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Auto/Biography and Re/Vision: Betty Lambert’s Under the Skin

Cynthia Zimmerman

Playwriting is a sort of quest in itself.... You move through your own subject.
—Timberlake Wertenbaker

| assume the presence of autobiographical input in every created product. Maybe it_ is
merely a trace, “the fingerprint of the source,” as playwright Sharon Pollock once said.'
Or maybe the created product has significant links to the autobiographical that are close-
to-home at every point. Between these two lies a huge range of possibilities, for the
playwright-artist will use as material whatever comes to mind, whatever is at hand that
serves her purpose. There is recyclable material everywhere that can stimulate and
inspire: people, incidents, scenes, anecdotes, conversations. Such stimulants tov the
imagination are not necessarily rooted in her life; maybe they touch it only tangentially.
Moreover, the creative process engages not only what can be known but also what can
only be imagined. The imagination is not limited by time, place, or direct experience. Nor
is it necessarily confined by rational processes. In fact, some artists deliberately court the
irrational, the free flight of fancy, in pursuit of that elusive goal, the artistic imaginary.
Nonetheless, whether the art created is “pure” fiction or one of those wonderful hybrids
like biography or autobiography (which even more overtly exists at a shifting boundary
between the real and the imagined), the artist is in her art. Although the art will have an
independent life, she is the author: beginning with an impulse, an idea, a creative spari‘c,
she labours creatively, selecting, shaping, editing, and developing until it is ready, this
offspring, to be sent out into the world. What emerges is the result of her vlisicm. her
judgment and perspicacity, her emphasis, her sense of structure, and her skills as 't.he
dramatist able to bring to life what was hitherto only imagined. In this process the writer
reveals her own “literary” personality, a personality connected to her biography but not
bound by it, not identical to it. As Henry James reminds us, “[Tlhe deepest quality of a
work of art will always be the mind of the producer” (quoted in Drew 224). That mind and
that artistic sensibility will weave together particles from numerous sources, both real and
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imagined. As playwright Sharman Macdonald said, when interviewed dbout her play A
Winter Guest: “It sounds as if everything I write is autobiographical and indeed it is, but it
also leaps with the imagination. I've never met those two old women [in the play] ... and
they were such a gift” (quoted in Stephenson 68). Michael Frayn has said a similar thing
about the creation of Copenhagen: “The great challenge facing the storyteller and the
historian alike is to get inside people’s heads, to stand where they stood and see the world
as they saw it.... Even when all the external evidence has been mastered, the only way into
the protagonists’ heads is through the imagination” (4).

The subject of my chapter, Betty Lambert, creates a fictional relationship with her
characters in Under the Skin. How else could she imagine their thoughts and invent
dialogue? To do that requires emotional empathy, even identification with the subject.
However, while Lambert begins with an actual historical event, she is not creating
conventional autobiography, biography, or docudrama. Instead, with a firm base in the
records of the real event, she borrows and bends material to suit her ends. She includes
some biographical details connected to the original participants (which I will explore
below) but, more importantly, she weaves into the narrative and into the women _
characters aspects of herself, echoes which have profound connections to her own
autobiography. Her characters contain the particular kind of tension Nadine Gordimer
says marks the skilled writer: “The tension between standing apart and being fully
involved” (4). Ultimately, Under the Skin dramatizes a dilemma of urgent importance to
Lambert herself. Lambert wrote this play knowing her time might be limited; she had
been diagnosed with a fatal illness.

Autobiographics is a discipline interested in the links between the writer and her
work, between the creator and the created. It is interested in those correspondences
which can illuminate the text. In her book Autobiographics: A Feminist Theory of Women's
Self-Representation, Leigh Gilmore states that autobiographics asks questions like “Where
is the autobiographical? What constitutes its representation?” These are questions which
can also be applied to texts not ordinarily seen as autobiographies. To be more precise,
Gilmore uses the term “autobiographics” to “describe those elements ... that ... mark a
location in a text where self-invention, self-discovery, and self-representation emerge”
(42). The privileging of the work as creative fiction remains. Gilmore calls
autobiographics a “feminist interpretive strategy” (5), in part because gender is a central
part of the analysis. Biographical information is studied, the material circumstances
surrounding and perhaps affecting a project are tracked to discover how these influences
enter the work, or how they are altered or even omitted entirely. Where are factual
connections and where is invention, rearrangement, or realignment? This is done not to
unearth mundane details of everyday life, but rather to come upon something more
essential: what is she after> What personal issues or prevailing concerns might inhabit
this particular creative work? In his biography of Harold Pinter, Michael Billington points



