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TWISTED PARABLES –  The Evolving Lot of Put-upon Women in the Fiction of Fay Weldon
by Gerri Kimber
[Review of Before the War & Mischief]

New Zealand – that little country of just 4 million people which punches above its weight in virtually everything it turnsits hand to – likes to claim Fay Weldon as its own. Now in her mid-eighties, Weldon was born in England but raised in NewZealand until the age of fourteen, in 1946, when her parents divorced and she and her sister were taken back to England by their mother. She never saw her father again. Those formative years, Weldon admits in her autobiography Auto daFay (2002), gave her the resilience, the “extraordinary practicality” – that Kiwi, colonial “get on with it” mentality – to see her through a turbulent personal life: a spirit exemplified in so many of the female characters in her fiction.

Before the War, Weldon’s latest novel, set in the period between the First and Second World Wars, is a daredevil combination of farce and satire, pathos and bathos, written in a post- modernist, self-referential style, which effervesces its eccentric way through 300 mesmerizing pages that carry shades of Oscar Wilde, Evelyn Waugh, P. G. Wodehouse and John Fowles. Its protagonist, the twenty-four-year-old Vivien Ripple, knownto her family as the “giantess”, is almost 6 feet tall, heavy-bos-omed, plain and “mildy Asperger’s”. She is also very rich and, being a typical Weldon heroine, practical to her last breath. Understanding that with her looks and stature no one of her class is likely to propose to her, she instead proposes to a good-looking (though short), impecunious literary editor and employee of her father, who is a publisher. Vivien, however, is already pregnant, though she does not know it, having had the briefest of sexual encounters (her first) in her father’s stables with a young White Russian émigré fleeing the Revolution.

By the fifth page of the novel, we know exactly what’s going to happen to Vivien because the narrator, as much a character here as anyone else, tells us quite plainly: “I will give her an easy death. It’s the least I can do. She will drift away painlessly from loss of blood giving birth to twin daughters a day after their apparently safe delivery”. Most of the novel then centres on how Vivien gets to that point, with frequent time shifts backwards and forwards from 1922, the year in which most of the action takes place, up to 1939 and the onset of the Second World War. In between, Weldon offers a fascinating portrait of London publishing houses between the wars, and the build-up of international tensions, including how they “mirror family dysfunction”.

1922 was of course, that annus mirabilis of twentieth-century English literature, in which both Ulysses and The Waste Land were published. It was also the year in which the New Zealand-born modernist writer Katherine Mansfield published her final (and pitch-perfect) collection, The Garden Party and Other Stories, before her death from tuberculosis in January 1923. Indeed, little references to Mansfield’s life and work continually surface in the novel: the narrator’s grandmother is born in 1888, the same year as Mansfield; one of the village women wears “a fox-fur scarf... little glass eyes staring out of its head one end, little paws, clawing at thin air, the other”. If you’ve read Mansfield’s story Miss Brill, then that little fox fur will need no introduction; Vivien’s nymphomaniac, callously shallow mother, Lady Adela Ripple (beautiful but wicked, and straight out of a Hans Christian Andersen fairy tale) gives birth to a still-born babyinthe same Austrian Alpine village – and almost at the same time – as her daughter. Mansfield too gave birth to a still-born child just over the border in Bavaria in 1909; Frau Auerbach and her daughter, Berthe, who run the Gasthaus where Vivien, her husband and her mother stay, and who deliver Vivien’s twins, are replicas of the numerous peasant women in Mansfield’s In a German Pension, so many of which highlight the horrors of childbirth; Adela, we are told, was once a disciple of George Gurdjieff’s esoteric community at Fontainebleau, as was Mansfield, who died there. This covert tribute to New Zealand’s most celebrated writer ingeniously peppers the text as Weldon silently acknowledges her early Kiwi roots.

Mischief, Weldon’s personal selection of twenty-one of her short stories, written between the 1970s and the present day, contains everything one has come to expect from the author, except, in this instance, humour, for there is little to laugh at here: virtually every disturbing, malevolent tale reworks the themes of female drudgery, male tyranny, broken relationships, the power of sex and good looks, and, of course, this being Weldon, the occasional intrusion of the paranormal. A literary inspiration is clearly Andersen once more, as Weldon herself acknowledges: “What I’m doing is writing parables, as he did, but with a twist”.

In her revealing introduction to the collection, Weldon stresses how the relationship between women and men has undergone a sea-change over the past fifty or so years: “In the seventies women still endured the domestic tyranny of men, in the eighties we found our self-esteem, in the nineties we lifted our heads and looked about, and in the noughties – well, we went out to work. We had to.” And here, in this collection, laid bare, are all those stages. There is wife-beating in the earlier stories such as Alopecia – something so often hushed up and denied by both the victims and perpetrators. In The Man with No Eyes we see a particularly nasty example of controlling, psychological abuse, which Minette,the wife, believes she has no power to stop, since the appearance of a happy family unit is everything: “I am of the lost generation... one of millions. Inter-leaving, blotting up the miseries of the past, to leave the future untroubled. I would be happier dead”. In Breakages, paranormal activity is the outward manifestation of the pent-up misery and frustration of a wife whose husband, a vicar, is cold and uncaring.

In these stories, men like their women to be perfect. In Weekend, the husband “admires slim legs and big bosoms”. As his put-upon drudge of a wife remarks, “How to achieve them both? Impossible. But try, oh try, to be what you ought to be, not what you are”. It is only as time passes that women actually start to believe in themselves, warts and all. The good-looking, sexually voracious middle-aged men who fill this collection are mostly martinets, whose unflagging self-belief perpetuates the miserable lot of their wives, until gradually the women learn to break away. There is a twist in the particularly harsh story A Knife for Cutting Mangoes, in which a woman’s abandoned husband seems to be a decent sort, and is mocked for it: I just can’t love a man who likes to wash dishes and get involved in the school nativity play”. There are hints that all is not well in the woman’s new relationship, and that her lover may be cheating; her need to block out the uncomfortable truths in both her present and past necessitates ever stronger sleeping tablets, so that her mind can wander “in a grey, still, flat landscape, without beginning or end”.

In the novella that ends the volume, The Ted Dreams, with its subtitle Love is... Never Having to Stay Dead, Weldon returns to wittier, paranormal territory in which “reality is an illusion, and a dangerous one at that”. Phyllis has extrasensory abilities and throughout her life has seen and heard bizarre things. Her husband of twenty years, Ted, died suddenly and has been replaced by Robbie, an attractive neuroscientist, for whom nothing is too much trouble. But Ted is still at large, haunting Phyllis’s dark, tangled dream world, which eventually manifests itself in her daytime world as well when the bedroom carpet starts to sprout saplings. Robbie’s own secret world of laboratories, space-age drugs, illuminati and mad scientists is far-fetched but hugely entertaining, and Weldon’s upbeat denouement is a welcome relief from the relentless quotidian misery elsewhere on display.
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