
is at work. If you have taken the time and trouble to 
invent a cast of characters with widely different points 
of view, to have them identified as yourself (or, worse, 
other people in a thinly-disguised roman-à-clef), you are 
at risk of the libel courts.

Twenty years ago, I had a novel called A Vicious 
Circle cancelled, after my then publisher, Hamish 
Hamilton, received a letter from a former boyfriend of 
my university days claiming that he was its villainous 
journalist and its heroine was myself. Although the 
novel was subsequently published by Fourth Estate and 
the defamation claim was not pursued, I was astonished 
by the way many readers believed it could only be 
autobiographical. My self-educated Irish working-class 
waitress heroine bears absolutely no resemblance to me 
– other than a youthful vulnerability to odious men. But 
when (for instance) I met the critic Andrew Billen he 
expressed surprise on finding I do not have black hair, 
like my heroine. I was even asked on Woman’s Hour if 
I wrote fiction to take revenge on real-life individuals. 
In law, you are innocent until proved guilty – but not, it 
seems, in literary circles.

Others have subsequently believed I must be 
aristocratic, manic depressive, a former Classicist and 
a human rights lawyer. When my new novel, The Lie of 
the Land, is published this June my husband is braced 
for those who will inevitably believe that he is a serial 
philanderer and our marriage must be on the rocks. 
None of this is true. You might think that people might 
understand how creating fictional characters is akin to 
inhabiting a part when acting – but it seems not to be 
the case. Fiction can, apparently, only be interesting if it 
offers readers a peephole into your private life.

What is extraordinary is that this philistinism seems 
to apply disproportionately to women. I know a good 
many other novelists, and when I asked them if they 
had experienced presumptions of this kind, not one man 
could think of any – but most of the women could.

‘In my experience, people are much more eager to 
believe that a novel by a woman is autobiographical 
if it takes place in a domestic sphere – there is still an 
assumption that that is our natural territory,’ says Louise 
Doughty, whose novel Apple Tree Yard has recently 
been televised on BBC One to reams of publicity about 
steamy extra-marital sex. ‘The assumption is even 
stronger when it comes to sex and relationships. I’ve 
lost track of the number of people who want to know 
how “autobiographical” Apple Tree Yard is, and they 
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The furore last October over the identity of the 
Italian novelist Elena Ferrante, whose best-
selling Neopolitan quartet has intrigued and 

delighted so many, goes to the heart of a problem faced 
by every writer of contemporary fiction. To what extent, 
if any, is a novel directly drawn from the personal and 
private life of the author?

Reading My Brilliant Friend and its sequels, many 
were convinced that the novels offered a personal 
insight not just into female friendship but a particular, 
Neapolitan life of post-war poverty and corruption. The 
author’s choice not only to write under a pseudonym 
but to resist interviews and guard her true identity 
heightened the excitement; could the details about 
criminal activity be the reason why she remained so 
secretive? Then an investigative journalist called 
Claudio Gatti revealed in the New York Review of 
Books that the author, far from being (like her heroine) 
a seamstress’s daughter from the Naples slums, was of 
Polish-Jewish origin and had, as the New Yorker put 
it ‘no first-hand knowledge of the post-war Naples 
milieu that she evokes with such fiercely unsentimental 
strokes’… and gives an ‘extraordinary texture of lived 
truth’.

The reaction to the ‘scoop’ made international 
headlines – though few of Ferrante’s fans, and I am 
one, give a damn about her real identity. Authors and 
admirers from Jeanette Winterson to Suzanne Moore 
sprang to her defence. ‘Riffling through someone’s 
bins looking for clues about their life or identity is 
considered a tabloid activity performed by low-lifes who 
sell information on celebrities’, Moore said, adding, ‘It 
stinks to high heaven.’ All Ferrante had done was write 
some exceptionally good novels.

The outrage at an investigative journalist obtaining 
the tax returns of Ferrante’s publisher, Europa, in 
order to trace unusually high payments to one of its 
translators (rather than, say, turning to the tax returns of 
President Donald Trump) overlooked something about 
the way that contemporary fiction is now marketed and 
perceived: that is, the insistence that if novels are of any 
interest, they must be autobiographical.

Anyone who writes fiction is surely aware of this 
pressure, and it is one that the current vogue for, say, 
Karl Ove Knausgård and Rachel Cusk makes seemingly 
respectable. Yet there is another strand in fiction which 
stands in opposition to this – in which not only research 
but a fierce and determined act of imaginative creation 
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aren’t wanting to know whether I have ever really been 
one of the nation’s top geneticists.

‘Conversely, there is an assumption that when 
we move out of that sphere, we are doing something 
incredibly brave and difficult. Many people have 
asked me how I coped with the subject matter of Fires 
in the Dark or Black Water – the Second World War 
and civil conflict in Indonesia respectively. I’m asked 
constantly why those books are so “dark”. I don’t think 
Ian McEwan or Richard Flanagan get asked that in 
the same way.’ Doughty adds that she regards Harper 
in Black Water – a male mercenary born in a Japanese 
internment camp in 1942 who has never set foot in the 
UK – as ‘my most autobiographical character yet.’

Her irritation is echoed by Linda Grant. ‘“So The 
Clothes on their Backs must be autobiographical?” 
“Yes it’s about my experiences as a pimp in pre-war 
Budapest.” “When I Lived in Modern Times must 
be autobiographical?” “Yes. I went to Palestine as a 
20-year-old before I was born.” It’s relentless. Every 
book I write is deemed to be autobiographical. Even 
though they’re set in different times and places.’

Sometimes, the assumption can be well-meaning, as 
Roopa Farooki discovered. ‘My third novel, The Way 
Things Look To Me, featured a self-harmer with chronic 
eczema. When my dermatologist read it, she was truly 
concerned about my psychological state, “My god, 
Roopa, I had no idea it had got that bad...” I had a job 
persuading her that it was a character, not me.’

Presumptuous assumptions are not just confined 
to interviews and literary festivals; the author Rowan 
Coleman says, ‘After writing The Memory Book, 
I was asked by another, very famous writer if I had 
Alzheimer’s.’ She ‘took it as a compliment,’ but some, 
such as Anna Stothard, have been made uncomfortable. 
‘People who read my first novel, Isabel and Rocco 
(which has hints of incest) cannot be dissuaded from 
wanting to know if I’m close to my brother! Not that 
close, people!’

The insistence on authors having a public persona, 
and on revealing something of their personal lives 
(‘based on a true story’), is fostered by festivals and 
deemed necessary by too many publishers’ publicity 
departments in order to market a novel. This kind of 
spiritual striptease has become almost de rigueur. The 
famous Face to Face interview that Evelyn Waugh 
gave to John Freeman (still viewable on YouTube) is 
remembered for Waugh’s rudeness to an impeccably 
polite BBC journalist. Freeman’s probing questions 
concerning Waugh’s religion, dreams, childhood 
and nervous breakdown are not the kind we would, 
as individuals, dream of asking intimate friends; no 
wonder he took umbrage. ‘You must allow the novelist 
the freedom to let their imagination roam,’ he says when 
asked if he felt the lack of a sister. Yet this is precisely 
what novelists are in danger of losing.

The elegantly evasive written responses sent by 
Nabokov to journalists (forbidding them to ‘dot all the 

I’s with the author’s head’) were almost the last gasp 
of an older tradition in which the author was remote 
and God-like. When Jonathan Franzen refused to be 
interviewed by Oprah Winfrey for The Corrections, he 
was deemed by many to be insufferably conceited rather 
than self-protective. Ferrante’s privacy was treated by 
Claudio Gatti as, ‘a come-on’ rather than the reserve 
of an artist.

Why have we become so concerned with fingering 
what is real in what is invented? The novelist and critic 
Nicholas Blincoe observes that ‘Key post-war writers 
coming out of existentialism made authenticity a kind 
of touchstone for fiction. Just staring at my bookcase, 
there are Roth, Bellow, Naipaul. So novels are not 
straight autobiography but they are refracted through 
autobiography. Writers are also readers, and we all seem 
to like this brew of disguised memoirs, pumped up into 
self-mythology. So, in short, I think journalists are semi-
justified in asking these questions.’

It certainly makes for a spicier tale in a newspaper. 
Journalists, in other words, want fiction to be 
journalism; it’s the flip side of an era in which so much 
journalism has become fiction. We live, apparently, in 
a ‘post-truth’ era, in which the division between fact 
and fiction, truth and invention, has become negligible.

This has a chilling effect on several levels. If you 
happen to be the kind of writer who enjoys playing with 
attitudes you have consciously rejected and derided, 
whether these be snobbery or sexism or savagery, 
it is particularly dismaying to have them treated as 
veracity not irony. If you show a character having racist 
thoughts, this must be because you yourself are racist, 
and so on. Martin Amis has been a figure of loathing 
to many women ever since his second novel, Success, 
satirised misogyny. He has spent the rest of his career 
emphasising his respect for women, to no avail. Lionel 
Shriver is assumed to hate children and fat people 
thanks to We Need to Talk About Kevin and Big Brother.  

There is a further twist to this in that writers are 
now also under fire for stepping outside their own race, 
gender and abilities. Lionel Shriver was subjected to 
much bile when she tried, in her recent speech on fiction 
and identity politics in Brisbane, to defend the right 
of writers to, as she put it, ‘try on other people’s hats,’ 
saying ‘Those who embrace a vast range of “identities” 
– ethnicities, nationalities, races, sexual and gender 
categories, classes of economic under-privilege and 
disability – are now encouraged to be possessive of 
their experience and to regard other peoples’ attempts 
to participate in their lives and traditions, either 
actively or imaginatively, as a form of theft.’ I have been 
asked, repeatedly, about my sources for Job (a black 
Zimbabwean political refugee in Hearts And Minds); 
I’ve even been asked if I might be mixed-race beneath 
my Celtic colouring. It’s flattering on one level, but 
profoundly insulting on another.

Yet do we protest too much? It is unlikely that a 
novelist could imagine, say, the agonies of bereavement 



without experiencing them. We are shaped and moulded 
by the fist of fortune, and if the facts of our own lives 
are different, the feelings are less likely to be. It is feeling 
that transmits its truth down the ages. Shakespeare’s 
characters live and move because, though we are not 
princes and queens, we recognise their passions in our 
own hearts.

I readily admit to returning to subjects such as 
injustice, cruelty, dishonesty and the lack of autonomy 
in my novels because these are ills that I myself 
have experienced. Although I reject, absolutely, the 
peculiar notion that a novelist is taking revenge on real 
individuals in addressing these subjects, it may well be 
true that pondering why a person behaves as he or she 
did can be an inspiration. Many real people seem to 
take a delight in identifying themselves as this or that 
character: especially foolish because, in the end, real life 
people are simply not as interesting or articulate as the 
ones we invent.

We all have certain preoccupations as authors, and 
the reader who explores all of a novelist’s work may 
well spot recurring themes. Tracing the sources of those 
themes may one day provide interesting material for 
biographers, but to be honest we would rather be left 
alone to imagine and invent. That is, after all, what we 
do. Or as Ferrante herself put it, given the choice we 
would rather ‘remove oneself from all forms of social 
pressure or obligation… to concentrate exclusively and 
with complete freedom on writing and its strategies.’

If only! =
 


