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[bookmark: _GoBack]A good reason for presenting a biographical paper on the author of a book we are discussing is to better understand the novel, its objectives, style and idiosyncrasies. To know why she did what she did may explain the text so that some deeper value is apparent.
Patricia Mary W. Drake (later to take the married name Barker) was born at Thornaby-on-the-Tees in 1943 in northern Yorkshire, south of Durham, to a working-class mother and an absent father. It appears that Patricia had been conceived, some nine months earlier, during a rowdy drunken party. Pat’s mother lived with her parents, and passed off the little girl as her sister. When her mother married seven years later, Pat chose to stay with her grandparents. She didn’t care much for her mother’s husband. The grandparents ran a failing fish and chips shop and ultimately were, as they say in England, “on the dole.”
All this may explain her attachment as a spokesperson for the working class, but as Caroline Morgan pointed out to The Novel Club in 2006, her father’s family were hardly the working class poor. Nevertheless, she was quite aware of their life and conditions.  Her family was involved with spiritualism and had a library on the subject.
At age seven, when UK schoolchildren are tested for scholastic proficiency, Pat passed with a high enough grade to obtain scholarships at private grammar schools. A fine student, she was accepted to The London School of Economics, graduating in 1965, with an International History degree. She then taught History and Politics at Durham until 1982, while tending her sick grandmother until she died. Pat took English courses and adult education classes in writing. She wrote three unpublished novels. 
She attributed these failures to her trying to be the typical middle-class woman author, and that was not what she was. She told the Guardian in 2003, “…being a sensitive lady novelist is not what I am. There is an earthiness and bawdiness in my voice.” 
She then wrote Union Street, a novel of seven interlinked stories about the circumstances and problems of poor working-class women in northern England. This novel was rejected for over ten years by several publishers. In 1982, an author she met at a writing workshop, named Angela Carter, suggested she show the book to Virgo, a publisher of feminist material. Virgo published the book. It was a great success. The New Statesman called it a long overdue working-class masterpiece. The New York Times said it was punchy, raunchy, and first rate. Later, it was sold to Hollywood for a film, “Stanley and Iris” with Jane Fonda and Robert De Nero. Though the film was far from her artistic expectations, it brought her more public notice. 
She had met a University of Durham professor of zoology and neurology in 1969. They had a boy in 1970, and a girl in 1974, before finally marrying in 1978.  Their daughter, Annabelle, aka, Anna Ralph is a published author. Twenty years older than Pat, David Barker died in 2009.
Pat Barker’s maternal grandfather had a prominent bayonet scar on his body. It was received during a battle in France in WWI, which he would not discuss. Young Pat saw it weekly during his Saturday bath in the kitchen of their home. It made a strong impression on her. In addition, her mother’s husband was gassed during the war and never worked again. These experiences inspired the Regeneration Trilogy about the social, physical, psychological, and cultural effects of that war. The Trilogy is regarded as her major work. 
Recently, she began a WWII trilogy with Life Class (2007) about an artist at the Slade Art School who returns, emotionally disturbed, to his friends and lover after service in WWII. Toby’s Room (2012), is a mystery about a brother’s disappearance during the war. Noonday (2015) completes the trilogy with a WWII account of experiences of the blitz. Author, Graham Greene, who actually had his house bombed, is a character in this book. An earlier novel, Double Vision (2003) deals with the Afghan war, killing and rape, and redemption through love and recognition of one’s roots.
Barker often uses well-known actual persons in some of her books.  Some examples are Lady Ottoline Morrell, and author associated with the Bloomsbury Group, the art teacher, surgeon and influential critic Dr. Henry Tunks, artists Dora Carrington and Mark Gertner, and C.K. Nevilson.  In The Ghost Road, we find Dr. R.H.R. Rivers, a very prominent physician, neurologist and anthropologist, the writer and protester Siegfried Sassoon, and his friend, poet soon to be killed just before the end of the war, Wilfred Owen.   
Barker won a prize in 1983, for Union Street and another for Eye in the Door (1995). In 1997, she was given an honorary degree from Open University and was made a Companion of the British Empire (CBE) in 2007.
 Barker is not only concerned about the human devastation caused by the war. Her early novels bluntly stated conditions in the lower classes in a way not done before. Union Street, Blow Your House Down, and Liza’s England showed vividly the shocking conditions which confront the modern poor. 
Blow Your House Down (1984), about the lives of prostitutes stalked and serially murdered in northern England, was made into a play in 1994. Liza’s England (1986), portrays a poor working class woman in the early 20th century and was highly praised.
In commenting on Blow Your House Down, she points out that women often become prostitutes as an alternative to other unpleasant jobs, such as eviscerating chickens or cleaning bedpans. Many actually come to enjoy working as a prostitute and its physical adventures. Rarely, has this justification been presented to the public. In Germany today, Sex Arbeiters are legal. In the U.S., it is legal in parts of rural Nevada. Barker tells us that since WWI effective devices not only made sexual relations safer, but easier and less guilty. 
Pat Barker has commented that: “Fiction should be about moral dilemmas that are so bloody difficult that the author doesn’t know the answers. What I hate in fiction is when the author knows better than the characters what they should do.” Clearly, a pacifist, she spoke out against Tony Blair’s entry into the war in Iraq and the tragic Afghan war. A woman of strong and uncommon opinions, she advised her daughter not to attend college, saying she risked nothing by not going to one. 
Barker says the books that most influenced her are War and Peace, Crime and Punishment, the holy sonnets of John Donne, George Herbert’s poems, and Lawrence’s Son’s and Lovers. Her childhood among WWI veterans and her adolescence in poor working-class conditions have shaped her career. Pat Barker’s subject matter resonates as the world again faces much military action with ever more lethal power, and with its sad casualties. 
Coming of age in the sixties, Pat Barker certainly enjoyed the freer atmosphere that began after the Edwardian age, before she was born, and continues today. She is part of the “Age of Love” era which clearly exhibits the “in your face, tell it the way it is, let it all hang out” attitude of those times. Her crude, tasteless expression was the point of those times. The trend is in full force today. The sadly pernicious use of vulgarities makes your meaning an intended shock and implies unvarnished intensity. It was these attitudes that has shaped her rhetoric and vernacular. How else to better her predecessors Henry Miller, Erskine Caldwell, Frank Harris and her contemporaries Norman Mailer, Michel Houellebecq and for several years, The New Yorker magazine fiction writers who copiously use such vulgarities to charm the modern reader? As a product of her generation, she has no trouble doing so.
As Alexander Pope said in the early 1700’s: Vice (here I substitute vulgarity) is a monster of such frightful mien, As to be hated needs but to be seen; Yet seen too oft, familiar with her face, We first endure, then pity, then embrace. 
								Essay on Man, Epistle 2, 
								Lines: 217-21, written:1733-34






