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Janet Frame (1924–2004) was one of New Zealand’s most distinguished writers. She is best known for An Angel at My Table (‘one of the great autobiographies written in the twentieth century’, Michael Holroyd, Sunday Times), which inspired Jane Campion’s internationally acclaimed film. 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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To R. H. C.


Although this book is written in documentary form it is a work of fiction. None of the characters, including Istina Mavet, portrays a living person.

Janet Frame, 1961


Introduction

Even more than Virginia Woolf, Janet Frame is the prisoner of her biography; or, to be specific, of the eight years in her life when she was stigmatised as mad, and held in psychiatric hospitals. Frame returned to this painful period in her life when she wrote Faces in the Water, but insisted that Istina Mavet, the novel’s central character, was not herself; she was more than herself. Istina is a human alembic, an alchemist’s vessel into which the waters of life are poured and stirred; the substance that flows through the novel is beautiful and grievous and as complex as human blood or tears. Istina is the product of many encounters, of many long and fearful days of observation, and her name is an amalgamation: Istina, Janet Frame said, ‘is Serbo-Croatian for truth, Mavet is Hebrew for Death’.

Frame was born in 1924 and brought up on New Zealand’s South Island. She was the third of five children. Her father was a railway worker, and the family were poor. They were shaken by repeated misfortune; her brother suffered from epilepsy, and two of her sisters drowned. When Janet left home to train as a teacher, she suffered an emotional breakdown. She was hospitalised, diagnosed as schizophrenic, and would have been subject to a disabling brain operation if the news had not come to the hospital that this seemingly hopeless patient had published a book of short stories which had won a national prize. After her release, she travelled in Europe, and in London wrote five books, including this one. In London, also, she was examined by a psychiatrist and told that she was not, nor ever had been, schizophrenic – she did not lie within the circumference of that extraordinarily elastic, perhaps nonsensical term. She returned to New Zealand in 1963, and by the time of her death in 2004 she had published eleven novels, a book of poems, collections of short stories, a book for children, and a celebrated autobiography in three parts. More poems and a twelfth novel, Towards Another Summer, have appeared posthumously. A life so creative, diligent and self-directed suggests not damage or dereliction, but grip and focus beyond the powers of many of those who have spent a lifetime without their sanity being examined or questioned.

It is a source of exasperation to authors that their work is too often taken autobiographically, and that readers and literary journalists are obsessed with tracking down the ‘real-life’ places or people behind fiction. From the writer’s point of view, autobiography and fiction are not as different as sometimes imagined. Fiction is not necessarily concealing, nor autobiography revealing, and the decisions that have to be taken about shaping, selection and viewpoint are common to both; the unvarnished truth makes coarse reading. Many readers throughout the world came to Janet Frame through Jane Campion’s 1990 film, An Angel at My Table, which condensed and dramatised the author’s autobiography. It is perhaps the most moving film ever made about a writer. But it introduced an element of confusion between what happened to Janet Frame personally and what happened to her characters. The actress Kerry Fox, who played the grown-up Janet, quite properly drew a distinction in interviews between ‘Janet Frame the person’ and ‘Janet Frame the character’, but the distinction was obscured when ‘Janet’, in London, is advised to write about her experiences in hospital, and in the next scene produces Faces in the Water. Indeed, scenes from that book have been incorporated into the film, so inevitably the divide between lived experience and its imaginative rendering has been blurred, and a certain metaphoric dimension stripped away in favour of reportage. Frame said that in Faces in the Water she had softened the truth; she feared that otherwise she would not have been believed.

Istina Mavet is a figure who arrives in the reader’s life without context or background. Her story has purity and universality. We are not told the source of her emotional distress, must only understand that she feels it, that she is subject to spasms of intense, intolerable anxiety. The hospital where she spends longest is an institution that accommodates children and old people and everyone in between – the senile, the criminal and the genetically damaged alongside those disabled by emotional suffering and life crises. The hospital exists to remove its patients from society and induce compliance in them, and the staff are oriented to control rather than to give therapy. The doctors are almost never seen, and when they come on to the wards they are accompanied by nurses who interpret the patients to them and spell out what ‘lesson’ the patient needs.

There is some overt sadism, a pervasive stupidity. Patients who are noisy, who do not obey orders promptly, or who are in the wrong place at the wrong time, are put down on the list for electroconvulsive therapy. There is a hierarchy of wards, through which Istina falls, the conditions in each more demeaning than the last. Finally the patients are infantilised – swaddled in restraint belts and jackets, without control of their bladders or bowels. But these infants will never grow, never attain status in society or a place in the world. Istina finds herself removed from the category of those who will get well to the category of those who are hospitalised for life. Her only chance of being released, she is told, is to undergo a lobotomy. Her fate is now in the hands of doctors who barely seem to know her or understand her fate; her future will be determined by their whim.

The book is a record of humiliation and fear, shot through with chilling insights. The experience of its central characters is realised on the page with such lightness that it is never a punitive experience for the reader. It is an account of suffering that is exhilarating as well as harrowing, because its very existence – the fact that Istina survives to tell the tale – shows that suffering has not destroyed her. Its darkest pages are lit up by the perception of human life as precious, and each life as unique. It is also a shrewd and clever book, revealing without fuss (or sociologists’ jargon) how oppressive institutions work. If you can’t live in a mental hospital, the more resistant patients are asked, how do you expect to live in the world? Istina compares the hospital to a factory, a prison, a slaughterhouse; the images are developed, extended, pressed home. The novel allows us to understand, intimately as well as intellectually, the abusive practices of the psychiatry of the time, and the self-reinforcing beliefs that drove them. From the 1930s onwards, the emphasis in psychiatry was on devising physical, hands-on responses to invisible mental distress: strenuous procedures, demanding of time and trained resources. These treatments made the doctors feel they were doing something. They placated relatives. Where medicine was practised privately they were often highly lucrative.

Janet Frame underwent, she estimated, two hundred sessions of electroconvulsive therapy, ‘each one equivalent in fear to an execution’. In Faces in the Water, Istina tells us what this was like. Fear seeps from the page, as the prisoners wait like death-row inmates to know their fate each morning. It’s a no-win situation – if you are not listed for shock, and you show your ecstatic relief, you are likely to be put down for emergency treatment; the ideal patient is unmoved, a stone, and strong emotion may be seen as evidence of disease. Istina has no illusions about what the treatment is for. It is ‘the new and fashionable means of quieting people and of making them realise that orders are to be obeyed and floors are to be polished without anyone protesting and faces are made to be fixed into smiles and weeping is a crime’.

In shock treatment, electricity is passed through the patient’s brain to induce a grand mal seizure, a violent epileptic fit. In the days when Janet Frame was a patient it was given without anaesthetic or muscle relaxants. ECT is still used – in much more limited circumstances, but on the most vulnerable patients. It is still highly controversial. Its opponents say it is a licensed way of producing brain damage. Its proponents claim it saves deeply depressed patients from suicide. Doctor-led follow-up studies report on it much more favourably than patient-led studies. There is now general acceptance that it leads to memory loss, that this may be permanent and may be severe. Istina is also subject to insulin coma therapy, another perilous mid-twentieth-century enthusiasm now largely abandoned in favour of powerful neuroleptic drugs. In his book Wisdom, Madness and Folly: The Making of a Psychiatrist, the dissident R. D. Laing gave a corrosive account of administering these treatments, written from a psychiatrist’s point of view. Trapped in the system in the 1950s, he began to believe that the treatments available and the inbuilt violence of the hospital environment were a systematic way of making people mad, not making them sane. Faces in the Water spells out the personal, individual consequences of a self-perpetuating social delusion. What is worst is that the people who are part of the system think of themselves as enlightened. Nothing in the book is more excruciating than the description of the patients’ pleasures, the dances and socials which are laid on because of the ‘new attitude’ among staff. Patients are ‘reduced by cold threats to a reasonable calm’ and herded from the wards to enjoy themselves, tricked out in party dresses and looking ‘like stage whores’.

Finally Istina is told that her chance of release from hospital depends on a lobotomy. ‘My personality had been condemned, like a slum dwelling …’ There are different techniques of lobotomy, which is also known as leucotomy, but in essence it involves an irreversible surgical procedure to sever the frontal lobes from the underlying structures of the brain. In the days when the treatment was popular, issues of patient consent were not taken seriously. At Istina’s hospital, they have special protocols and routines for lobotomy patients, and ‘lobotomy scarves’ to keep their injured skulls from plain sight. The effect of lobotomy, at best, was to induce passivity and diminish individuality. At worst, it turned a mentally distressed person into a brain-damaged one. Some patients, excruciatingly aware that something was lost, described it as being de-souled. But the staff of Istina’s hospital continue to insist, as they attend the zombified survivors, that the operation is worthwhile – indeed, they hold it out as a hope of salvation. One former patient, Istina is told, is now selling hats for a living:



‘And she used to be in seclusion, like you.’

‘I don’t think I could sell hats,’ I said doubtfully.





Despite the other things she could do, distinctive and remarkable things, Janet Frame remains subject to categorisation. She was put into the mad category, saved at the last moment for the artist category, and is sometimes put back into the mad category by people keen on classifications and unable to explain her genius except by defining it as an abnormality. An arid reductionism still haunts her. In 2007 a paper in the New Zealand Medical Journal suggested that she had an autistic spectrum disorder. It is time to subdue the urge to pathologise, and see Frame as the highly conscious artist that she was. At first her prose may seem a luxuriant unpruned Eden. But soon the reader sees the careful gardening, the astute nurture of what nature provides. Frame’s inner geography is complex, her psyche contains elaborate structures. She had the artist’s ability to make strange associations and imaginative leaps; along with this ability goes, not infrequently, a certain social awkwardness, a deep reserve and a tendency to withdraw from small talk. Social situations are difficult because an artist like Frame sees and hears much more than the average person; the subtext of every human negotiation is written in large type and cast in a brilliant light.

When such a writer is at the height of her powers, everything seems significant; the merest everyday object becomes freighted with symbolic value and drenched in a strange kind of beauty. This is how writers and visual artists glimpse the latent value in everyday things. Objects transform before their eyes and reveal their true nature; the world unpeels itself. Meaning proliferates, so that to write a sentence is to touch on, allude to, all the possibilities of other sentences allied to it. The world takes on a heightened poignancy, which then destabilises emotion. This is the essence of the artist’s work. It is not a disease progress, an evidence of disintegration. But when the artist tries to explain herself – and there is always the demand – she may be able to do it only by evoking symbols. The dart and movement of her communication, in speech or in writing, can sound like ‘schizophrenese’, and her awareness of significance and connection can sound like the insistent formulations of paranoia. To the listener of a crude sensibility, inspiration sounds like madness – all the material is there, for a medic with a check-list.

Artists in the present day don’t talk much about inspiration. They are afraid it makes them sound different from the general population. They would rather talk about craft and diligence and strokes of luck – it seems more modest – or locate their talent in their life situation – they are in some way exiled, marginal to their community, a poor fit with the majority; art is what they have instead of social ease. The notion of an artist as a member of an elite, special group has been replaced by a notion of the artist as a victim, a refugee, a sullen excluded observer placed by circumstances at a tangent to society. To an extent both these analyses are valid, and can be applied to Janet Frame’s life. If she had been born richer, and in a less conformist society (though where are they to be found?) maybe she would have suffered less, been understood more easily, granted full rights in her own talent; but only a Utopia could have put her at ease. Her background produced her, but she illuminated and transfigured it. A life almost blighted flowered into beauty. Janet Frame is one of those writers who make you think, whether you like it or not, of the workings of grace.

Hilary Mantel, 2008
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