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FOREWORD

Cheryl Robson

This book has been published to celebrate Aurora Metro’s 30th anniversary as an indie publisher. In compiling this book, we reached out beyond our local network to women writers of all kinds in the UK and beyond. The resulting collection is full of moving and insightful stories, essays, poems and interviews.

In addition, we have included the writing workshops from the original edition of the book and updated the handy resource directory. There is really something for everyone in this volume.

Indie Publishing

Little did I know when I began a small literary project in 1989, to publish women’s writing gathered from a series of creative writing workshops, that it would lead to the development of an independent publishing company with a diverse list of over 200 authors from around the world.

Motivated by a desire to share the wonderful material collected from the many workshops led by myself and co-tutor Janet Beck at the Drill Hall Arts Centre in Central London, we embarked on the exciting journey to publish a book.

Desktop publishing was in its infancy, and it was this access to new technology, much like the opportunities that digital technology has given to self-publishers today, which allowed us to publish a book by typing all the text on to a floppy disk and passing it to our local printers. Virago was in its heyday, led by fellow Aussie Carmen Callil, and so there was a prosperous trail to follow. Carole Spedding at Feminist Book Fortnight and Ros de Lanerolle at the Women’s Press offered us some mentoring and once we were apprized of an ISBN number we were all set to go.

The original Women Writers’ Handbook was launched in 1990, garnering some nice reviews and promoting the work of its many contributors, mainly to friends and family. Women in Publishing were so impressed by our chutzpah in setting up our own small press that they awarded us the Pandora Prize, which came in the form of a beautiful antique writing console, held for a year, before being passed on to the next winner, who happened to be Ros de Lanerolle.

Encouraged by this warm reception, we went on to publish a collection of contemporary plays by women, which won the Raymond Williams Publishing Prize from the Arts Council and led us (naively) to believe that running a small press might actually be a viable option. In the spirit of equality, we opened the press to publishing writing by men too. As one of the draws of publishing is that you hope to have some influence on the wider society and cultural change, our publications included many pioneering books such as The Arab-Israeli Cookbook by Robin Soans which was the first book to give cultural equity to Arabs and Jews in one volume (awarded a Special Jury Prize for Peace by Gourmand World Cookbooks) and Silent Women: Pioneers of Cinema co-eds Melody Bridges and myself (voted Best Book on Silent Film in 2016).

The ability to collaborate with others is important and from the outset our publishing programme has been both diverse and international. Recently, e-books and social media have helped to grow our network of contributors and customers. However, the experience we have gained of international distribution, cash flow, budgets, rights and permissions has been hard won. Thirty years on, we are thrilled to include the work of so many wonderful authors and illustrators in this handbook, and we hope that this new edition will entertain and even inspire you.

Feminist ups and downs

There are many feminisms today but the guiding principle is that all human beings have equal rights and opportunities. Acknowledging the debt we owe to early feminists, we have published several suffrage plays in Votes for Women and other Plays ed. Susan Croft, and to mark the centenary of women gaining the right to vote, we launched The Original Suffrage Cookbook, ed. L.O. Kleber, a revised edition of a 1915 suffrage cookbook originally published in the US. Leading feminist voices from the 60s and 70s are featured in our list too, with Germaine Greer’s adaptation of Lysistrata, Dacia Maraini’s historical play Veronica Franco, Courtesan and Poet and Nawal El Saadawi’s play Twelve Women in a Cell.

In the 90s, we ran the risk of prosecution when we staged readings and published work by LGBT writers, at the time of Thatcher’s controversial Clause 28. Under the spurious notion of advancing “quality” in the arts, funding in London for grassroots creatives almost dried up. The debate at the time centred on diversity and intersectionality and we were proud to publish a ground-breaking anthology, titled Six Plays by Black and Asian Women Writers ed. Kadija George. The collection included essays by Bernardine Evaristo and Dierdre Osborne among others and plays by Rukhsana Ahmad, Maya Chowdhry, Trish Cooke, Winsome Pinnock, Meera Syal and Zindika.

Despite having a woman prime minister, feminism in the UK suffered a backlash. A new kind of modern woman – the “ladette”– became cool. Later, the Spice Girls were able to re-brand feminism under a girl-power banner and monetize their version of Britpop to a global audience. In the art world too, Young British Artists like Tracey Emin challenged traditional ideas with her piece My Bed (1998) depicting the detritus of a modern woman’s life, while Sarah Lucas satirized patriarchal notions in her witty visual images and sculptures. In the USA, Riot Girrrl and punk subculture led the way, while queer theory and “transfeminism” raised issues around gender identity.

Over the last decade, a new energy has reignited feminist activism, as women have come together on social media and the internet to challenge continuing male bias and discrimination. Since 2018, a group of radical independent bookshops around the UK and Ireland have organized Feminist Book Fortnight to celebrate feminist books for a new readership. Encouragingly, this new feminist activism can be seen happening all around the world, motivating younger women and some men to speak out, reigniting the debate on gender equality. Movements such as #MeToo and #TimesUp have helped us tackle the ongoing issues of wage inequality, sexual harrassment at work, body autonomy and rape culture.

Although female authors top the bestsellers’ lists there’s a lack of diversity and a preponderance of men in top jobs within publishing. Reviewers too, even when female, tend to favourise books by men. To improve the representation of women in the arts and other fields, we have launched a series of books entitled 50 Women in... to bring attention to the fantastic women working in many fields, who have achieved considerable success, in spite of the remaining obstacles.

The Virginia Prize for Fiction

Evaluating the manuscripts that found their way to our submissions pile in 2009, we found that 65% were written by men. To improve this, we launched a new competition for women writers named in honour of local writer Virginia Woolf who lived in Richmond from 1914-1924. With husband Leonard Woolf, the couple established the Hogarth Press, a small publishing venture, in their home. The Virginia Prize for Fiction is now a biennial competition run with the aim of developing and publishing women novelists writing in English. In 2017, we started a campaign to erect a full-sized bronze statue of Virginia Woolf – the first in the UK. The book Virginia Woolf in Richmond by Peter Fullagar followed, to give insight into the writer’s life in the town. We now offer talks to community groups on the subject. A 20 per cent share of the profits from this book will go to the Virginia Woolf statue project. To find out more or donate, go to: www.aurorametro.org/virginia-woolf-statue

During the making of this book we’ve been on lockdown due to the Covid 19 virus; normality ruptured. The recognition of our inter-connectedness and vulnerability as human beings have given us pause for thought. Our dreams of a more equal world beckon us. Will we fight for systemic change? Will we birth a better future?

Cheryl Robson is an award-winning writer, publisher and filmmaker. She was shortlisted for the Independent Publishers Guild Diversity Award in 2019 and the ITV National Diversity Award for Lifetime Achievement 2019. Her acclaimed documentary Rock ‘n’ Roll Island aired BBC4 (2020).
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CHOICES: THE WRITING OF
POSSESSION

A.S. Byatt

The beginning of Possession, and the first choice, was most unusually for me, the title. I thought of it in the British Library, watching that great Coleridge scholar, Kathleen Coburn, circumambulating the catalogue. I thought: she has given all her life to his thoughts, and then I thought: she has mediated his thoughts to me. And then I thought, “Does he possess her, or does she possess him? There could be a novel called Possession about the relations between living and dead minds.” This must have been in the late 60s. It was the time of the nouveau roman, of the novel as “text”.

When I first recognize a thought as the germ of a novel or story, I form a shape, or file, in a corner of my mind, to which I add things that seem to belong to it, quotations, observations. At that stage this Gestalt is more like the plan for a painting than a novel. It has colour and texture, though I have to think very hard to call these to mind. The Urgestalt of Possession was a grey cloudy web, ghostly and spidery, to do with the ghostliness and connectedness of the original idea. I think it was also to do with the nouveau roman, which I still visualize in that form. I imagined my text as a web of scholarly quotations and parodies through which the poems and writings of the dead should loom at the reader, to be surmised and guessed at.

The next decisive choices came in the 1980s, when I was teaching Browning and George Eliot, and also lecturing on Henry James and his father, Henry James senior, who had been a leading Swedenborgian. I had had the idea that the word “possession” involved both the daemonic and the economic – Kathleen Coburn had pulled off a notorious coup when she bought the Coleridge notebooks for Toronto. Reading the Browning letters made me see that “possession” had a primary sexual connotation, too. I made a decision: there should be two couples, man and woman, one alive and one dead. The novel would concern the complex relations between these two pairs. My grey cobwebby palimpsest changed colour – it took on a lurid black shot with crimson and scarlet, colours of passion. I was teaching that great novel, The Bostonians, with its world of “witches, wizards, mediums, and spirit-rappers and roaring radicals” to a generation of students involved in the politics of gender, who disliked Henry James’s tragi-comic treatment of lesbian passion. It occurred to me that in the world of nineteenth-century spiritualism and feminism, possession had both its meanings at once. So there was a need for the nineteenth-century woman to be a lesbian, or thought to be a lesbian, and the twentieth-century woman scholar to be a feminist. What George Eliot’s letters added to this texture of texts to think about was the sense I always have that her real passionate self is splendidly absent from the letters kept by the people who kept them. Her love-letters, unlike those of the Brownings, were buried with her. It is the luck of an unusually devoted marriage between poets once separated that we have the Browning letters. There have been serious proposals to dig up George Eliot. There is a Gothic plot, I thought, of violence and skulduggery. The Gestalt got more lurid, purple, black, vermilion, with flying white forms.

I half-knew that the form of my novel should be a parody of every possible form, popular and “high culture”, when I was asked to review Umberto Eco’s Reflections on the Name of the Rose. I had already had the idea that Possession should be a kind of detective story, with the scholars as the detectives, when I read The Name of the Rose, which combines medieval theology, Church history, gleefully bloodthirsty horrors, reflections on the form of the novel, with a hero who is an avatar or precursor of Sherlock Holmes. What entranced me about Eco’s Reflections was his pleasure – “I wanted to murder a monk”, and his technical reflections on the fact that detective stories and melodramas had to be written backwards. If you want to burn down a library quickly and irretrievably you must make it burnable when you invent its architecture. I had been thinking a lot about the pleasure principle in art. Art does not exist for politics, or for instruction – it exists primarily for pleasure, or it is nothing. It can do the other things if it gives pleasure, as Coleridge knew, and said. And the pleasure of fiction is narrative discovery, as it was easy to say about television serials and detective stories, but not, in those days, about serious novels.

So my novel should be a parody, not of Sherlock Holmes, but of the Margery Allingham detective stories I grew up on. It should learn from my childhood obsession, Georgette Heyer, to be a romance, and it could learn, simultaneously from Hawthorne, Henry James’s predecessor, that a historical romance is not realist, and desires to “connect a bygone time with the very present that is flitting away from us”. I added things – it should be an epistolary novel, which meant writing the letters the scholars should find; it should contain early narrative forms – Victorian women writers wrote fairy tales – and late ones – bits of biographies and critical “accounts” of what was going on.

The Gestalt in my mind changed colour and form and became delicious – all green and gold, the colours of Tennyson illustrations in my mind as a child, of dream landscapes, of childhood imaginings of a world brighter and more jewel-like than this one.

There was a huge problem. I knew that modern forms were parodic – not only Eco, but the intelligent criticism of Malcolm Bradbury had been pointing that out – parodic, not in a sneering or mocking way, but as “rewriting” or “representing” the past. The structural necessity of my new form was that the poems of my two poets, the most important thing about them in my own view, should be in this no-longer ghostly text. And I am not a poet, and novelists who write poems usually come to grief. Robertson Davies, the Canadian novelist, had written a novel with a parodic libretto in fact made up of the poems of Thomas Lovell Beddoes. I said to the poet D.J. Enright at a party that I was contemplating using the early poems of Pound that look as though they could be by Browning. “Nonsense,” he said. “Write your own.”

So I tried. My mind has been full since childhood of the rhythms of Tennyson and Browning, Rossetti and Keats. I read and reread Emily Dickinson, whose harsher and more sceptical voice I found more exciting than Christina Rossetti’s meek resignation. I wanted a fierce female voice. And I found I was possessed – it was actually quite frightening – the nineteenth-century poems that were not nineteenth-century poems wrote themselves, hardly blotted, fitting into the metaphorical structure of my novel, but not mine, as my prose is mine.

There is one further late choice I should like to mention. There are three passages in the nineteenth-century narrative which are recounted by a Victorian “omniscient” third-person narrator. These three include the Epilogue, and tell what might be thought of as the most important, beautiful and terrible moments in the lives of the Victorian characters. I still receive angry letters from time to time from all over the world, saying these passages are a mistake – that I have cleverly told the story of the past through documents, diaries, letters, poems, and am breaking my own convention incompetently. But my decision was very deliberate. It was partly polemical, for two reasons. I do believe that biographies are a kind of shadow-play, and that what really mattered is likely to elude the piecers-together of lives. (Doris Lessing endorses this view, mischievously, at the beginning of her recent autobiography.) I also believe that the third-person narrator has been much maligned in the recent past – it does not aspire or pretend to be “God” – simply the narrative voice, which knows what it does know. And I wanted to show that such a voice can bring the reader nearer the passions and the thoughts of the characters, without any obligation to admire the cleverness of the novelist. There is a nice irony about this – the writer and reader share what the critics and scholars cannot discover.

And the Gestalt now? A green and gold and blue balloon, far away, untouchable. A writer can’t think about novels that have gone away. The Gestalt of the one I am writing, about the 1960s, is a jagged harlequin pattern of coloured fragments and smoking bonfires. And there is something weak about the narrative line, or tension, connecting these, that I’m trying to deal with.

This essay was first presented as a speech at Tate Gallery, 12 January 1994 and printed in Threepenny Review, US, July 1995; also in the Independent January 1994.

A.S. Byatt

A.S. Byatt is renowned internationally for her novels and short stories. Her novels include the Booker Prize-winning Possession, The Biographer’s Tale and the quartet, The Virgin in the Garden, Still Life, Babel Tower and A Whistling Woman. Her novel, The Children’s Book, was published in 2009.

Her highly acclaimed collections of short stories include Sugar and Other Stories, The Matisse Stories, The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye, Elementals and Little Black Book of Stories. A distinguished critic as well as a writer of fiction, A.S. Byatt was appointed CBE in 1990 and DBE in 1999.




“I am out with lanterns,
looking for myself.”

– Emily Dickinson
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BECOMING A WRITER

Saskia Calliste

“What do you want to be when you grow up Saskia?” Every few years, my reply would vary drastically, as did the why. “A corporate lawyer because I want a house like the dad from Clueless.” Growing up black, in and out of council estates, dreaming about more desirable real estate became a form of liberation. I was eight when I coined that particularly bizarre response that would mostly prompt a look of pity which essentially said, “keep dreaming”. From everyone except my mum, of course: in the eyes of maternal law, her youngest could do no wrong and would only ever excel in her endeavours: even despite our gipsy-esque lifestyle. By that I mean, ever since I moved to Portsmouth at age five, because of an itch to live by the sea my mum had to scratch, we moved roughly every two years.

I had been to three different primary schools by the time I was eleven. I can’t complain too much; the adapt or die instinct is instilled in me, and the older I get, the less I resent, and the more thankful I am for it.

As a child, I spent a lot of time in my head, in the movies I watched and the books I read. I wasn’t an introvert, despite the less than friendly neighbourhood racists, whose sole mission was to instill in me that I didn’t belong there. I still had friends, and I still played outside: adapt or die. I loved riding my scooter through Bransbury Park come rain or shine. It was in those moments when I had felt the freest. It was a time where I wasn’t black in a white town, and I wasn’t the fat friend of my more popular peers: I was just a little girl enjoying her freedom.

When it came to school, I was good at most things, except science. I had always dreamed about going to university as a kid, which is odd because my mum didn’t go – she got a job straight out of high school doing secretarial work and followed on that trajectory for much of her adult life. Most of my friends used to dream of just being mums, a concept I’ve never been able to grasp.

I didn’t come to the realization that I wanted to be a writer until I was well on the path to a different career altogether, despite the fact that I had gotten approximately six people into university by writing their personal statements for them. I wanted to study Fashion Communication and Promotion at Central Saint Martins. I was so passionate about it; I would study designers, photographers and stylists in my spare time; I bought Vogue monthly, finances permitting; I even created my own fashion line: “Edgy-cated”.

As a fat child, I stopped wearing kids’ clothes earlier than my peers. I got to shop in the adult section, so I got to experiment more with clothes – that’s my optimistic view of the situation anyway. I’d wear things people said fat people shouldn’t, but I’d be damned if I was going to be another fat person walking around in black trousers as if that’s all there was. “Edgy-cated” was going to be dedicated to fat women everywhere, and I was going to make them shine. I had the ideas, I just needed someone to help me execute them, and where better to find someone than to go to a university dedicated to fashion.

I had tailored all my A’ levels to achieving this, and was well into a year’s art course, per their request, so that I could study at Central Saint Martins. Art was awful. I’ve never been able to draw, and I’d never had any desire to learn. I hadn’t before been in a position where I was the poster girl for what not to do, yet there I was, surrounded by budding Picassos who could tell I wasn’t one of them. I was dangerously close to giving up.

Once, we were making 3D chess pieces based on our country of choice. I chose Japan; my rook was a ninja and my king a samurai. Having made them out of clay, they were left to set in silicone moulds in the drying area. I was slower than everybody and taking longer to clean up, so my lecturer, Paul, decided to help me. “Please don’t touch the mould sir, I made the neck too thin, so it’s very fragile.” Instructions he ignored, and right on cue, the neck snapped against his long, bony fingers. I’ve always been polite, despite my aversion to male authority, growing up with a single mother, but that day there was no containing it. I yelled, cursed; I thought I was going to combust spontaneously. I threw my sketchbook and the other half of my samurai on the floor in his direction. He jumped back to avoid being hit, looked at me in disgust and said, “Why are you even here?”

The only module I was able to ace was Digital because manipulating images on a computer and creating album covers is something I’m good at. A turning point occurred when some unsung hero added Contextual Studies to my timetable. As they say in poker, “this is where I win my money back.” The first essay we had to write was an evaluation of Philippe Starck’s “Juicy Salif ”, the world’s most impractical lemon squeezer. The pack of wolves who once laughed at me for not knowing that HB pencils had numbers that actually meant something, had now turned into puppies who needed my help to convey their thoughts.

I had done it: I had come out of the other side with a new goal in life, and that wasn’t Central Saint Martins. Surprisingly, it didn’t take much for me to let go of the dream I had been coveting for the past three years. I did art because I was told to, I wanted to study fashion because it’s something I thought I had to do, but writing came with no such hang-ups. I used to come up with a book idea at least once a day when I was younger. It had always been there; I was just too preoccupied with what wasn’t to realize what could be. I left West Thames College at the end of the first year with a “Level Two Subsidiary” art qualification at Merit grade.

B.A. Creative Writing and Journalism at the University of Roehampton is where I landed, followed by an M.A. in Publishing. I knew I’d be surrounded by people who were writing novel extracts before they could walk, and I’d only just decided I wanted to be a writer. To say I was nervous was an understatement, but studying art had prepared me for the worst. I had spent the summer before starting university familiarizing myself with the classics, just in case someone tested me and then made it their mission to expose me as a fraud.

Within the first few weeks, I had hit a bump. There was no such thing as a “lightbulb moment” according to my lecturer Nancy. Well, that’s me done then, I thought. All my ideas began as “lightbulb moments” that I fought to channel into existence. I got my ideas mostly when I was doing something menial, riding the bus or cleaning my room. I made the mistake of telling Nancy that once, whose response was less than encouraging: “Well if anyone has any cleaning they need doing, just get Saskia to do it, and she might get a book out of it.” I didn’t speak out much in her class after that. I already felt I didn’t fit into the mould of what a writer should act or think like, and she had confirmed it.

If I learnt anything from my years at Roehampton, it’s that people’s opinions on writing are completely subjective. Many of the lecturers didn’t consider any form of writing that wasn’t literary, worth acknowledging. In journalism, however, the writing style was the complete opposite: journalism wanted objective writing that celebrated your tone and personal style.

It took me a long time to be comfortable with my voice, but studying journalism helped me nurture it. It was during my third year, whilst studying Magazine Production and Journalism, when I got a clear idea of the kind of writer I was. Sarcastic in tone, brutally honest in delivery, partial to the odd cliché (careful not to overuse them), with an unexpected hint of optimism.

After university, I ended up writing for Voice Magazine UK. The first article I ever wrote was a review of Hurricane Protest Songs, a play by the Graeae Theatre Company, and an interview with two cast members. I’ll never forget the feeling of walking up to the box office and asking for my press ticket, then being shown to my reserved seat and being told if there was anything else I needed, just to ask.

I had always loved the theatre: I used to act myself. In high school, I was the stage manager for my school’s adaptation of Michael Morpurgo’s Warhorse. In year six, I played Tallulah in our leavers’ production of Bugsy Malone – I like to say I was the first black Tallulah. Having been to plays for pleasure and work, the absence of cast members who looked like me was more than apparent; but that was nothing new to me, growing up in Portsmouth. For a long time, that’s just how I thought the world was. I didn’t realize how much of an issue it was until I started to review theatre and hear the concerns of the lack of diversity that surrounded the industry.
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