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How war can batter and break men’s minds is the principle theme of Pat Barker’s vivid anti-war novel, Regeneration, the first in the Regeneration Trilogy.  With this publication Pat Barker rises to the top of contemporary British writers.  The Trilogy begins with Regeneration, published in 1991, followed by The Eye In the Door, 1993, and The Ghost Road, 1995, winner of the Booker prize.  Barker’s fiction explores the idea of trauma and recovery.  In trauma, time is disrupted and experience is subject to delay and retrospection.  Barker seeks to recover the past suffering of those whose histories have been erased or overlooked and is writing historical fiction in a new way.  By 1916, forty per cent of British casualties were shell shocked victims.

Pat Barker was born Patricia Margaret Drake on May 8, 1943 in Thornaby-on-Tees, near the industrial town of Middlesbrough in northeast England. She never knew her father, although she was told that her mother had met him while she was serving in the Wrens and that he had served in the Royal Air Force during the Second World War.  She was raised by her mother and her grandparents, who would exert a strong influence on her writing.  Her grandfather had fought in the First World War, and later towards the end of his life he became more and more haunted by these memories.  Her grandmother’s first husband had been a spiritualist medium and there were spiritualist books around the house.  These influences are seen in The Century’s Daughter, 1986, and The Man Who Wasn’t There.  The haunting power of the past is present throughout her life.

Pat Barker’s academic proficiency enabled her to escape her lower middle class background.  She attended King James in Yorkshire followed by period studying at Grangefield Grammar School in Stockton-on-Tees.  Her academic success there won her a place to read International History at the London School of Economics from 1962 to 1965. Afterwards Barker trained as a teacher at the University of Durham, and taught A-level History and Politics at Further Education colleges across Teeside.  It was there she met her future husband, David Barker, a professor of Zoology at the University of Durham. They had two children, John, born in 1970, and Annabel, born in 1974. Pat and David were eventually married in 1978. 

The year 1979 marked a turning point for Barker as a writer.  She attended her first creative writing class at the Arvon Foundation in Yorkshire.  Here she was taught by the novelist Angela Carter, who encouraged Barker to write about the topics she knew:  the lives of working class women in the industrial towns of northeast England.  Angela Carter (1940-1992) became her mentor.  Carter’s prolific but relatively short career spanned less than three decades but covered many genres including novels, short stories, and nonfiction.  As an academic, Carter’s concern with violence and sexuality is expressed in her nonfiction work, The Sadeian Woman and the Ideology of Pornography, her best known work in the United States.  Carter sent the manuscript of Barker’s first novel, Union Street, to Virago Press and it was published in 1982.

Barker’s first three novels draw upon her memories of working class women of her mother’s and grandmother’s generations.  Union Street in 1983 concerns seven neighboring women living near a factory in northeast England where life for them is extremely trying.  Some were married to alcoholics; some were victims of spousal abuse.  Meridith Tax, writing in The Village Voice, notes that the women in the novel had given up on love but they gained in strength through suffering.  The novel won her a place on the prestigious list of Granta’s Twenty Best of Young British Novelists and the 1983 Fawcett Society Book Prize.  Her next novel, Blow Your House Down, is even gloomier.  These women are prostitutes and their survival is in a red light district frequented by a Jack-the-Ripper style killer. Barker’s third novel, The Century’s Daughter, 1986, offers further insights into the hardships of women in industrial England.  In The Century’s Daughter Barker constructs a narrative of twentieth century through the story of Liza Jarrett, who was born on the stroke of midnight in 1900.  As a midnight child, Liza is comparable to the protagonists of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, 1981, and Carter’s Nights at the Circus, 1984.  Like Rushdie and Carter, Barker draws on themes of time and memory to produce a creative and dissident historiography.  However, unlike them she does not write a magical realistic narrative.  Anne Boston, writing for “The New Society”, says that Barker “gives an authentic voice to the lives of the poor and dispossessed as few English contemporary novelists have managed to do”

By showing the effect of trauma on closely knit networks of women, Barker’s work invites comparison with the novels of Toni Morrison.  In these novels she collapses the boundary between war and the domestic front.  Barker’s exploration of the effect of trauma anticipates the Regeneration Trilogy.  Barker’s family history is evident in her writing.  She was raised primarily by women.  Probably Barker’s mother was like Ada, Sarah’s mother in Regeneration, who makes marriage the center of her life.

“This success of my three novels led me to feel that I had become strongly typecast as a northern regional working class feminist.  You get to the point where people are reading the label instead of the book.  I am now going to enter the world of the male psyche” she added.  She did this in The Man Who Wasn’t There, the story of Colin, a twelve-year-old latch-key kid.

 The approaching millennium was a point at which many writers sought to reinvestigate the past.  The twentieth century had seen two world wars and the end of the British Empire.  Great war literature was waiting for revival as many World War I combatants were reaching the end of their lives.  It was only natural that Barker, with childhood memories of the suffering her grandfather endured as a result of his experiences in the trenches of the Great War along with her background in history, should turn to this period. Barker’s earlier novels illustrate her sympathy with the working class. Earlier war writers such as Graves in Goodbye to All That and Earnest Raymond in Tell England portray upper middle class life. They do not describe the life of the common man in warfare.  Other contemporary British writers such as Sebastian Faulks in his novel, Birdsong, describe life in the trenches. The first critical paper I did for the Novel Club in 1996 was a French antiwar novel The Very Long Engagement which portrayed the horrors of war on the Western front along with the hardships and deprivation on the home front. With men away, women were experiencing new opportunities and freedom such as seen in the character of Sarah Lamb in Regeneration.  Aspects of the Regeneration Trilogy build upon discourses

which are in themselves deliberate fictional-historiographic crossovers.

Historiographic metafiction goes under the following definition: It is one kind of postmodern novel which rejects projecting present beliefs and standards onto the past and asserts the specificity and particularity of the individual past event.  Narrative form is used to present historical events and interpret them.  Barker does not make the distinction between what is true and what is false.  Regeneration has four main character.  They are Rivers, war psychologist; Siegfried Sassoon, poet and protestor; Wilfred Owen, shell shocked victim and poet; and Billy Prior, working class officer and shell shocked victim. The latter is the only fictitious character.

The success of the trilogy made Barker a reference point for the war.  Barker hosted a television program on the Ghost Road and presented the Armistice program on BBC Knowledge for the year 2000.  Union Street was adapted as a feature film under the title of Stanley and Iris starring Jane Fonda and Robert De Niro in 1989.  Regeneration was adapted as a movie of the same name in 1997.  The Regeneration Trilogy, written seventy years after the war, has come to represent the definitive version of the war in the public eye. 

Barker’s most recent novels are Border Crossing, published in 2001, and Double Vision, in 2003.  She defines a dual role for her fiction, which acts inside the nation as a source of recovered historical and cultural memory, but simultaneously positions herself outside of its borders as a site of resistance and contestation.  Barker’s life from its beginning in her lower middle class environment, the influence of her grandparents, her knowledge of history, all contributed to make her fiction outstanding.  One critic writes that with the exceptions of Angela Carter and Salman Rushdie, no British writer in the past twenty years has produced three novels to equal Union Street, Blow Your House Down and Regeneration. We will now see what the Novel Club’s critic has to say about Regeneration.

