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  [Access article in PDF]  Reading The Biographer's Tale 
  Erin O'Connor 
 
  To say that the most exciting work of literary criticism I have read recently is A. S. Byatt's new novel, The Biographer's Tale (2001), may seem to be a contradiction in terms: novels are not scholarly monographs, novelists are not critics (not, at any rate, in the moment of novel-writing), and the distinction, at least as far as hiring and promotion committees are concerned, must be maintained. But in an era of formal indeterminacy and cross-disciplinarity, such distinctions often feel a bit spurious. In Victorian studies, no one makes the distinction look more so than Byatt, who has done her finest writing about both the Victorian period and professional literary study from within the confines of fiction.
 Byatt left her own dissertation unfinished, and she left university teaching in 1983. Yet she has continued to be a consummate scholar, a writer of great range and erudition, a Victorianist who does Victorian studies not by writing rarified treatises for tiny audiences of specialists, but by writing intelligent, searching fiction for the general public. What Byatt does so well, in Possession (1990) and elsewhere, is to think about how the desire to study literature is shaped by the academic institutions that support it; about how essentially primal impulses to read, write, and learn are molded into conformity with established professional norms, first by a hyper-systematized graduate school, and then by a merit system that recognizes only a narrowly circumscribed, largely inaccessible kind of writing as properly "scholarly"; and to weave those thoughts into narrative in such a way that the affective dimensions of academic work—the special frustrations and unique rewards of it— shine through as both the greatest justification for, and the greatest argument against, professional literary study.
 The Biographer's Tale is the most recent moment in Byatt's ongoing exploration of these issues. An academic quest narrative featuring a diminutive graduate student named Phineas G. Nanson [End Page 379] who abandons his poststructuralist dissertation for biography, the novel picks up where Possession left off; indeed, The Biographer's Tale is in many ways an inversion of Byatt's Booker Prize-winning story about Roland Michell, a graduate student whose plodding thesis work takes a career- making turn when he makes a series of unexpected discoveries about the love life of a Victorian poet. Michell's research brings him intellectual joy, true love, and job offers, but Nanson's attempt to write the life of a great biographer stops painfully short of such rewards. He is unable to discover even the most rudimentary information about the biographer whose life story he wants to tell. The few manuscripts and miscellaneous possessions he does find only raise more questions about his subject's intentions and integrity than they answer, and his inability to assess the information he has in hand brings only the eventual, frustrated conclusion that biography, like the rest of academic literary study, is "pointless" (276). Where Possession bills itself as "a romance," then, The Biographer's Tale is an academic anti-romance: far from a fantasy of scholarly wish fulfillment, Byatt's latest novel is a chronicle of thwarted research, thwarted dreams, and thwarted career.
 Shortly after The Biographer's Tale appeared, Byatt spoke of biography as a form of "possession," explaining her reluctance to write one as a reluctance to be taken over by her subject matter: "I do not wish to spend most of my life on somebody else's life—not one other person's life" ("Primitive Fear of Possession" 16). But as her publication of a novel about writing biography might suggest, Byatt's relationship to the genre is as complex as her relationship to the word possession itself. If one aspect of biographical "possession" is the tendency of the subject to overtake the biographer, another is the biographer's tendency to appropriate his subject. Nanson quickly learns that he must manipulate his material in order to make sense of it; he also learns that his subject was himself...
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