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T 
X w o O F F R A N C E ' S most renowned twentieth-century writers 

have considered that autobiography a n d fictional works are to a 
great extent so in t imate ly l i nked as to be inseparable. F r a n ç o i s 
M a u r i a c i n Journal II declares that a great nove l cannot exist 
wi thou t expressing the romant ic ized inner feelings of the wri ter 
( 1 3 8 ) 1 wh i l e A n d r é G i d e i n Si le grain ne meurt main ta ins that 
memoirs are only ha l f sincere even i f the wri ter wishes to tel l the 
t ru th . I n his o p i n i o n everything is always more compl ica ted than 
stated ( 2 2 8 ) . 2 A n d he thinks that perhaps one comes closer to 
t ru th i n a novel . 

A u t o b i o g r a p h y is a moment i n the life of the author a n d as 
such contributes to the life that is be ing recounted. Therefore 
whether the facts i n themselves are true or false becomes of secon­
dary impor tance . A s a his tor ical document , i t is possibly untrust­
wor thy but as a work of art it provides the cr i t ic w i t h an i n t i ­
mate declara t ion w h i c h constitutes a precious l i nk between the 
author a n d his or her w r i t i n g . T h e autobiography as a work of 
art is the project ion of the inner m a n or w o m a n in to the outside 
w o r l d a n d can therefore on ly be considered as a k i n d of symbol 
of the wr i te r i n search of his o w n identi ty. 

If the au tobiography of a wr i te r is to be considered i n the l ight 
of his novels then these should also be examined i n the l ight of 
the former — for life, fiction, a n d autobiography can be said to 
express a single t ru th — that of the artistic creat ion of the wri ter . 

S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a r n e r has left a fa i r ly exhaustive account of 
her life a n d work for she chose as m e d i a of expression various 
genres of prose: the novel , the j ou rna l of her teaching exper i -
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enees, the d ia ry of a young w o m a n i n search of ident i ty , a n d 
finally her autobiography. 

A n y pre-1980 study of her w r i t i n g w o u l d have led the cr i t ic to 
believe that a l l her works conta ined large extracts of fictionally 
t ransformed real life experiences. T h e pub l i ca t ion of I Passed 
This Way conf i rmed these suspicions. H e r au tobiography must 
be situated w i t h i n the var ied modes of her w r i t i n g . If we accept 
that a certain number of her novels seem to r i n g truer than life, 
this stems f rom the fact that they are to be v iewed w i t h i n the 
context of I Passed This Way. Ne i the r the novels nor the auto­
b iography c a n be considered to por t ray an absolutely t ruthful 
picture of events for bo th contr ibute to the creat ion of a personal 
m y t h created by the author to give m e a n i n g to the legend of her 
o w n ident i ty a n d existence. P h i l i p p e Le jcune i n Le pacte auto­
biographique argues that whereas the novel m a y be charged w i t h 
l a ck ing exacti tude the autobiography m a y be accused of l a ck ing 
complex i ty ( 4 2 ) . H e r e lies the fundamenta l difference; the novel 
supplies a mul t i tude of minu te details concern ing the protagonist 
a n d his feelings, reactions, a n d activi t ies; his life is concentrated 
onto the page i n such a w a y that the reader is absorbed in to the 
text w h i c h appears to reflect the " rea l l i f e " of the fiction for the 
space of t ime spent i n the read ing of the passage. T h e auto­
biography, o n the other hand , endeavours to t ransmit details of 
the life of the wri ter — a n d therefore protagonist — as he himself 
remembers i t ; l ong periods of t ime have to be condensed in to the 
space of the read ing of the book — w r i t i n g cannot reproduce 
fai thful ly the events as they were ; even an o ra l r u n n i n g c o m m e n ­
tary on an event is obl iged to select, delete, condense, w h i c h 
impl ies censorship a n d a selection of the l ife-picture that one 
wishes to d r a w a n d leave for posterity. I n the same work Lejeune 
defines autobiography as a retrospective nar ra t ion i n prose that a 
real person gives of his o w n existence w h e n this person underl ines 
his i n d i v i d u a l fife a n d i n par t icu lar the development of his o w n 
personality ( 1 4 ) . 3 If we adhere to this def ini t ion we conclude 
that I Passed This Way is the only w o r k i n the A s h t o n - W a r n e r 
corpus that can lay c l a i m to the genre of autobiography since 
Myself follows the fo rm of a d ia ry i n the present tense whils t 
Teacher deals w i t h her work a n d educat ional theories rather than 
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the development of her o w n personality. A l l three, however, are 
wr i t t en i n the first person a n d the author , the narrator , a n d the 
m a i n character become one. 

A n examina t ion of S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a r n e r ' s novels w i l l estab­
l ish that they too are wr i t t en i n the first person but the narrator 
is no longer A s h t o n - W a r n e r . I n this case the author controls the 
movements , actions, a n d thoughts of her characters but these 
fictional people must bear the responsibil i ty of their acts. T h e 
reader is inv i t ed to fo l low the nar ra t ion but not to take the infor­
m a t i o n at face value. I n some cases the reader is ful ly aware of 
the weight of the elements that the author borrows f rom her o w n 
experiences, but since the work is manifestly fictional, no one can 
accuse her of falsifying facts. M u m m a a n d P u p p a i n Greenstone 
are obviously barely re-model led versions of her o w n parents. 
A n n a Voron toso f i n Spinster expresses the author 's o w n ideas on 
educat ion a n d ch i ld ren , thus enabl ing her to broadcast her 
theories, w h i c h no N e w Z e a l a n d publisher w o u l d p r in t i n the 
early sixties. T a r i Pracket t of Bell Call is also based o n real l ife i n 
spite of the legal reserve at the beg inn ing of the book. 

If a relative resemblance of character a n d event is sufficient i n 
a fictional work , i n an autobiography where the author procla ims 
her w r i t i n g to be " t rue ," she is b o u n d to a cer ta in n u m b e r of 
accepted pr inciples , one of w h i c h is adherence to this " t ru th . " 
T h i s need not m e a n g iv ing an exact account of events but cou ld 
involve a n account of the reactions, feelings, a n d reserves of the 
author to the circumstance at the t ime of w r i t i n g . T h i s c a n never 
be absolutely objective since the wr i te r already knows the conse­
quences of the event, has already d r a w n her conclusions a n d 
modi f ied her behaviour i n the l ight of this a n d p robab ly other 
subsequent experiences. 

I n his art icle " L e style de l ' au tobiographie ," J e a n Starobinski 
illustrates the p lay between the past a n d the present; he m a i n ­
tains that the past c a n never be reminisced u p o n except f rom the 
present t i m e ; the " t r u t h " about former days is such that for the 
soul who , today, recol lect ing their image, cannot a v o i d super­
impos ing on them his o w n fo rm a n d style. A l l au tobiography — 
if on ly a pure na r ra t ion — is a self-interpretation ( 2 5 8 ) . 
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S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a m e r is w e l l aware of the l imi ts of the t ru th 
that she feels able to tel l . F requent ly i n I Passed This Way she 
admits that she is glossing over pa in fu l moments of her life that 
she does not w i sh to make pub l i c . 

. . . I do find even at this early stage how impossible it is to write 
autobiography. O n e cannot speak i l l of the dead, even less of the 
l iv ing . Y o u cannot speak at a l l of the l iv ing , good or i l l . G i v e me 
fiction any day. (22) 

I n this context it is of l i t t le impor tance to k n o w wha t was "objec­
t ive" reali ty, for the interest of an autobiography must r ema in 
the reflection of the personality of the author. 

A l l too often certain readers at tempt to cr i t ic ize an autobiog­
raphy because, they say, there are inexacti tudes i n the text. I n 
do ing this, they are i n fact confront ing their o w n version of wha t 
they consider to be the t ru th w i t h that of the author and , i n such 
a confrontat ion, w h o is qual i f ied to judge the object ivi ty of 
either? T h e t ru th about the past is to be judged i n the l ight of the 
author 's present a n d not i n the l ight of one's o w n . E v e n i f the 
author lies, forgets, or deforms the elements of the story, the 
present statement of the wri ter w i l l p robably r e ma in authentic i n 
its expression (Lejeune 3 9 ) . 4 

I n a fictional work the reader is more l ikely to be pre-occupied 
w i t h the similari t ies he is able to discern between wha t he knows 
of the author 's life a n d the text. W h e n the author announces that 
this par t i cu la r w o r k is autobiography, the reader is immedia te ly 
tempted to seek out the omissions, inexacti tudes, a n d deforma­
tions of the author, being convinced that he is l ike ly to discover 
between the lines more t ru th than w h a t is expl ic i t ly wr i t ten . 

S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a r n e r always protested that she was not a 
teacher. I n I Passed This Way she declares: " I f I h a d one hate 
it was the inside of the schoo l - room" ( 1 4 1 ) . M u c h later i n life 
w h e n she discovered on the dust cover of Spearpoint that she was 
ca l led " O n e of the greatest teachers i n the w o r l d " she wrote to 
her A m e r i c a n editor, B o b Got t l i eb , to confess her "deepest a n d 
darkest secret" (I Passed This Way 4 3 9 ) . H i s react ion empha­
sized the pa radox ica l relat ionship that S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a r n e r h a d 
w i t h her life's w o r k : 
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As for hating to teach : that I believe. Writers hate to write too. 
T h e hardest and most painful thing is always the thing that 
means to oneself T r u t h ; when you have to express your most 
inner meaning, and express it directly. Y o u hate to teach because 
you are Teacher ; because being Teacher you can't teach from the 
surface. I could teach without pain, because Teacher I am 
none. . . . (7 Passed This Way 468) 

Y e t the person w h o refused to be classed i n the teaching pro­
fession, preferr ing the title of "art ist ," chose to structure the wr i t ­
i n g of her autobiography a round the succession of schools where 
she learnt, taught, a n d l ived . H e r e the denegrat ion seems far 
more significant than any firm declarations of choice. 

T h e fragmentary organiza t ion of I Passed This Way, however, 
perfectly illustrates the author 's concept ion of art a n d design as 
she defined i t i n Myself. 

" W h a t is your design?" 
I told h i m . 
" I thought," he said, " i t wou ld be a k ind of five-, ten- or 

twenty-year p lan . " 
" A design is not a p lan ." 
"It is." 
" N o . A plan wou ld nai l you down act by act, govern you year 

by year. But a design — " I lifted my hands — "is a matter of 
shape. Some wonderful shape into which can be fitted any experi­
ence at a l l whenever it chances to happen. T h e thing is . . . to get 
going is to know oneself and what we can of the truth." 

" A n d can any ordinary morta l ," sincerely, "hope to learn to 
know himself on his adequate own?" 

"Anyone can do anything if he has the urge." (98) 

T h e author 's ideas are expressed i n terms of pat tern a n d 
r h y t h m , colour a n d l ine, v i sua l tableaux rather than l inear 
accounts, a l l of w h i c h collaborate to develop this final design 
w h i c h is the retrospective recapi tu la t ion of her life a n d work . 
F r o m the vantage point of the present t ime of w r i t i n g the author 
is able to at tempt to define the person she was. 

These pictures on the screen of memory they move like shadows 
of leaves in the w i n d patterning on the grass, impermanently 
fleeting. Th i s one here, now that one there forming impres ' ion-
istically yet covering i n a common theme. 

(I Passed This Way 64) 
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T h e image that S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a r n e r projects of herself is i n 
fact quite different f rom this vague, misty, a n d ever-changing 
kaleidoscope of memories w h i c h p rov ide the mate r i a l for her 
autobiography ; as she focuses onto one par t i cu la r m e m o r y she, i n 
fact, conveys another self, a self w i t h w h o m she is somewhat 
reconci led, a s tructured self, w h i c h has its par t i cu la r place i n 
society, onto the page. T h e self that appears i n the w r i t i n g takes 
fo rm, becomes a separate entity w h i c h the wr i te r is able to v i ew 
f rom a distance, to consider, cr i t icize, or enhance at w i l l . T h i s 
development is twofo ld : it m a y lead to the inexacti tudes already 
ment ioned but it also permits the wr i te r to perhaps fo rm a more 
precise idea of her o w n personality. 

S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a r n e r ' s f ami ly h a d great impor tance i n her 
life. She was one of the m i d d l e ch i ld ren of a n extremely close-
kn i t fami ly of nine. I n her autobiography, she constantly tries to 
trace her origins a n d this fascinat ion is combined w i t h an ardent 
desire to leave a trace of her o w n passage th rough this w o r l d . 
T h u s the o l d k i tchen table w h i c h bears the marks of c h i l d h o o d 
events is of p r ime impor tance . 

T h i s private life of a kitchen table; work marks and notches 
witnessing the past, and grooves where knives had carved. Ink 
marks where people had signed their names in wistful confirma­
tion of having passed this way, or just p l a in blots. N o scrubbing 
could erase them. These days they call these blots abstract art to 
be sold for thousands of dollars and teach chi ldren how to make 
them. I think we make quite enough blots i n our lives without 
being taught how to make them. G i v e n a chance a ki tchen table 
can be a family diary of no uncertain moment for any who knows 
the code. By comparison Formica is pit ifully illiterate. . . . 

(I Passed This Way 60) 

L i f e was far f r om easy but the difficulties the f ami ly h a d to face 
welded them together. M o v i n g was a means of escape f rom the 
hardship of their da i ly l i f e ; there was a constant need to be else­
where. E v e n as a n adul t A s h t o n - W a r n e r admits : 

Y o u rtever want to stay too long i n a place, even P i p i r i k i . Y o u 
use up the people. They get to know you and no poor human 
can survive being kown. (I Passed This Way 313) 
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F i c t i o n too, i n the fo rm of storytime, was also a means of 
escape. I n the novel , Greenstone, P u p p a , a fictionalized version 
of her o w n father, illustrates the author 's strategy of story-tell ing : 
the story is carefully bui l t u p by the audience itself, the theme 
a n d the me thod of na r ra t ion are unpredictable . Fac t a n d fiction 
ming le to fo rm the o r ig ina l style of S y l v i a Ash ton -Warne r ' s 
w r i t i n g . 

T h e heroine of Spinster main ta ins that she dreams w i t h her 
eyes open a n d lives w i t h her eyes shut (Spinster 5 2 ) . F o r the 
author the d ream is the ideal , the unat ta inable w h i c h she en­
deavours to achieve by a system of fusion w i t h the in tangible 
object of her desire. F a c t a n d fiction become one ; the " o r a l " 
nature of her w r i t i n g impl ies impermanence — a n d i n spite of 
the apparent " sha r ing" of the moment of creat ion the wr i te r 
reserves the possibility of subsequent modi f ica t ion a n d u l t imate ly 
remains i n absolute cont ro l of wha t actual ly arrives on the page 
for pub l i ca t ion . A s a teacher too, her pract ice has a tendency to 
englobe those w h o m she teaches; a l though she stresses the impor ­
tance of exchange, of the " T h e e a n d M e " relat ionship that 
should exist between teacher a n d p u p i l , she c a n declare " W h e n I 
teach people I m a r r y t h e m " (Teacher 1 7 8 ) . Despite the appar­
ent contradict ions that appear between her theory a n d practice 
at times, no one can deny the immense task that S y l v i a A s h t o n -
W a r n e r accompl ished i n N e w Z e a l a n d a n d elsewhere i n the 
w o r l d d u r i n g her life. Y e t she reacted strongly against wha t she 
considered as the injustices that affected cer ta in pupi ls because of 
the r ig id i ty of a system w h i c h left l i t t le r o o m for personalized 
teaching. I n her op in ion , the methods were, to say the least, i l l -
adapted to the needs of the ru ra l M a o r i . H e r non-conformist 
ideas on educat ion constantly brought her in to confl ict w i t h a less 
imagina t ive E d u c a t i o n Commi t t ee . A n n a Vorontosof , the pro­
tagonist of Spinster, w h o also experiences this confrontat ion, 
declares 

. . . this teaching utterly obliterates you. It cuts into your being — 
essentially, it takes over your spirit. (9) 

A n n a lives i n a fusional w o r l d ; i f she feels at one w i t h her young 
charges, as a teacher, she is also able to domina te a n d cont ro l 
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t hem largely because of the in t imate l inks between them. T h i s 
upsets the balance that she wishes to ins t i l l i n the classroom. It 
then becomes possible to inver t the i n i t i a l premise " W h e n I 
t e a c h . . . " w h i c h m a y read " W h e n I m a r r y people I teach 
t hem." T h e fusional envi ronment created i n bo th the fictional 
a n d au tob iograph ica l wri t ings of S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a r n e r clearly 
poses the p rob lem of the power-game at work i n h u m a n re la t ion­
ship. 

I Passed This Way provides the reader w i t h a complex a n d 
cont radic tory p ic ture of a w o m a n w h o was, herself, constantly 
to rn apar t by indecis ion, a force w h i c h seems to fo rm the basis of 
her artistic inspi ra t ion . S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a r n e r assumed her o w n 
ambivalences to the fu l l a n d her w r i t i n g a imed at reconci l ing 
them. 

T h i s au tobiography is a sincere at tempt to give a frank account 
of her existence a n d life i n N e w Z e a l a n d since the beg inn ing of 
the century. T h e wri ter feels that at cer ta in times she has been 
mis judged a n d treated un fa i r ly ; the autobiography is an effort to 
set the b o a r d straight a n d to justify her behaviour to the w o r l d ; 
the i n i t i a l t i t le " I A c c u s e " that her sister, D a p h n e , suggested for 
the nove l Spinster w o u l d be even more appropr ia te for I Passed 
This Way, a l though as G i l l i a n W i l c e i n the Times Literary 
Supplement points ou t : 

T h e book is not a controlled artifact, not a wise, considered or 
guarded summing up of life. It is much more an intense reliving, 
seemingly spoken aloud rather than written, w i t h a l l the messi-
ness and contradictoriness that implies. (234) 

Indeed the style effectively captures the different moods of the 
wr i te r as she retraces her life as an artist f rom the impuls ive a n d 
often excessive c h i l d h o o d to a more measured matur i ty . 

Y o u ' d never recognise me as that g i r l f rom the past habitually 
playing the limelight, ta lking too much, throwing round my music 
gratis and flaunting my art; I was becoming the someone I 'd 
always been interested i n — a contained impenetrable spinster, an 
indispensable unit of society. (431) 

H e r e the author is descr ibing wha t one m i g h t c a l l a progression 
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f rom innocence to experience, f rom w i l d enthusiasm to the wis­
d o m of a mature adul t w h o has learnt restraint a n d w h o is con­
scious of her true value to society. I Passed This Way demon­
strates that the self of the past is very different f rom the present 
self a n d that on ly the latter is really competent to give a fai thful 
account ; the wr i te r is able to exp la in both w h o she was a n d wha t 
she experienced earlier i n her life, thus i l lus t ra t ing h o w she 
developed into the wri ter w h o is at present pu t t ing d o w n her life 
on paper ; i n so d o i n g not only does she respect the contract of 
the autobiography w i t h its reader by i n f o r m i n g h i m about the 
life of the wr i te r but she also explores i n detai l for her personal 
grat i f icat ion the whys a n d wherefores of the origins of her present 
existence; i t is a concrete at tempt to exp la in h o w she at tained the 
delicate synthesis of her vis ion of her past life at the t ime of 
w r i t i n g a n d the possibil i ty of shar ing this conclus ion w i t h her 
reading publ ic . It is certain that the young A s h t o n - W a r n e r w o u l d 
not have been able to wr i te such a s tructured work as I Passed 
This Way. 

A l t h o u g h at the end of her life S y l v i a A s h t o n - W a r n e r s t i l l 
despaired of the paroch ia l i sm of N e w Z e a l a n d a n d its institutions, 
she seemed to have come to terms w i t h herself, her art, a n d her 
country , for i n spite of her years of globe-trot t ing i t became 
evident to her that i t really was the only place where she felt at 
home. Since this was the case i t seems fitting that her autobiog­
raphy that was to be her l i terary testament personally reconc i l ing 
the w o m a n , the teacher, a n d the wr i te r was du ly recognized i n 
her h o m e l a n d w h e n i t w o n the W a t t i e L i te ra tu re A w a r d . T h e 
fact that she was at last praised by her compatr iots must have 
comple ted the feeling of contentment a n d peace that S y l v i a 
A s h t o n - W a r n e r expresses i n the final words of I Passed This Way. 

O n the journey through life I ' d often come upon some inn by the 
wayside wh ich gave me shelter from the Pacific cyclones, but 
none had been quite the haven I 'd sought, though sweet and 
bountiful enough, yet a l l the time the ideal, the perfect had been 
wai t ing for me i n my own-buil t home i n Godzone. Whatever my 
disasters i n this country, surrounded by a wilderness of ocean, 
these islands turn out to be the one place where I would wish to 
be, and W h e n u a the one inn I desire. (499) 
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N O T E S 

1 "Je crois qu'il n'est de grande oeuvre romanesque qui ne soit une vie 
intérieure romancée." 

2 "Les mémoires ne sont qu'à demi sincères, si grand que soit le souci de 
vérité; tout est toujours plus compliqué qu'on ne le dit. Peut-être même 
approche-t-on de plus près la vérité dans le roman." 

3 "Récit rétrospectif en prose qu'une personne réelle fait de sa propre exis­
tence lorsqu'elle met l'accent sur sa vie individuelle, en particulier sur 
l'histoire de sa personalità." 

4 "Le terme ultime de vérité ne peut plus être l'être-en-soi du passé mais 
l'être-en-soi, manifesté dans le présent de renonciation. Que dans sa rela­
tion à l'histoire du personage le narrateur se trompe, mente, oublie ou 
déforme, et erreur, oubli ou déformation prendront simplement, si on les 
discerne, valeur d'aspects parmi d'autres, d'une énonciation qui, elle, reste 
authentique." 
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