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Abstract 
!
The personal novel is an intimate genre. As the author creates connections with their subjects, the 

narrating voice extends the relationship to the audience. The writer must speak honestly through 

the narrator in order to build trust in the relationship between writer, reader and subject. It is vital to 

consider the conscious and unconscious decisions an author makes in presenting their personal 

voice through the fictional narrating characters. Using a narratological framework, this paper 

interrogates the intrusion of the author’s voice and its effect on the reader in Helen Garner’s The 

Spare Room and Kathryn Stockett’s The Help. In both books, the authors present their true lives in 

fictional circumstances, without revealing the boundary between memory and imagination. Finally, 

this paper concludes that whilst ethical ambiguity and secrecy may free the author from the 

constraints of objective truth, the audience is left to uncomfortably navigate between truth and 

fiction as they read.!

!

�1



Introduction 
!
When an author writes a personal novel, they transform into a stranger in their own memories. 

Antithetically, journalism is an attempt to observe and justify the world by looking from the outside 

in. The personal novel is an interrogation of the self and the memory from an intimate perspective. 

But as the author interacts with the fictional world, the natural distortion of fact and fiction can blur 

the perspective of reality. Vivian Gornick explained this tension when she spoke of her decision to 

leave journalism to write memoirs.!

“I didn’t want to be a stranger in other people’s lives anymore… I had been looking at this from 

outside, trying to order them and give them a deeper meaning, and I thought now I should be 

reversing the process…” (Blair, 2014:35)!

!
Memoirs, true novels and the umbrella genre literary journalism, make up a large part of the 

publishing industry. Recognising the readership potential, authors are choosing to convert memory 

into the fictional voice in the true fiction style. This kind of narration can become controversial. An 

author who writes his or her story through the fictional voice may have greater scope to embellish 

their actions and describe certain aspects of their quality to the exclusion of other less favourable 

parts. Ultimately, the author has the ability to shape their public appearance in such a way as to 

become the reality of the fictional word.!

!
Kathryn Stockett’s The Help and Helen Garner’s The Spare Room both draw on the author’s 

personal experiences, rely heavily on memory and invented dialogue to drive the narrative, but the 

works differ in their author’s self-insertion. Stockett’s book, despite its autobiographical tendencies, 

remains uncontestedly a novel, whilst Garner’s work has been widely described as true fiction or 

even memoir (Dessaix, 2008:58). The respective narratives parallel their author’s lives distinctly, 

yet diverge in the way readers perceive their realism. It is the intrusion of the author’s voice that 

precedents this difference.!

!
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Ultimately though, it’s a question of importance. Why is literary non-fiction, and all that is broadly 

encompassed by the term and its umbrella literary journalism, important? What are the critical 

stakes to this debate?  Both reading and writing are intimate experiences that rely on each other 

for meaning. A dialogue between author and audience begins when a book is opened. It is a moral 

exercise that inspires and rebukes altogether (Booth, 1961:397). As Vivian Gornick explained when 

conveying the memory of a conversation with her mother:!

“…she said, I’m going to feel lonely when I finish this book. And I thought, What more could a writer 

ask of a reader?” (Blair, 2014:27) 

!
A narrator’s voice is strongly linked to the author’s moral message. The two cannot be separated, 

and despite the efforts to which a writer might try to detach themselves, they are invariably present 

within the pages of their narrative. Understanding the nature of this relationship sets the foundation 

to sound critical practice. Recognising that the scope of this debate extends far beyond a case 

study spanning only two authors, this paper interrogates whether the author’s personal voice aids 

or distracts the developing reader relationship. Further research must be conducted in order to 

conclude whether this is a universal phenomena.!

Literature Review 
!
Analysis requires an informed perspective, which can only be gained through familiarising and 

acknowledging the works and studies that have predated this one. Though the memoir and its 

fictional counterpart, the true novel, makes up a large part of the media and literature environment, 

there is a distinct absence of scholarship. Consequently, research for this paper has been 

conducted in three main areas: ethical criticism, problems for objective writing and author self-

reflection.!

!
The first area of research comprised an in-depth look at the various ethical considerations and the 

morality of writing true stories into the fictional world. In The Rhetoric of Fiction Wayne Booth 
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(1961) is concerned with dissecting the evolving novel tradition. He explains that any act of writing 

in the fictional voice is an ethical decision. To fail to present a message of morality through the 

fictional vehicle is to abdicate from the writer’s societal role. Booth’s analysis sets the foundation 

for discussion in this paper.!

!
Building from Booth’s precedent, James Phelan discusses the characteristics of a reliable narrator 

in his article ‘The Implied Author, Deficient Narration and Non-Fiction Narrative’ (2011). Using the 

work of memoirists Joan Didion and Jean-Dominique Bauby, Phelan explains that authors often 

take an ‘Occam’s Razor’ approach to narration (Phelan, 2011:126). The principle involves 

withdrawing information deemed to be either unnecessary or distracting from the overall narrative. 

How much an author employs this process when constructing their narrative voice, leads the 

reader to assess whether the narration is reliable. In this paper, Phelan’s thoughts are expanded to 

include an assessment of whether the narration is not only reliable but honest and ethical.!

!
James Aucoin's (2001) ‘Epistemic Responsibility and Narrative Theory’ explores the boundaries of 

philosophical traditions in establishing a basis for literary criticism. He applies narrative theory 

alongside western philosophy in his approach to case study, the work of Polish journalist Ryszard 

Kapuscinski. Aucoin concludes that humans are naturally critical, but in order for that criticism to be 

meaningful, it needs distinct characteristics of thought, which ultimately should call writers to higher 

standards. This paper appropriates Aucoin’s thoughts to argue that the personal novel style needs 

to be viewed in light of ethical constraints, otherwise it bears no moral message and does not 

service society in the way Booth and Aucoin describes as necessary.!

!
Like Booth, the work of Professor Matthew Ricketson spans a majority of research in this arena. 

Ricketson’s (2009) article ‘The practice of book-length journalism: Reframing the debate’, explains 

the natural tension between the factual and fictional genres. Ricketson interrogates the fluidity of 

fact inside the journalistic narrative non-fiction. The distinction between news gathering and non-

fiction storytelling is further expanded in Ricketson’s (2014) Telling True Stories: navigating the 
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challenges  of writing narrative non-fiction. Particularly of interest to this project was Ricketson’s 

explanation of what readers expect from narrative non-fiction, which makes up the penultima 

chapter of his book. He admits that there are few scholarly approaches to reader reception, and 

concludes that whilst audiences seek entertainment, they ultimately look for information. This, 

Ricketson explains in accordance with Booth and Aucoin, should be the primary concern of 

narrative non-fiction writers.!

!
The second distinct area of study within this paper refers to the problematic definition of objectivity 

in both the literary non-fiction field and professional journalism sector. John Hartsock’s (2007) ‘It 

Was A Dark And Stormy Night’ looks at the place of storytelling in commercial news media. 

Hartsock explains that objectivity is an unreachable goal in any genre. Through framing and fact 

finding, a journalist’s personal voice will always shape their writing. Aside from this, Hartsock 

argues that writers should not strive for objectivity, rather audiences expect to feel the author’s 

emotions when they read. Agreeing with Booth, Hartsock explains that the primary function of 

literary journalism is to reflect and motivate an audience to change society.!

!
Sam Riley’s (1997) ‘Voice as a Determinant of Literary Journalism’ explores the distinction between 

mimesis and diegesis in narrative non-fiction, arguing that through the framing of narrative point-of-

view, an author is inextricably bound to their constructed narrative environment. Thomas Leitch's 

(1986) ‘What Stories Are: Narrative Theory and Interpretation’ interrogates the separation of ‘story’ 

and ‘discourse’. It is his conclusion that the medium drives the story in as much as the narrator’s 

voice.!

!
D’Agata and Fingal (2012) The Lifespan of a Fact is a personal case study that navigates the 

fluidity of truth over time. After D’agata’s article was rejected by one magazine for ‘factual 

inaccuracies’, he sent it on to another magazine which accepted it (D’agata & Fingal, 2012:12). 

Fingal was the fact-checker at The Believer, where the article was eventually published and 

together. They explain that ‘truth’ does not necessitate ‘accuracy’, or ‘objectivity’. The terms stand 
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apart from each other, and whilst they interact, they are not dependant on each other. But, the 

terms can be used to substitute one another, depending on the needs of the author as he 

perceives the needs of his audience (D’agata & Fingal 2012:32). Whilst this theory extends beyond 

the scope of this paper, it did represent a vital foundation to the discussion of the author, subject 

and audience triangulation.!

!
The final zone of research in this paper looked at the thoughts of self-reflective authors explaining 

their literary decisions. Understanding the thought process that takes place when writing literary 

non-fiction is vital to understanding the relationship between author and audience generated 

through the narrative. Joel Agee’s (2007) ‘A Lie That Tells The Truth: Memoir and the art of 

memory’ and Vivian Gornick’s (2014) interview ‘The Art of Memoir No. 2’ make up the majority of 

discussion under this bracket. Agee’s article is itself an exegesis of the author’s own work, 

interrogating the problems that exist when choosing to recall memories that have been dulled by 

time. Gornick explores her personal reasons for switching from journalism to memoir, presenting 

the differences in the disciple as plainly as being involved with the subject (memoir) or being 

abstract from the subject (journalism).!

!
Julie Beck’s (2015) article, ‘Life’s Stories’ investigates the importance of storytelling in social 

interaction. Beck argues that the human brain is naturally empathetic to storytelling. When relating 

to others, we naturally look for ways to convert our experiences into the narrative form. Implicitly, 

she explains how and why authors decide to write their lives, or the lives of others around them, 

into narrative landscapes. Noah Berlatsky (2014) takes this view a step further in ‘Voice Isn’t the 

Point of Writing’, explaining that in his own experience, finding a personal voice in the narrative can 

be distracting. He argues that authors decide to place their voice in the mouth of their characters 

for economic reasons, readers want novels and novels should not be intruded with the author’s 

voice.!

!

�6



Lee Gutkind’s (2012) You Can’t Make This Stuff Up: The Complete Guide to Writing Creative 

Nonfiction was used as a counterpoint to the reflection of narrative nonfiction authors. It provides a 

checklist for understanding whether an author has ‘succeeded’ in writing within the genre. It is 

discussed implicitly throughout this paper, when defining the case study’s adherence to the genre.!

Method 
!
This study employs a narratological case study approach to Garner’s The Spare Room and 

Stockett’s The Help, particularly looking at the voice of the narrator. A dialogue-dominated 

narrative, whether truth or fiction, relies on one of two types of voice. Either they are authorial 

characters, who know the events and the other characters intimately but are not actively involved 

with their lives. This ‘Artificial Storyteller’ is more closely linked to the reader than the events they 

are narrating. Or the other type of voice, that of the narrative speaker, who lives in the events of the 

story but is unaware their actions are fictional (Booth, 1961:160).!

!
A contextual analytical approach has been used to interrogate the relationship between the reader 

and the writer. Through the theory of the constructed other, understanding the audience helps to 

inform the awareness of the author (Phelan, 2011:120). The author is the author, because they are 

not the reader and vice versa. This relationship is communicated implicitly through the mutual 

understanding of the subject.!

!
Understanding the relationship between the author and the reader, this study delves into the 

contextual release of the case study books. Reception of the work has been measured through the 

publicity they received, the interviews each author has made upon the release, and the general 

attitude towards the work since its publication.!

!!!!
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Author Surrogacy, Self-Insertion, and the Autobiographic Novel 
!
Author surrogacy refers to when the author creates a character in a fictional work that bears a 

striking resemblance to  themselves (Pandey, 2005:18). Despite the fictional environment, the 

character is an extension of the self, possessing the same opinions and attitudes as the author. 

The character may be idealised version of the author’s personality, or it may be an embellishment 

of certain characteristics (Booth, 1961:109).!

!
Self-insertion is a broadly applied term, but for the benefit of this paper refers to the manufacturing 

of the author’s voice through the minor characters. In this technique, the characters in question do 

not so much drive the narrative, rather they support other fictional characters who take the role of 

protagonist (Pandey, 2005:22).!

!
The autobiographic novel, or auto-fiction, is the combination of true events and fictional 

circumstances. It is distinct from autobiography or memoir in that it is primarily a work of fiction. It is 

also separate from the roman à clef genre which is concerned with life as it might have happened. 

The motivation for writing an autobiographic novel may differ between authors, but ultimately it is a 

liberation from what Philippe Lejeune calls the ‘autobiographic pact’ with the audience (Lejeune, 

1989:19).!

!
Whether or not an author chooses to write themselves as a major or minor character can have 

potentially distract from the deeper question: was it intentional? Did the author intend to find 

themselves amidst the pages of their constructed world? Or do authors invariably write about their 

own lives in any work of fiction as Booth would suggest? To what extent is an autobiographical 

novel an intentional genre?!

!
On the surface, Garner’s voice is carried through author surrogacy, as expressed through the 

conscious internal monologues the narrator discloses with the audience. Soon after the arrival of 
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terminally ill Nicola, the narrator, also named Helen, reveals her repulsion at her friend’s willing 

denial. Whilst on a visit to the hospital, Helen (narrator) reveals:!

“I wanted to run after her (the doctor), babbling thanks and explanations: It’s not my fault. I’m not 

like her. I’m sensible!…” (Garner, 2008:72)!

!
However, The Spare Room also exists on a balance between self-reflective autobiography and 

conscious fiction. At once, she is both a fictional character, and an omnipotent narrator who knows 

her characters intimately. This is perhaps best shown through the final chapter’s dramatic shift in 

tense. Present becomes past, as the narrator reveals the retrospective awareness of events that 

have not yet taken place.!

“I didn’t know then, as Bessie and I lay on my bed and reasoned about fate and the universe…I 

didn’t know yet how many times I would fly to Sydney…” (Garner, 2008:189-90)!

!
As Booth explains, the narrator in The Spare Room is intimately involved in the novel’s events, yet 

paradoxically exist outside the narrative timeline (Booth, 1961:73). This sudden shift in 

characterisation, Phelan would understand as a deceptive narration, thereby constituting a 

deficient narrator (Phelan, 2011:121).!

!
In The Help, Stockett narrates through the authorial voice of three separate characters. Maid 

Aibileen Clark begins the book and narrates eleven chapters throughout, whilst her best friend 

Minny Jackson takes control of nine chapters and the white heiress Eugenia ‘Skeeter’ Phelan 

voices thirteen chapters, with chapter 25 written in an omniscient voice. To further complicate, each 

character is written in a different grammatical syntax to emphasise their social status. The likeness 

to the author’s personal history effectively, makesThe Help at once consciously autobiographic and 

unintentional author surrogacy. When asked why she decided to split her narration three-ways, 

Stockett explained it was a matter of memory.!

“…Like a lot of writers do, I started to write in a voice that I missed. I was really homesick… So I 

started writing in the voice of Demetrie, the maid I had growing up with.” (Suddath, 2009)!
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Counterfeit Fiction 
!
“Shouldn’t a real writer be writing about something other than herself and her immediate circle?

…” (Garner, 2001).!

!
Reviewers of Helen Garner’s first novel Monkey Grip questioned whether mixing personal 

experience with a fictional voice, was counterfeit fiction. Garner expressed her feelings of 

indignation at the question of whether she had “just published her diaries” (Garner, 2001). She said 

the questioned destroyed her ‘literary innocence’ (ibid). It’s not an unprecedented reaction. When 

thought and emotion to combine into a writer’s work, any question of its legitimacy can feel like a 

personal attack. Vivian Gornick sits in solidarity with this sentiment. For this reason, she calls her 

experience of writing The Romance of American Communism as profoundly naive in hindsight.!

“When they came down on me like a ton of bricks, I realised that I had written a book that allowed 

them to terrorise me.” (Blair, 2014:34)!

!
For Garner, this had a profound effect that saw her take an almost forty year hiatus from writing in 

this style (Garner, 2015). Few author’s have so succinctly expressed it, but the observant reader 

can assume that the propensity for harsh criticism drives writers toward the autobiographic novel. It 

is an action of distancing self from story to shield from the pain of critical rejection.!

A Moral Lie 
!
Why does the personal novel attract such criticism? The interaction of the author in the fictional 

world has the potential to make audiences uncomfortable. There is an intrinsic need to separate 

truth from fiction, but as Joel Agee explains: !

!
“When asked what parts of the book are not strictly, factually, ‘true’, I say that’s my secret.” (Agee, 

2007:56).!
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!
Secrecy does not appeal to the reader’s desire for reciprocity (Ricketson, 2014:215). As part of her 

appearance at the 2015 Sydney Writer’s Festival, Helen Garner said she approaches her work as 

a “continual conversation between writers and readers.” (Garner, 2015) If she does indeed 

approach her writing as one side of a “thoughtful exchange” (ibid), then there is an unspoken 

contract she enters into with her audience. Whilst we commit to spending our time reading the 

author’s words, the author commits to treating their reader as a friend in whom they can confide 

their honesty (Phelan, 2011:126). Booth explains that reading, as with writing, is a moral act, if an 

author fails to portray a moral message, they have abdicated from their societal role (Booth, 

1961:297). Garner compels a further tension when she described The Spare Room as a “novel for 

moral reasons” (Garner, 2015). Morality expands to include honesty, and so it is this perceived lack 

of trust that can turn readers off the personal novel style.!

!
In an interview with Kerry O’Brien, Garner explained that she made the decision to label this work 

as a ‘novel’ because it was drawn from several experiences that she merged into the one story.!

!
“I wanted to sort of run that flag up the pole and say, ‘Do not read this as a memoir, I’ve taken all 

the liberties I needed to take to free myself of the contract that you would normally have with a 

reader…It felt like fiction when I was writing it. I felt freer and more able to invent.” (ABC, 2008).!

!
Further explaining the moral nature of her writing, she explains that the book This House of Grief 

was birthed out of a sense of “the rhetoric of outrage” (Garner, 2015), and for this reason she 

removed her moral judgement. It is a tension that is markedly absent from The Spare Room, in 

which her voice is strongly present as it conveys her moral judgement. The interplay of memory 

and, what Garner calls ‘invention’ forces the reader’s discomfort. What is reality? What is invented? 

Clearly, some of the novel is real, otherwise Garner would not have chosen to use her own name 

for the narrator. Whilst Garner has freed herself from the obligations of truth-telling, she has 

created the moral conundrum for her reader as they unconsciously try to separate the truth from 
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the invention in order to deal with the traumatic subject. The author’s freedom becomes the 

reader’s bondage. It implies Garner was consciously aware of truth in order to circumvent it 

however narrowly, but felt no obligation to disclose the separation of real and imaginary to her 

audience.!

!
Garner’s career has been built on the need to preserve the memory for the collective knowledge. 

This, she says was the basis of her foray into non-fiction in Joe Cinque’s Consulation and more 

recently, This House of Grief. But ultimately, the memories she documents are her own, not those 

of the subjects she attempts to document. It is a memory tainted by her own mind, her own 

interpretation and her own perspective. It’s self reflective, it’s self guided and unfortunately it has a 

mark of self importance, that can often distract from the subject, as expressed most clearly in The 

Spare Room with an uncomfortable monologue wherein the narrator momentarily considers 

crashing her car to kill her terminally ill passenger:!

“A wave of sickening rage struck through me and I wanted to smash the car through the post but 

for only her to die.” (Garner, 2008:175)!

!
In her attempt to find a place between sentiment and respect, Garner acts as both counsellor and 

victim. She calls this an experiment in “finding the authority of the bereaved” (Garner, 2015), by 

fashioning herself into a messenger of sorrow. Perhaps the narrator’s flaws in The Spare Room 

are testament to her guiding search for authority. When asked during her question-and-answer 

time at the Writer’s Festival, Garner explained:!

“I don’t consciously decide what aspect of myself will I choose (to insert into the novel).”!

!
In The Spare Room, Garner has a right to speak of the events unfolding around her, through the 

voice of her fictional narrator. She is intimately aware of the situation having lived it in reality and 

through the construction of the narrative (ABC,2008). However, in other works such as Joe 

Cinque’s Consolation and This House of Grief, Garner acts as the voyeur, unattached to the 
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events, learning the situation from after the facts and so her involvement in the narrative runs the 

risk of distracting from the subject.!

!
In The Help however, there exists a different sort of tension between the true and false. Just before 

her book is published, Skeeter makes the decision to remove the story of her maid Constantine’s 

disappearance because she fears it will implicate her dying mother. It does, however, take a 

prominent role in Stockett’s novel, implying that Stockett’s audience can be trusted with information 

the fictional world should be denied. Stockett has never formally confirmed whether this account 

had any baring on reality, but in the book’s epilogue, Too Little, Too Late, Stockett explains her own 

maid Demetrie’s death and how her grandmother provided much of the inspiration for her novel, 

leaving the ultimate conclusion to her audience (Stockett, 2009:447).!

The Mary Sue 
!
Implicit within the need for an honest relationship between reader and writer, is also the 

subconscious desire to understand part of the author’s reality. If a character is perceived to be 

based on the author, whether intentionally in Garner’s case, or subconsciously in Stockett’s story, 

the character should posses the necessary balance of flaws to become a realistic protagonist. How 

can the narrator be trusted if they are considered ‘too good to be true’ or too flawed to be realistic?!

!
A ‘Mary Sue’ refers to a character without flaws, a sort of ideal persona that is completely 

unobtainable and unrealistic (Pandey, 2005:45). Inside the narrative nonfiction genre, this 

character becomes a window to the author’s subconscious desire, their second self (Booth, 

1961:109).!

!
In The Help, Skeeter is a Mary Sue. She has abundant good fortune and few setbacks along her 

way to becoming an author. She is also the last narrator to be introduced in her own voice. She is 
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first seen through Aibileen’s eyes in chapter one, with a description that would not be far from 

accurate should it refer to Stockett herself:!

“…Miss Skeeter be tall and skinny. Her hair be yellow and cut short above her shoulders…Miss 

Skeeter always look like somebody else told her what to wear.” (Stockett, 2009:4).!

Interestingly, Stockett admitted Skeeter’s thirteen chapters of narration were added as an after-

thought when her editor expressed concern her readers wouldn’t trust Stockett if she only wrote 

through the voice of the maids (Rich, 2009).!

!
One point of divergence between the character and author is the season of realisation. Skeeter’s 

awakening begins in Jackson, but it is implied in the final chapter that her real understanding of life 

will come once she moves to New York. In interviews, Stockett admits it was not until she moved to 

New York that she realised race relations in Jackson were not indicative of the country’s changing 

attitudes (Day, 2011). But quite like Skeeter, Stockett benefited from the racial segregation of her 

hometown. In a quote that reads like a passage of the book, Stockett told Katie Couric:!

!
“I’m so embarrassed to admit this… it took me twenty years to really realise the irony of the 

situation that we would tell anybody, ‘Oh, she’s just like part of the family,’ and that we loved the 

domestics that worked for our family so dearly, and yet they had to use the bathroom 

outside…” (CBS, 2011).!

!
Booth explains, it is often natural for an author to subconsciously position themselves as the 

saviour in their narrative. As the author imagines their audience while writing, the audience 

imagines the author as they read.!

!
“The author creates an image of himself and of his reader as his second self…To some novelists it 

seemed, they were discovering or creating themselves as they wrote.” (Booth, 1961:83)!

!
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Many authors in the personal novel genre prefer to fit into either one of two camps: they are either 

self-deprecating or they are the flawless ‘Mary Sue’. Both options are equally false. Presenting the 

self as the worst person in existence is no worse than presenting the self as the best. It’s both 

giving the self a place in the universe that has not been deserved, regardless of whether the fabric 

of that universe is reality or fiction.!

Memory on trial 
!
“…channeling the voices of my childhood…I just played it back like a tape recorder, and it felt 

right.” (Stockett. CBS, 2011).!

!
The flawless attributes of Skeeter and Constantine’s relationship in The Help, speak of a deeper 

problem. That is, the problem of memory. As Joel Agee explains: !

“…’is’ becomes ‘was’ in the blink of an eye, and memories are shadows.” (Agee, 2007:55) !

Like Skeeter’s recollection of Constantine, Stockett's memories of her own maid Demetrie became 

the skeleton of her novel. The problem is, she was recalling events from her youth, when memory 

is fuzzy and tainted by idealism. Stockett said Demetrie died when she was sixteen (CBS, 2011). It 

may well have been a meaningful relationship that shaped the young author’s perspective on life, 

but it was likely also the ill-informed perspective of a child being cared for by an adult. Just like 

Skeeter, Stockett never knew Demetrie as an adult. Her perspective may have changed if she had.!

!
In 2011, Ablene Cooper, a maid who worked for Stockett’s brother, sued the author for life rights 

(James, 2011). The court dismissed the case on a technicality when it was found that the statute of 

limitations had expired (ibid). Since the publication of The Help in 2009, Stockett has denied that 

her story was true, but she has confirmed that the book was birthed from her personal experience 

(CBS, 2011). Her apparently unintentional foray into reality is indicative of the problems of memory. 

Whilst Stockett’s childhood have fallen to a dull inspiration for the author, for Cooper, the memories 

remain vibrant. Joel Agee explains this tension eloquently:!
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“I learned that to remember is, at least in part, to imagine, and that the act of transposing memory 

into written words is a creative act that transforms the memory itself.” (Agee, 2007:55)!

Conclusion 
!
There is an implicit, unconscious negotiation between author and audience when a book is 

opened. If a reader chooses a novel, they are committing to suspend their belief, whilst if they 

commit to reading something of truth, they are ready to suspend their disbelief. As Ricketson 

describes, when reading a work of truth, a lot is forgiven. Coincidences are not viewed as simply 

being ‘bad writing’, but are viewed as serendipitous fate within the fabricate of the true story. When 

an author blurs the boundaries between truth and fiction, this negotiation is compromised. The 

reader is given no foundation for criticism, as Aucoin explains is the natural propensity for readers 

to engage with the work.!

!
Though very different in their narratological perspective and voice, both Helen Garner’s The Spare 

Room and Kathryn Stockett’s The Help present issue for the triangulation of author, subject and 

audience. Whilst Garner avoided controversy, Stockett’s legal dramas arguably brought with it 

more media attention than the original publication date. This speaks to a deeper concern raised by 

both books, that is the ethical grey areas involved in writing memories into works of fiction. It is an 

uncomfortable tension between the needs of the author and those of their audiences.!

!
A conversation between author and audience naturally takes place as the writer writes and the 

reader reads. But the currency of this exchange is honesty. When an author blurs the distinction 

between memory and imagination, trust is evaporated. Because this relationship exists, the 

decisions an author makes when constructing their narrative voice are vital. This character 

becomes the vehicle for their moral message, the mouthpiece of the author themselves. It is 

equally unrealistic if the character is perceived to be too flawed, as it is in The Spare Room, or to 
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be devoid of flaws, as seen with Skeeter in The Help. Not only is it a question of the subject’s 

accuracy, but it is now a matter of narrator authority.!

!
It is not a matter of subjectivity, as Hartsock and Ricketson agree. Audiences recognise the 

author’s interaction, their emotion and personal voice as it guides the narrative. This is part of the 

unspoken contract between writer and reader. The audience is willing to forgo any value of 

objectivity to be entertained, informed and treated with the author’s respect. Much will be forgiven 

of the author if the audience is awarded reciprocal trust. As critic Robert Coles expressed, an 

author should not make an apology for relying on the fallible memory, even if it proves fabricated. 

As long as the author makes clear the distinction between what is fact and what is fiction: !

“Subjectivity and imagination have yet to be declared enemies of what is ‘true’.” (Agee, 2007:58)!

!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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