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It was Leon Edel(1), who should know about the problems of biography if anyone does, who said
that biography is the least exact of the sciences. So much of a man's life is lived inside his own head, that
it is impossible to encompass a personality. There is never never enough material Sometimes I read in
the newspaper that some university or library has bought hundreds and hundreds of boxes of letters and
3         papers connected with some famous deceased person, and I know every time that it's never going to be
enough. It's hopeless, so why even try?
That was the question I found myself asking during the year we spent in England. My two
biographies, although they had been somewhat successful, had left me dissatisfied. In the end, the
personalities had eluded me. The expression in the voice, the concern in the eyes, the unspoken anxieties, 
10        none of these things could be gleaned from library research, no matter how patient and painstaking.
Characters from the past, heroic as they may have been, lie  coldly on the page. They are inert, having no
details of person to make them fidget or scratch; they are toneless, simplified,  stylized, myths distilled
from letters ; they are bloodless.
There is nothing to do but rely on available data, on diaries, bills, clippings, always something on
15        paper. Even the rare photograph or drawing is single-dimensional and selt-conscious.
And if one does enlarge on data, there is the danger of trespassing into that whorish field of
biographical fiction, an arena already asplash with the purple blood of the queens of England or the lace-
clutched tarish bosoms of French courtesans. Tasteless. Cheap. Tawdry.
That year in England I was restless. I started one or two research projects and abandoned them.
20        I couldn't settle down. Everything was out of phase. My body seemed disproportionately large for the
trim English landscape. I sensed that I alarmed people in shops by the wild nasal rock of my voice, and
at parties I overheard myself suddenly raucous and  bluff. It was better to fade back, hide out for a while.
I became a full-time voyeur.
on trains l watched people, lusting to know their destinations, their middle names, their marital
25        status and always and especially whether or not they were happy. I stared to see the titles of the books
they were reading or the brand of cigarette they smoked. I strained to hear snatches of conversations and
was occasionally rewarded, as when I actually heard an old gentleman alighting from his Rolls Royce
saying to someone or other, "Oh yes, yes. I did know Lord MacDonald. We were contemporaries at
Cambridge." And a pretty girl on a bus who turned to her friend and said, "So I said to him all right hut
30       you have to buy the birth control pills." And then, of course. I had the Spalding (2) family artifacts'around
me twenty-four hours a day, and on that curious family trio I could speculate endlessly.
R occurred to me that famous people may be the real dullards of life. Perhaps shopgirls coming
home from work on the buses are the breath and body of literature. Fiction just might be the answer tS
my restlessness.
35         -tl thlnk [ might write a novel," I said to Martin on a grey Birmingham morning as he was about
to leave for the library.
"What for?" he asked, genuinely surprised.
"I'm tired of being boxed in by facts all the time," I told him. "Fiction might be an out for me. And
it might be entertaining too."
40         "You' re too organized for full-time fantasy." he said, and later I remembered those words and gave
him credit for prophecy. Martin is astute, although sometimes, as on this particular morning, he looks
overly affable and half-daft.
"You sound like a real academic," I told him. "All footnotes and sources."
"I know you, Judith," he said smiling.
45         "Well, I'm going to start today," I told him. "I've been making a few notes, and today I'm goino-
to sit down and see what I can do."
"Good luck," was all he said, which disappointed me, for he had been interested in my biographies
and, in a subdued way, proud of my successes.
(1) Leon Edet ; critique littéraire contemporain.
(2) the Spalding : la famille dont le narrateur occupe 1'appartement.
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Notes for Novel
50           

  Tweedy man on bus, no change, leaps off
beautiful girl at concert, husband observes her legs, keeps dropping program
children in park, sailboat, mother yells (warbles) "Damn you David You're
getting your knees dirty."
letter to editor ab01^ how to carry cello case in a mini-car. Reply from base
55           

 player
West Indians queue for mail. Fat white woman (rollers) cigarette in mouth says
"what they need is ticket home."                                       '
story in paper about woman who has baby and doesn't know she's preg
Husband comes home from work to find himself a father. Dramatize.
60                            leader of labour Party dies tragically, scramble for power, wife publishes
memoirs.
hotel bath. each person rationed to one inch of hot water. Hilarious landlady.
Lord renounces title so he can run for House of Commons, boyhood dream and
all that.
65         My random jottings made no sense to me at all. When I wrote them down I must have felt
something; I must have thought there was yeast there, but whatever it was that had struck me at the time
had faded away. There was no centre, no point to begin from.
I paced up and down in the flat thinking. A theme? A starting point? A central character or
Situation? I looked around the room and saw John Spalding's notebooks. That was the day I took them
66       down and began to read them; my novel was abandoned.
After that I was too dispirited to do any writing at all. I spent the spring shopping and visiting art
galleries and teashops and waiting for the end to come. I counted the days and it finally came We packed
our things, sold the Austin, gave the school uniforms away and, just as summer was gettino big as a ball
we returned home.                                                        
Carol SHIELDS, Small Ceremonies, 1995.
I. VERSION
Traduire de "It was Leon Edel..." (début du texte) a "... voyeur" {ligne 23).
II. QUESTIONS
1. Data collecting and “gleaning” from library research" so as to "encompass a personality".
2. The dangers awaiting the writer in "that whorish field of biographical fiction".
   3. Why can't famous people be "the breath and body of literature "?
     4. Yeast as a basic ingredient of literature.
