Devolutionary British Fiction, Week 4

A. L. Kennedy, Day (2007)

Born in 1965, Alison Louise Kennedy is a prolific novel and short-story writer. Has also written for Television and Film (most high profile being the feature film Stella Does Tricks). In 1993, voted one of Granta magazine’s twenty best British novelists. Writes occasional political columns for The Guardian Newspaper (see their website) and has just recently began a career as a stand up comedian! There is a review discussion of this on her website and in The Observer newspaper, Sunday 12th February 2006. 

Biographic – a good, up-to-date biography is available from A L’s own excellent, informative and witty website, www.a-l-kennedy.co.uk
Also: http://www.contemporarywriters.com/authors/?p=auth56  

Day’s Narrative Style: 

In most of her work Kennedy’s prose is often succinct; the narrative voice often seemingly impassive in structure and tone, especially when revealing shocking or emotionally charged events, tacking between separation and engagement (you may think of it as ‘devolutionary’ in this sense). The indirect narrative technique is also significant in ensuring a sense of proximity to character yet equally managing an authoritative ability to move between characters, keep them at a distance, alter the time frame, make subtle comments on them, etc. Consider also the way that tenses subtly shift in and between sentences and paragraphs, mimicking the way that Alfred’s traumatic memories coalesce and invade the present. What will happen in the future is also a significant question that haunts Alfie (and the question of Britishness is also obliquely referred to here. Kennedy uses ellipses and subtle spaces between paragraphs to signal time leaps, memories, changes in event, etc. The novel – as do many war narratives - jumps around chronologically in order to consider the effect past events have in the continuing present. Julie Elam claims: 

“First, second and third person voices are shifted between and it is particularly rare for the second person (‘you’) to be used in this way. Although Kennedy is complimented by Ursula Le Guin (The Guardian, 7 April 2007) for her ‘narrative gift’, Le Guin then goes on to argue that this use of the second person is not effective: ‘Telling a story aloud, we may all slip into the second person, in the present tense, as a ploy to include the listener. This “you” is plural; it means “we”. It works fine in stand-up comedy – which is one of Kennedy’s talents. But she employs it to tell what a single person, Day, is thinking and feeling. Used thus, where shared experience can’t be assumed and there is no “we”, it is relentlessly intrusive.’ 

 Alternatively, this perceived intrusiveness may be understood as being a key device as the unassuming Alfie forces the readers to be included in his narrative. His life before and after the war is characterized by not only the influence of his violent father, but also his working-class background. In Alfie’s war, the class lines were blurred if not erased and the use of ‘you’ is a representation of his speech and is in keeping with the attempt to give validity to his class position. Furthermore, as well as offering inclusivity, ‘you’ is simultaneously a means to dissociate Alfie from the readers, and Alfie from himself, as he relives the out of the ordinary events. Because the second-person narrator is used so infrequently, it has a potentially defamiliarising effect and reiterates the impact that the war has had on him.” Julie Elam, at http://www.contemporarywriters.com/authors/?p=auth56
Useful Websites

http://www.a-l-kennedy.co.uk/
Kennedy on Day : http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=04rTr3HQ--A
For her excellent Guardian articles, go to www.guardian.co.uk and use the search facility.

Kennedy’s PEN lecture, 2001: http://www.abc.net.au/arts/books/stories/s465336.htm
Reviews of Day: 

Ursula K Le Guin Guardian Review: http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2007/apr/07/fiction.alkennedy
Kate McLoughlin, TLS, the Times literary supplement. no. 5429, (2007): 19

David Lodge, The New York review of books, 55, no. 7, (2008): 44-48

Francine Prose, The New York times book review (January 20, 2008): 14

Helen Dunmore, Times Online: http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/books/fiction/article1557328.ece
From Independent, on Costa Prize and Iraq parallels: http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/inspired-by-iraqi-conflict-kennedy-wins-costa-prize-772327.html
Interview with Stuart Jeffries, The Guardian : http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/jan/24/costabookawards2007.costabookaward
Select Bibliography – remember we are studying a text published in 2007. These will all refer to Kennedy’s work prior to Day but may still prove useful. Not all of these are in the library – but will be available from either myself or Michael. 
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Alison Lumsden, ‘Scottish Women’s Short Stories: ‘Repositories of Life Swiftly Apprehended’, in Aileen Christianson & Alison Lumsden (eds), Contemporary Scottish Women Writers (Edinburgh: EUP, 2000, pp. 156-169)

Dorothy MacMillan, ‘Constructed Out of Bewilderment’, in Ian A. Bell (ed), Peripheral Visions: Images of Nationhood in Contemporary British Fiction (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1995) 

Kaye Mitchell, A L Kennedy, (London: Palgrave, 2008)

Glenda Norquay, ‘Partial to Intensity’: The Novels of A L Kennedy’, in The Contemporary British Novel, James Acheson and Sarah Ross (eds), (Edinburgh: EUP, 2005, pp. 142-154)

Philip Tew, ‘The Fiction of A. L. Kennedy: the Baffled, the Void and the (In)visible’, in Lane, Mengham and Tew (eds), Contemporary British Fiction (Cambridge: Polity Press 2003) pp. 120-140

Richard Todd, Consuming Fictions: The Booker Prize and Fiction in Britain Today (London: Bloomsbury, 1996) 

Christopher Whyte, Gendering the Nation: Studies in Modern Scottish Literature (Edinburgh: EUP, 1995)

General Texts, with detailed refs to Kennedy’s work

Gerard Carruthers, ‘Fictions of Belonging: National Identity and the Novel in Ireland and Scotland’, in Brian W. Schafer, A Companion to The British and Irish Novel 1945-2000 (Blackwell, 2005)

Cairns Craig, Out of History: Narrative Paradigms in Scottish and English Culture (Polygon, 1996)

-The Modern Scottish Novel: Narrative and the National Imagination (EUP, 1999) 
Douglas Gifford et al Scottish literature in English and Scots (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, c2002)

David Goldie, ‘The Scottish New Wave’, in Brian W. Schafer, A Companion to The British and Irish Novel 1945-2000 (Blackwell, 2005)

Duncan Petrie, Contemporary Scottish Fictions: film, television and the novel (Edinburgh: EUP, 2004)

Marshall Walker, Scottish Literature since 1707 (London: Longman, 1996) 
Phillip Tew, The Contemporary British Novel (London: Continuum, 2004) 

Susanne Hagemann (ed) Studies in Scottish Fiction: 1945 to the Present (Lang, 1996)

Interviews: With Spike Magazine @ www.spikemagazine.com/0397kenn.php
With Pulp.net @ www.pulp.net/top10/20/alkennedy.html
With Philip Tew, Independent on Sunday Review, 2000

With Christie L. March, ‘Interview with A. L. Kennedy, Glasgow, March 17, 1999’, The Edinburgh Review, 101 (1999), 99-119

In The Observer, March 2007, http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2007/mar/25/fiction.alkennedy
With Geraldine Bedell, The Observer, March 2007, http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2007/mar/25/fiction.alkennedy

Some questions:

 READ: pp.2-3, from ‘A man had to imagine he’d got a chance at freedom, a bit of space….You can have enough of crowds. They pester your head.’ Take 5 mins. What can you discern from this extract (pretty much our introduction to Alfred) that can be connected to what you take to be the novel’s chief concerns? 

Is this a novel specifically about WWII? 

The narrative voice. Why is this crucial to the novel’s rendering of events? 

