Digging for Spain
A Writer’s Journey
Book Club Notes
‘There are two places for every one: the place we imagine and the one waiting for us when we get there.’

Delicately written, yet tough at the core, this memoir weaves together a journey to Spain with several years of internal change for the author.

This book is a portrait of the growth of a writer, of the challenges of faith, and the route one woman takes to reach a better accommodation with herself, and her family. It’s a heartfelt and lyrical narrative — as the author questions her closest relationships, and some of the stifling patterns she has fallen into. Yet it will be instantly recognisable to anyone who has ever tried to juggle relationships, the craving for solitude, and the urge to write or to devote oneself to a career which demands total focus.

Questions: 

1. On page 11, Penelope writes, ‘At midlife the house [of the self] begins to creak.’ Do you agree? 
2. On pages 15-16, Penelope makes some very interesting points about the relationship between different styles of parenting and a child’s developing sense of self. Discuss her points about what might be missing from the ‘benign neglect’ parenting style she mentions. Can you see ways in which Penelope’s experiences as an adult echo this background she mentions?

3. Penelope has chosen quotations to head each chapter. How do they introduce what is to come? What do you make of the choices? 

4. How do psychoanalysis and writing seem to perform similar work, according to the writer? Can you see the relationship between the two, or do they seem quite separate, in your view?

5. Discuss Penelope’s use of imagery from the natural world. What do the images seem to say about her life and her growth, and her attitudes to things like family, writing, and religion?

6. Although Penelope comes to set aside her previous beliefs, one reviewer has suggested that she is ‘well on the path to spiritual awareness’. Discuss this, and the approach to changing faith in the memoir. How is this change tied up with other shifts in identity and belief in the memoir? If you feel comfortable doing so, discuss your own experience of faith and spirituality.
7. In the central paragraph of p. 159 the writer seems to assert that what's sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. Discuss.
8. Memoir and autobiography can be very self-exposing. Do you think a woman still risks more by writing a memoir than a man might?

9. 'Our real lives hold within them our royal lives.' Discuss this quotation from Jeanette Winterson.  Is this a suggestion for dreamers only? How does the pragmatist respond to it?

Author Statement

I think there might be a couple of times in our lives that are tailor-made for soul-searching and setting course according to what's discovered. The first is teen-age when these things occur more-or-less haphazardly. Again at mid-life (around forty for most of us) questions come up about identity, ideologies, relationships, mortality, the Meaning of Life — pretty much everything we've staked our lives on so far. For me, writing young adult fiction was a potent way to re-enter (without realising at first what I was doing) the dilemmas and wrangles of adolescence, and working through my own questions by means of my characters, their interactions, and the realms they inhabit. The writing worked hand-in-hand with Jungian analysis to help me reappraise my attitudes, opinions, beliefs, true longings and vocation. I was glad to find that in due course I could write with some objectivity about the seven-year span covered by Digging for Spain — a process of exploration that was dimly lit, little sign-posted, formidable and with no certain outcome — but also joyously regenerative.

