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creative person being always a bit mad.'

DAWSON ON MADNESS DAWSON: No, think of Trollope, think of 
George Eliot. These great creative artists are as 
sane as can be. Keats, Shelley, Dickens; Shake
speare wasn’t mad. None of the great people 
are made—they’re as sane as an oak tree

( However,) one of the things about art is it's 
so obsessive. I mean, a real artist can’t say, 
“Oh, if only I had a typewriter, I would become 
a poet,” because a real artist wouldn’t be 
deterred; he’d sell his whole house in order to 
buy a typewriter. So I think real art is a kind of 
obsession, you can’t escape from. Gauguin just 
left his wife in Paris, left ajl his children, left his 
marvelous posh job with a French bank, and 
just when to the French Polynesian Islands and 
painted.

The puzzle is that where does an obsession 
stop being art? For instance no-one calls Gau- 
gin’s constant repetition of these Polynesian 
women obsessive; they call it great art Whe- 

(with) a minor novelist, like myself, if I

ritish novelist Jennifer Dawson took the 
literary world by storm with the publication of 
her first novel, The Ha-Ha, in 1961. The book 

met with wide critical acclaim, winning the James Tait 
Black Memorial a year later.

The Ha-Ha is the story of a young woman, Josephine 
Traughton, who, because she lacks knowledge of the 
“rules” of life within society, is labeled schizophrenic 
and is consequently institutionalized. This theme of 
“madness” is one that Dawson has explored in much of 
her writing through the years.

Excalibur’s Zero McBride spoke with Dawson recently 
about her views of madness and creativity, as well as 
society’s changing perception and treatment of mental 

illness.
Dawson will be speaking at Atkinson College’s 

upcoming conference entitled, “Creativity and Madness” 
(October 23-24), about her experiences as a social 
worker at a psychiatric hospital outside Worcester in 
the late 1950s.
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repeat the same theme again and again, they’d 
just say, “Oh, she’s ... got into a dreary 
groove; why can’t she get out of her groove?” 1 
think that the real difference between the great 
artist and the minor is that the great artist's 
groove is a good one ... A good obsession 
expands all the time; it’s like a tree whose trunk 
is the same, but whose branches are growing 
out and out all the time.

EXCALIBUR: It has been stated that things haven't 
really changed for women in Britain since Virgi
nia Woolfs time. Would you agree with that 
observation?

random and arbitrary and so unideological. . . DAWSON: Yes, he was. 1 wouldn t dream of DAWSON: Things are just beginning to change. 
And then I had a row with the same who was comparing what I write with Camus, because For jnstance, we lived in Oxford for 20 years,
the editor of the dictionary. So I just looked in to me he’s a monumental figure. But it s the and jt wasn’t until two years after we'd left, in

DAWSON: Well, isn’t it simply what other people the loca| newspaper and saw this job; I’d never style of The Outsider. “Mother died yesterday ,982 that a Women's Studies group was
think? (Madness is) a way of breaking the rules had any experience in social work . . . . . .” It’s a very quiet, low-key style. His feeling started. My husband was a fellow of an Oxford
that other people have set ... I suppose mad- This was my fjrst experience of these dread- of alienation. I’ve just written another book— coi[ege for 25 years, and last year they elected
ness is the inability to control one s feelings or ^ country asylums—this one was built in it’s coming out next May—in which I’ve
reflexes and responses. It’s one thing to have a ,760 betore tbe French revolution. It really adopted the same tone of the “small” person,
phobia, and another thing to have a phobia was a terrifying place, but it had a kind of the sort of innocent “butter wouldn’t melt in
that runs riot, and I suppose it’s a basic person- grandeur about it, and it was when l had been my mouth” kind of person, who is in fact say-
ality disintegration. One could have all sorts of workj there tha, | wrote The Ha-Ha. ing something much bigger than they know, EXCALIBUR: So you experienced a great deal of
“mad” thoughts or behaviour, but there s no and it’s not until well into the book that you discrimination then?
personality disintegration, so you wouldn’t call realize that something much more monumen-
it madness. You'd call it sanity; you’d call it a EXCALIBUR: Whai was it like at these asylums? tal is happening than what they’re saying. They
form of self-determination I suppose. I think nâWSDN- Absolutely terrifvine. I’m going to try think they’re talking about Mother’s bedroom
disintegration is the only thing that you can say ^ bring (this) out m my talk at Atkinson. 1 slippers, and they’re really talking about
about madness. called my talk “The Upstairs People” because reality. character ln The Outsider) counterpart. You had to work twice as hard

all the hopeless patients were taken upstair . h , funera|. and he goes . . . Women really couldn’t win because if you

....... ...... -, EE5EEHE= ÉE2H5EB ==5=1®Sdidn’t mean it to be a book about madness. I food and doctors and anything they wanted on Ha-Ha) in the same way c n y headed oea-brained whatever
meant it to be a book about a society that can’t SOmeone being willing to turn the key and get laughter. She can t stop seeing that life headed, pea brained, wnate

odd people. And this is one of my them cigarettes or whatever. absurd, that people are worryi g EXPAIIBUR- What experiences or influences in
interests: that society is so bizarre; and life And the wards, (some of them) were the size whether they should wear w l e g ove ■ P y wriler?
itself and consciousness is so bizarre. And 0f Albert Hall in London, and they had a tern- ball or whether they should have scones and your nje maae you
people who can’t behave by the rules, who b|e smell—they weren’t properly ventilated. butter for tea when it doesn t matter at DAWSON: My parents were never very happy in 
don’t know the correct reply to the ordinary Some of the patients hadn’t seen a doctor or a all one place, so they were always shifting about to
questions of life, they panic and they break lnend or a relative for years. Sometimes we ^ , ... starkly contrasting places—you know, from a
down and thev’re regarded as mad simply used to be asked to go to funerals-there was a EXCAL^w ip very middle-class neighbourhood to a very
because they’ve broken the rules . . .That’s not little chapel and a cemetary on the hospital writers like Sylvia Plaih and Virginia f p00r, working-class neighbourhood. These
madness, it’s refusing to play the game. I grounds—simply because there was no-one DAWSON: 1 have been compared with Virginia sharp contrasts—and my life until I was about
believe that social life as we know it is a kind of else to represent the old person who had died. It Woolf. My youth was steeped in Virginia 35 was full of these sharp contrasts—1 think it
game and woe betide those who can’t play it was a very tragic world, and thank goodness 1 Woolf. Her style—that kind of dreamy, off- was that made me want to write. I’ve kept a

don’t think it exists anymore. the-ground style—influenced me tremendously diary ever since I was 20 . . . Occasionally a day
. . . It’s almost a dream-like style. At the end, goes by when I don't write in my diary, but m
when something’s happening, Virginia Woolf not happy unless I ve written something, 
seems to lift it off the ground altogether, and Another of the great influences in my hte is 

_ .. , DAWSON: Oh, yes. Of course things have gone to ■ refloating8 that when I was nine or 10 the war broke out,
DAWSON: Yes, she lived in a different reality. I ,he other extreme now, because the dogma at you teei you noai.ng ^ [here was a nood of Jewish refugee chlid-
meant the end of the book to be quite happy. the moment is that the patient’s place is in the h idea of -floating" ren to England-most of whose parents were
One critic said that in the end the character home and in the community. But with house • madness and destroyed in the Nazi death chambers. And
lapses into madness; well, that wasn’t what 1 prices and communities being what they are re a f though we didn’t actually know until after the
meant at all. I meant that she suddenly thought a, the moment, it’s problematic whether the hallucination. ^ ^ their nts ha(j been gassed. we were
she was free . . . The fact that she couldn’t play patient has a place in the community.^ DAWSON: Yes, 1 think it does, because madness br0Ught up with these children and
the game and give the right reply . didn’t For instance, in England—1 don't know js usua|]y connected with a kind of trance-like Jhat sometbjng terrible had happened to their 
matter at all. And at the end of the book she’s whether this happens in Canada—but you see, state \ fot of people who are mad are in a parents
come to see that it doesn't matter. I meant it to dayand night, people just wandering about the permanent state of trance. You asked me at the Thjs has always given me an identification
be a positive ending. streets, hopelessly deranged and sleeping under beginning what I thought is the difference wjth the refugee ... In fact, I think (this) is one

the embankment. They have no homes; they ve between madness and sanity. Surely it is that q(. ^ thj lbat’s influenced me most: the
EXCALIBUR: How has your outlook changed since been discharged from the hospital as hopeless j,’s a person who knows that even if he is in this |um as an ou,.group; the Jew as an out-
iou wrote The Ha-Ha? and there’s absolutely no place tor them at all. trance, he knows that his leet are still on the group- the retarded person as an out-group: the
DAWSON- I'm much more optimistic. I think as They go to the Salvation Army hostels and ground, whereas the mad person doesn’t know *andi’a d rson as an out-group; the for-
vougrow oldeTand as your days are numbered, P'*«* like that But a ,'ot °» *he!" ^ “ that he is in a trance. That is the d.fterence, this £| as an ou,„grou^wha. it’s like being a 
ïoü gmw much more optimistic. It's like drown or commit suicide, and it s very tragic different level ot consciousness. persecuted minority, or an invisible minority. 1

EXCALIBUR: Knowing whether i.r not you exist "ow^p" "5

’nore because you know ihe ending is coming. m'TJpZmntsH MWSON: Yes. You may feel you donl exisi. bui < refugee! children and then knowing laier on

And 1 think as you grow older . . . you realize treat them. " you know that you do exist. 1 have had strange that their parents had died
that life is going to go on in spite of what you lrea ■ hallucinatory experiences, but I have never
think or what you do. Another thing is, I think, DAWSON: Until the 1960s. a mental patient had been m any doubt that they were a dream or
as vou grow older you realize that human forti- no rights at all; and now the mental patient has hallucination ... At one time, 1 used to hear
tude is so strong; that people do have the most absolute rights—i.e.. you can’t give any mental ca„ing vojces. But I knew that they were imagi-
disastrous lives ... but they still remain hope- treatment, not even a drug, unless he gives his nary j suppose that’s the difference between 
ful. It’s kind of a “waiting for Godot” situa- consent. psychosis and neurosis—the psychotic doesn’t

..the characters in Wailing for Godot will go a patient has the right to commit suicide. realize that voices aren’t authentic,
waiting for Godot to come even though he and a 14-year-old girl has the right to die of Anthony Storr (in his Psychodynamics of

won’t come . . . You don’t realize this (when anorexia. Now 1 believe that if a person has Creativity) argues that the writer is
you're young) but you will as you grow older, been extremely depressed for seven or 10 years, wbo manages always to keep on the sane side—
that hope springs eternal. he has got the right to suicide, but for a girl ot who neVer actually falls into the brink. The

14 to be allowed to starve herself to death, 1 artist is in fact very, very strong, and doesn’t get
EXCALIBUR: Your biography at the front ofThe think that’s a freedom run wild: that’s laissez- tipped jnto nonsense . . The really insane per-
Ha-Ha says that you were a social worker at one faire ism gone to pot. son wouldn't dream of being creative because

he'd think it was futile.

EXCALIBUR: What do you feel differentiates san
ity from madness?

their first woman fellow, (allowing) women to 
into the College for the first time in 800come

years.

DAWSON: Yes, terribly. The Oxford system is 
based on tutorials; a lot of men wouldn’t take 
women students at all, and the ones that did 

had to be much better than your male

EXCALIBUR: Is that what happened to Josephine 
in The Ha-Ha?

contain

EXCALIBUR: So things have changed then.EXCALIBUR: Josephine merely lived in a different 
reality then?

we sense

EXCALIBUR: How did your interest in the notion 
of madness begin?

DAWSON: Partly because I'm (what they call) 
manic depressive: when 1 am leeling cheerful. 
I'm full of energy—physical energy, mental 

When I’m depressed, everything 
lethargic and dead, and 1 feel worthless; I

sin. . .

non: energy . 
seems
feel as though 1 have committed a great 
My own extreme mood swings have always 
made me interested in madness as a way of 
seeing an inability to retain the same personal
ity for more than a tew days or a lew hours. 
You know, it’s a dreadful swing that one is 
never seeing life, as Ian Foster says, seeing it 
whole, and seeing it singly: one is always either 
nigh or low. never steady

on someone

point.

DAWSON: Yes, I was . I was working on the 
Oxford English Dictionary for several years. 1 
used to love it because dictionary entries are so

EXCALIBUR: Were there any major literary influ
ences in your writing? In your afterword to The EXCALIBUR: Do sou think there is a necessary

correlation between madness and creativity, theHa-Ha vou mentioned Albert Camus


