterns that Woolf herself rejected. While Virginia
Woolf as a “world-historical” woman writer has long served other authors
as a reference point of literary achievement, interest in Lucia Joyce—the
subject of Laura Cernat’s chapter “Fictional Futures for a Buried Past:
Representations of Lucia Joyce”—is a more recent phenomenon. Cernat
discusses biofictional portrayals of Lucia Joyce in light of the one-sided
representation of her in biographical sources as the mentally ill daughter
of'a renowned and brilliant father, and focuses specifically on the alterna-
tive futures such fictions develop for their subject. Cernat then contrasts
these biofictions with representations of Lucia Joyce in visual media—a
graphic novel and films—to compare their effectiveness in reclaiming the
subject as an accomplished dancer and in projecting a subtler understand-
ing of the intersections between her gender and her mental life. Silvia
Salino’s chapter “Imagining Jiang Qing: The Biographer’s Truth in
Anchee Min’s Becoming Madame Mno” also examines a biofictional
counter-narrative to dominant androcentric histories—an effort at reclaim-
ing a female point of view which in Min’s novel also takes on an intercul-
tural dimension. Salino draws on Linda Hutcheon’s theory of
postmodernism to shed light on Min’s deconstruction of the prevalent
historical discourse about Jiang Qing and the Chinese Cultural Revolution
of the 1960s and 70s. Highlighting Min’s trope of life as performance,
Salino uncovers a level of metabiographical self-reflection in the novel’s
appropriation of Qing’s voice that points to the epistemological pitfalls of
biographical reconstruction and highlights the importance of narrative
perspective in biofiction.

The three chapters in Part II—*“Re-imagining the Early Modern
Subject”—look at biofictions in which Tudor England, with its familiar
royal cast, serves as a site of re-negotiation with regard to gender roles. In
her chapter “From Betrayed Wife to Betraying Wife: Rewriting Katherine
of Aragon as Catalina in Philippa Gregory’s The Constant Princess,”
Bethan Archer reads Gregory’s novel of 2005 against the foil of historical
and popular representations of Henry VIII’s first queen as pious and
undesirable obstacle to Anne Boleyn’s ascent. Gregory recasts Katherine
as a scheming figure whose progressive political vision is likely to resonate
with modern readers; her “Catalina” becomes a surprisingly agentic char-
acter. On close inspection, however, Archer finds the heroine’s
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transgressions tempered by narrative choices that can be understood as
concessions to a conservative readership. Alison Gorlier’s chapter “Jean
Plaidy and Philippa Gregory Fighting for Gender Equality Through
Katherine Parr’s Narrative” offers a comparative reading of two nov-
els published over six decades apart, both centred on Henry VIII’s sixth
marriage. Relating each narrative to the social conditions and gender
equality policies of its day, Gorlier reveals a subtle shift from pre-second-
wave feminist thought to contemporary (post-)feminist concerns. At dif-
ferent points in time, both narratives thus anchor women’s struggle for
equality in a historical figure who emerges as an exemplary—if anachro-
nistic—emblem of female survival and emancipation in the context of
patriarchal oppression. Interactions between self and other, distant past
and present in biofiction are rendered more complex still in Australian
authors’ novels about the Tudors, as Kelly Gardiner and Catherine
Padmore observe. In their chapter “Australian Women Writing Tudor
Lives,” the authors take their cue from Jerome de Groot’s notion of
“double othering,” which describes the distance between the cultural
context of writers and readers of historical fiction and the often distant or
different cultural settings of the narratives they read and write. Examining
recent novels by four Australian women authors—]Jesse Blackadder, Jane
Caro, Michelle Diener, and Wendy J. Dunn—which feature historical
Tudor heroines and drawing on these writers’ paratextual statements
about their work, Gardiner and Padmore tease out the specifically
Australian elements in Australian Tudor biofictions. They perceptively
demonstrate how the novelists’ feminist search for ownership of Tudor
history is complicated by their postcolonial position.

Biofictions about authors refract larger questions of gender through
the specific challenges and motivations of the creative life, as the chapters
in Part III—“Writing the Writer: History, Voyeurism, Victimisation”—
demonstrate. Such “author fictions”!?? also have the merit of “opening”
historical authors to a contemporary readership, as Monica Latham
observes in her study of Virginia Woolf’s afterlives.'?* While the fresh criti-
cal engagement with women’s lives offered by many of the chapters high-
lights the need for continued re-reading and re-imagining of biofictions
within and beyond binaristic paradigms, Paul Fagan’s contribution in this
section is specifically addressed to the possibility of writing non-normative
masculine identity in biofiction. In a comparative reading of two bio-
graphical novels on Henry James—Colm Téibin’s The Master and David
Lodge’s Author, Author—Fagan shows how the plot needs of biofiction
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combine with a modern conception of compulsory sexuality to determine
the narration of celibacy. The speculative space of biofiction is viewed in its
full ambivalence here, as a field of indeterminacy which, paradoxically, can
enforce a particular reading of gaps and silences. Ina Bergmann’s chapter
“In Poe’s Shadow: Frances Sargent Osgood” deals with the representation
of relationship in biofictions that remain within a conventionally hetero-
normative framework. Interrogating biofiction’s role as a form of popular
literary history, Bergmann examines two novels about the nineteenth-
century poet Frances Sargent Osgood, whose standing in American liter-
ary history has been eclipsed by her personal relationship with Edgar Allan
Poe. Bergmann proposes the label “double historical biofiction” to cap-
ture the novels” approach of giving room to, and thus creating interest in,
their heroine while still relying on the male subject’s fame. Here as in
other chapters, we are reminded of the risks of relational biography—in
which a female life is “recovered” from the shadow of a prominent male
life. In her chapter on biographical dramas centred on the life of the Polish
modernist playwright Stanistawa Przybyszewska, Ksenia Shmydkaya
explores the possibilities and limits of “biodrama” and identifies the ethi-
cal pitfalls of theatrical versions of Przybyszewska’s story. Shmydkaya notes
how the temptation to reduce the subject to a cipher—for damaged female
genius, insanity, and victimhood, or, when seen from a Western vantage
point, for a distinctively Polish tragic artistic identity—results in a failure
to engage with Przybyszewska’s works and thought, or to take seriously
the philosophical edifice she erected from a lifelong preoccupation with
the French Revolution. As with the biofictions on Frances Sargent Osgood
discussed in Ina Bergmann’s chapter, here too we are confronted with a
gesture of recovery that can tend to reinscribe the patriarchal conditions it
sets out to illuminate.

Tensions between the demands of creativity and the constraints of gen-
der are a perennial theme in biographies and biofictions of women artists,
writers, and scientists and are explored in detail in Part IV, “Creativity and
Gender in the Arts and Sciences.” We might expect treatments of this
theme to be historically mutable, shifting to reflect the changing concerns
of biographers and biofiction authors and their readers, so it is all the more
striking to find continuities between accounts that are remote from each
other in time. Julia Dabbs reads two recent biographical novels on the
early modern artist Sofonisba Anguissola, comparing these with the early
modern treatments that founded the biographical discourse on this yir-
tuosn. The desire for independence and the mastery of technique in a
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male-dominated field of endeavour are key themes across both the early
accounts and the later fictional reworkings; more surprising is the rework-
ing of plot elements from the early modern sources that go against the
grain of conventional understandings of historical gender relations. Thus,
if Anguissola proposed marriage to a sea-captain during a voyage to
Genoa—as the historical sources have it—then we may be perplexed to
read a twenty-first-century fictionalised account that domesticates this
biographeme by reinstating the more usual gender roles. Here as else-
where, the novelist’s understandings of gender work with the dictates of
genre and the expectations of readership to determine the construction of
gender relations in the text. A different kind of creativity is at the centre of
Christine Miiller’s chapter “The ‘Mother of the Theory of Relativity’?
Re-imagining Mileva Mari¢ in Marie Benedict’s The Other Einstein
(2016).” Albert Einstein’s first wife emerges in biofiction as a tragic figure
whose brilliance remains unrecognised, her ambitions thwarted in the
patriarchal field of science. Through a critical feminist perspective and
with reference to the history of women in science, Miiller points up the
ambivalence of Benedict’s novel, which reclaims Mari¢ as an exemplary
female scientist while resorting to standard tropes of female inspiration
and victimhood.

The final section, “Queering Biofiction,” considers the contrast
between conventional illusionistic biofiction and experimental biofiction
on the boundaries of prose, poetry, and epistolary life writing, probing the
possibilities of writing gender in more exploratory ways. Iseult Gillespie’s
reading of Aaron Apps’s prose-poem sequence Dear Herculine reveals a
complex layering of dialogic auto/biographical reflection, in which the
contemporary author speaks across time to the historical figure of
Herculine Barbin. Brought to prominence through her catalytic effect for
the gender philosophy of Michel Foucault, Barbin is imagined, in Apps’s
text, in terms that seek to honour and not domesticate the experience of
intersex embodiment. Refusing to contain his subject within the medical-
ising discourse which imposed a gender reassignment on the historical
Barbin, Apps draws on archival documents, including Barbin’s memoir, as
well as on personal experience of intersex subjectivity to create a resonant
poetic text that, as Gillespie shows, pushes against the limits of biofiction.
The volume is rounded off by an interview the editors conducted with
eminent novelist and literary critic Patricia Duncker on her neo-Victorian
biofictions James Miranda Barry (1999) and Sophic and the Sibyl: A
Victorian Romance (2015), the latter revolving around nineteenth-century
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novelist George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans). In the interview, Duncker his-
toricises responses to Barry and explains her own approach to transcend-
ing gender binaries in creative fiction. Reflecting on her work on Eliot, she
addresses the problematic idea of a female line of tradition and her own
particular urge to “write back” to her famous predecessor. She outlines the
possibilities, but also the ethical limits, of the licence to speculate in biofic-
tion and criticises the tendency of historical fiction to “assault the nine-
teenth century with the sensibility of the twentieth” (and twenty-first).

Attentive to a range of approaches to fictionalisation that reclaim,
appropriate, or reinvent their biographical “raw material,” the chapters of
this volume variously demonstrate the effect of cliché, gender norms, and
established narratives in biographical fiction, while also exploring the
potential for subversion and critique that inheres in biofiction’s speculative
and imaginative engagement with past lives.

Funding This work was supported by the Austrian Science Fund (FWEF), grant
number V543-G23.
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