
1st slide:
Intro: senior lecturer in creative writing and author of novel Entanglement

2nd slide
When I thought of alchemy my thoughts turned naturally to gold. And when I thought of gold, I thought of Joan Didion. 
Specifically the moment in the biopic The Center Will Not Hold where her interviewer (her nephew Griffin Dunne) asks about the 1968 essay Slouching to Bethlehem in which she meets a five-year-old named Susan high on LSD. 
He asks her what it was like and there’s a long pause before she answers. ‘Let me tell you,’ she says, ‘it was gold.’
Prospecting for gold was in Joan Didion’s blood. She came from a pioneering family that headed west generations before she was born, seeking their fortunes. 

And she knew the power of writing to transform base material. The sharp sentences of her writing gleam with precision born out of the alchemical creative process she describes in her 1976 lecture Why I Write. 

3rd slide
Of course she pinched the title of the essay from George Orwell (she says as much herself in the first line.) 
And she notes the ever-present I who is at play even in the sounds of the essay title (the why, the I, the write). 

From ‘Why I Write’ we learn that her characteristic control of language is achieved not through an exertion of will but through an act of submission to the ‘infinite power’ of grammar. She means grammar literally. To convey the picture in her head, she says, she must attend to its grammar – its internal linguistic logic. 

The pictures in her mind that she chooses to write about are the ones that shimmer – literally. She likens them to images she's seen drawn by people diagnosed with schizophrenia and people have described on LSD trips – pictures in which the molecular edges of the object appear to be dissolving and meshing into the molecules around them. 

To write these images, the nervous system must be ‘quieted.’ The pictures in the mind should not be looked at ‘face on’. You have to seek out the language in the picture in your mind. ‘The picture tells you how to arrange the words,’ she says, ‘and the arrangement of the words tells you what’s going on in the picture. Nota bene. It tells you. You don’t tell it.’

Didion’s writing is both a quest for the golden image that captures a cultural moment  - in the way that a 5 year old on LSD captures the decay of 60s west coast counter culture – and it is also an act of attunement, which in itself is a kind of alchemy. She creates gold by tuning into the metaphor of these particular observations.

4th slide
There are three main ways of thinking about the relationship between creative writing and the self (Dollinger et al, 2016): 
1) self is imprinted on the writing (watermark)
2) self is uncovered in the writing (fossil)
3) self is constructed through the writing (process)

In her writing, Didion is both prospecting for symbols and attuning to the unconscious response in language. 

By submitting to the ‘demands’ of the grammar she transcends the distinction between the object that is written and the subject that writes, just like the shimmer breaches the edges of the object in the picture. 

She writes to work out what she thinks about what is going on in the picture in her mind. And she writes to work out who is this ‘I’ who is writing.

When I wrote Entanglement it came from a similar need - which arose one night in September 2011 in Paddington station. 
A worn out mother of two young children whose sense of self is scattered and conflicted, imagining the ghosts of her past selves passing over the concourse. A fictional set of characters whose lives pass through the system of the city over 30 years. 

The same question is at the heart of each – ‘what if I could see how all these selves connect?’

5th slide
To write a novel is to submit to the unconscious through language. 

The process of writing of Entanglement was a process of personal transformation. It was a process of navigating the collision of conflicting versions of a scattered self: mother, professional, creative, carer. It is a story about confronting mortality and realising I had to write this book. 

It is the moment that my mum told me to stop banging my head against the wall and write on the wall instead.
 
It’s the moment of reaching 24,000 words when — like a birth — I realised the story was viable.

In writing Entanglement I was transforming base material to gold. Not like Joan Didion; who’d dare make a claim like that? But I was changing through the act of writing, filled with an awareness that a different way of life was possible. 

In Jung’s alchemical terms of the self this was Albedo: a flooding of affect and a realisation of the blessedness of being alive. Which in turn took me to the Jungian stage of Rubedo – where the ego recognises the self. This was the moment where I began IFS therapy, a psychoanalytic approach that draws heavily on Jungian models. 

The process of IFS recognises the multiplicity of the human psyche and gives voice to each part – a process that involves listening with curiosity to the voices in my head, rather than trying to control them. 

6th slide
What emerged from this process was a series of textual self portraits in the form of session notes. Along with extracts of Entanglement and a reflective blog these form the basis of my doctoral research project.

As a writer, language is my material. I think of the different registers of these extracts as the equivalent of a painter using different media – watercolour, pencil, oils. Through the different extracts I have traced a constellation of themes that are part of a scattered subjectivity –  motherhood, illness, entanglement, caregiving and others.

Bringing together these different forms of self portrait is an emergent practice, in which the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, since it embodies the gaps and conflicts that occur between the different parts. 

7th slide
In order to explain this we need to think about language.
 
In Freud’s language of dreams words have a metaphorical function. The concepts of condensation, displacement and the uncanny treat words not just as descriptive tools but as things-in-themselves that contain multiple meanings. In the language of dreams, words are metaphors that offer a means to express the inexpressible content of the unconscious. 

This connection to the unconscious is essential to what John Gardner calls the fictive dream – the profluent and engaging story, which is achieved when the writer submits – like Didion – to the grammar and language of their unconscious mind. This process of creating metaphor from the writer’s own experience is essential to writing fiction. This doesn’t mean the writer articulates this experience – only that they are able to find a language through the pictures in their head that arise from it.

The scattered self is anchored within physical limitations – specifically never having enough time or space in which to fully embody a single identity – and so these pictures only offer fragments rather than a singular narrative. 

And that’s why Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of molecular unities is so useful in thinking about the alchemy of metaphor. There is no overarching transformative narrative of self – instead we’re looking at a deterritorialised space – a constellation of conflicting identities. The mode of expression in this constellation is through what Deleuze&Guattari call ‘lines of flight.’ Though in this case, it’s lines of text we’re talking about. 

8th, 9th and 10th  slide
Show you three extracts that cluster around the idea of illness. 
· The first is a blog that documents ‘real life’ experience
· The second is an extract from Entanglement – a fictionalised version of the same scene, in which an old northern irish doctor has been introduced to the story. My grandad.
· The third is an extract from IFS therapy notes where the frightened part – who I called the bony girl – is taken to a room in my grandparents house as a place of psychological safety.
There is no overarching narrative, but these lines of text create a constellation of self that encompasses illness and fear and within a space where my grandparents recurring presence offers comfort – both in the fiction extract and in the ‘real life’ therapy notes.  

Similarly, I have a selection of textual self portraits around the idea of motherhood. 
· the fictionalised version shows the disappearing of self into the material body
· the blog post shows the moment of transformation – my albedo moment – in which my mother’s words herald a change of being, a moment of self-actualisation.
· the IFS notes reflect the ‘mother with a mirror for a middle’ -  and show a different kind of fragmentation – one which becomes an act of reconstitution when I smash the mirror – taking the mother to a place of infinite possibility in the wood between the worlds. Coincidentally, a book a read with my own mother when I was a child)

11th slide
The scattered self is an identity shaped by the body, it is carnate and mobile and its fragmentary representation reflects the way in which it is often defined by the conflicting needs of others.

By looking at this series of textual portraits of self through the language of dreams and metaphor an alchemical process takes place.

The themes and associations that run between the different extracts creates a field of understanding.  This emergent and dynamic practice doesn’t offer answers but it creates a space of coherences and a constellation of multiple meanings and experiences. 

It is different to the gold that Joan Didion found when she encountered the 5-year-old Susan at Haight Ashbury. 

But at the same time it is a process of transforming scattered fragments into a field of understanding that addresses the same question Didion asks over and again in her work –

‘Who is this I who is writing these words?’

Thank you. 
