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Janet Frame

Janet Frame (1924–2004) was one of New Zealand’s most distinguished writers. She is best known for her autobiography, which inspired Jane Campion’s internationally acclaimed film, An Angel at My Table. Michael Holroyd hailed it as ‘one of the greatest autobiographies written in the twentieth century’. She was also the author of twelve novels, five collections of short stories, two volumes of poetry and a children’s book.

Throughout her long career Janet Frame received a wide range of awards. They included every literary prize for which she was eligible in New Zealand, honorary membership of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and the Commonwealth prize for literature. She also won civil honours – a CBE in 1983 for services to literature, the Order of New Zealand in 1990 – and honorary doctorates and medals from three New Zealand universities.
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AN ANGEL AT MY TABLE

FACES IN THE WATER

TOWARDS ANOTHER SUMMER


Dedicated to my dear friends living
and dead who will know




unforgettable landscapes composed of severe lines and blocks and planes; their stark geometry uninterrupted … an extensive surface from which most of the cover has been stripped to reveal the schist and old greywacke undermass … the Maniototo Plain … mania, a plain: toto, bloody.

From the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand







‘He lived all his life in the Maniototo. Few people outside the area know of it. Why did he never leave it?’

From the biography of Peter Wallstead







‘One glance

can annihilate the void dance.

Looking away is the passion

day by day, year by year

the imitative act hot from the mould of the original fact,

‘until we can no longer contain the cry or live untouched in the house of replicas.’

– Alice Thumb or Violet Pansy Proudlock or Mavis Halleton






INTRODUCTION

On the first page of Living in the Maniototo the narrator declares herself to be a woman who has buried two husbands, but she is also a sharp observer of women who make such pronouncements at bus stops. Behind multiple names and perhaps identities, she travels to the United States, having already published two novels, and stays first with friends in Baltimore, then in a house in Berkeley, California, loaned to her by admirers of her work who are on their own grand tour, in Italy.

The narrator is trying to write her third novel, but is disturbed by the presence in the house of two couples, one a man in his sixties and his much younger wife, a girl who with her parents had fled Hungary after the suppressed Uprising of 1956. Frame, who never married and whose romantic relationships were few, as a writer nonetheless bored through to the bedrock of marriages and masculinity. She was worldly enough to understand the condition of refugees and their ruthless desire to acquire a home. In two lengthy and sharply drawn chapters, the narrator tells the back stories of these couples, to prepare us for the consequences of the sudden news that the owners of the house have been killed by an earthquake while at the opera, leaving the house to her. Towards the end of the novel there is a squabble over ownership of the house itself and of its contents. On one level this is suburban American farce, characters who might inhabit an Updike novel, but, as the reader has suspected, the couples are imaginary: either they are the characters the narrator is inventing for the novel she is working on, or they are invented to distract her from the act of writing (the author distracting herself by inventing people who are distracting her). Who is the narrator? What is her real name? Do these people she writes about even exist, and has she ever left New Zealand? One man vanishes in a puff of smoke before her eyes. Characters return from the dead. Are even the husbands real?

Experimental novels cast a pall over the average reader’s heart. The audience member trapped in the centre seat of a row in the stalls, listening to experimental music or watching an experimental play, has no choice but to grit her teeth and endure. The reader can give up after a few pages if they feel the lack of a proper story, and hurl the book against the wall, breaking its spine. But Janet Frame’s idea of experimental fiction is rooted in the everyday being turned over and looked at more carefully to find the wildness in its heart. Writing itself is the subject of the book you are reading. One of the buried husbands is a French language teacher, and the narrator’s relationship with him is formed from his love of words, which gives him ‘a kind of greatness’ for she feels that



language in its widest sense is the hawk suspended above eternity, feeding from it but not of its substance and not necessarily for its life and thus never able to be translated into it; only able by a wing movement, so to speak, a cry, a shadow, to hint at what lies beneath it on the untouched, undescribed almost unknown plain.





And in a thought which should be distributed at the start of every creative writing class, she writes:



A sentence which stumbles on useless objects instead of buried treasure is bad, and worse if it illuminates useless objects with artificial light, but good if it casts a unique radiance on them.





Frame’s narrator is herself a member of a writing class, which one evening discusses the first person, or what she calls the ‘I-book’, whose burden is to:



‘tell all’ while viewing through the narrow I-shaped window that restricted the vision and allowed only occasional arrows to be fired with no guarantee that they would pierce the armour of ‘otherness’ worn by the characters of the book … A writer taking on the ‘I’ takes a straight line that can be turned upon itself to become a circle or curved to become a hook or left alone as a prelude to infinity or have its back broken into the hypotenuse, the opposite, the adjacent.





In this resolutely urban and urbane novel, of refugees and exiles, travellers and wanderers, artists and thinkers, where does the Maniototo come into it? The Maniototo is a real place, a dry, hot plain in the southern part of New Zealand’s South Island. Briefly mentioned, its fictional purpose is to provide the home for an obscure novelist called Peter Wallstead, whose long-out-of-print fiction becomes suddenly fashionable after his death. The critics ask in amazement how anyone could live their whole life in such an out-of-the-way spot. In literary circles, the name Maniototo comes to be imbued with mystery, some believing it does not exist, while others make out that being able to boast of having lived there was as enviable as saying you have lived abroad. ‘When I was living in the Maniototo’ becomes as modish a phrase as ‘When I lived in Paris’.

The Maniototo is the place where the writer writes. It is the faraway look in a novelist’s eyes, the flinching at the sound of the doorbell or the telephone. It’s the place inside a novelist’s head to which she retreats. It is the empty room. Janet Frame wrote Living in the Maniototo while looking after an apartment owned by neighbours of friends, in Berkeley in 1976. Unlike her narrator, she got a great deal of work done and finished the majority of the first draft there. As she wrote to her loyal ally, her American editor George Braziller, ‘Because conditions here are so quiet and I have almost no interruptions, I’ll be finished the first draft before I leave.’ It was only when she returned home to New Zealand that work stuttered to a stop, as she moved house because of disturbances, and then was disturbed by all the moves. Braziller had to wait two years before he received a completed manuscript.

There was a seven-year gap since Janet’s last book, Daughter Buffalo, was published. By the time of the US publication of Living in the Maniototo in 1979 she was out of print in many parts of the world but Braziller had kept faith with her. Asked what he wanted for his epitaph, he replied, ‘to be to be known as the publisher of Janet Frame’. The novel came out to rave reviews. Time magazine gave it two pages, and, when it was published in the UK in 1981, Martyn Goff, administrator of the Booker Prize (for which she was shamefully never shortlisted), hailed it as ‘probably as near a masterpiece as we are likely to see this year’, while Norman Shrapnel in the Guardian said, ‘it puts everything else that has come my way this year into the shade.’ 1981 was the year Salman Rushdie won the Booker for Midnight’s Children, and Ian McEwan was shortlisted for The Comfort of Strangers. In New Zealand it won the 1980 fiction prize at the national book awards, despite not even having a publisher there.

I first read Living in the Maniototo in New Zealand in 2002. I had seen Jane Campion’s 1990 film, An Angel at My Table, which is based on Frame’s autobiography, but I had not understood until I read the novel how sophisticated, worldly and witty a writer she was. Portrayed by the media as reclusive and eccentric, the literary equivalent of a primitive painter, she was in fact politically engaged, enjoyed the company of other writers, well read and well travelled. In the sixties she went to Yaddo, the American writers’ retreat, where she exchanged saucy notes with Philip Roth, who addressed her as ‘Mrs Breast’. And despite her association with rural New Zealand, she loved cities, and Living in the Maniototo is a resolutely urban novel, which conveys vividly her passion for all the dirty chaos of the streets. Of the narrator’s stay in Baltimore she wrote:



Baltimore became for me not only a city where I had a friend but the city of a poet watched over as Blenheim was, whatever its faults, by an angel of the imagination. I still think of it in this way, and perhaps this explains why I turn from the richness of my life here, in Taranaki, from the colour of the landscape, the green grass and bush, the bright blue sky … [to] the morning blossoming bank raid, the Saturday supermarket robbery, the Saturday night murder … paper and packet litter … the cluttered windows of shops with their giant reductions …





It was my enthusiasm for Living in the Maniototo that led her biographer, Michael King, to ask me if I would like to meet the author on an overnight stay in Dunedin, where she lived. Dunedin is a grey replica of a grey Scottish city which lay damp under a bank of stubborn cloud, and Janet lived on the edge, in a small modern house on the suburban outskirts. Next stop, the Antarctic.

His wife’s ill health meant that at the last minute Michael was unable to accompany me to Dunedin, but he prepared Janet for my visit, and prepared me, advising me to book a taxi that would wait a few metres away. He was concerned that I should not take up too much of her time (she was, she said, ‘writing something’), and he suggested that I should, like a guest during Regency visiting hours, rise to leave after about forty-five minutes. Whether she would have preferred me to stay longer, I can’t say. I was anxious both to obey the rules and not to bother her. I know how writers hate being bothered.

Janet was waiting for me at the side door of her house, and had prepared tea, cakes and sandwiches. It was a writer’s house and a writer’s room. Books and writing were everywhere you looked. I told her how much I liked Living in the Maniototo, and on Michael’s advice told her about my book on my mother’s dementia, in which she appeared to be interested. For Janet seemed more interested in listening to others than in talking about herself. She had written to her friend John Money in Baltimore asking how he would feel if his house, friends and neighbourhood appeared, in disguised form, in Living in the Maniototo, and he replied that he didn’t mind. Her early mentor Frank Sargeson, however, was wary of introducing her to anyone in case they appeared in her work. I was conscious that I might be a distraction, or material.

After forty-five minutes, as instructed, I rose to leave. The next day I flew back to Auckland and ran into a certain level of resentment, that I, a British writer on my first visit to the country, had met New Zealand’s greatest living novelist when she was widely believed to be reclusive and a bit mad. She was neither. She simply wanted to get on with writing, she told me, and after I left that is what she did. I hope I was not a visitor from Porlock but as Living in the Maniototo demonstrates, Janet Frame could incorporate unwelcome visitors into her imaginary world.

For her, Living in the Maniototo was above all about writing. Of it, she said, ‘The theme of the book is not original but it is one that fascinates me – the process of writing a novel, given the manifold [Kant’s definition] and all the avoidances, interruptions, irrelevancies, and so on, plus the terrible everlasting substantiality of the manifold.’

She produced literature which was unafraid of experiment, while rooted in the world of debt-collectors, drains experts and women who stood at bus stops. She was daring in most things she did and felt. It was, of course, a privilege to meet her, but a greater privilege to read her, to enter that extraordinary mind and its ceaseless bending of time and space.

Linda Grant, 2009
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