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			Delphine de Vigan

			French novelist, screenwriter and director

			
					Born in Boulogne-Billancourt (France) in 1966.

					Notable works:	No and Me (2007), novel

	Underground Time (2009), novel

	Nothing Holds Back the Night (2011), novel 




			

			Delphine de Vigan is a French author who has achieved considerable literary success in recent years, in particular thanks to her novels No and Me (which won France’s Prix des libraires in 2008) and Underground Time, as well as her autobiographical book Nothing Holds Back the Night (which won the Prix Renaudot young adult, the prix du roman Fnac and the Grand prix des lectrices de Elle in 2011). The boundary between fiction and reality is somewhat blurred in her books, and her warm, fluid writing provides readers with a glimpse of her inner self. However, de Vigan remains modest and reserved and has little taste for the media exposure that has accompanied her professional success. In addition to her career as a novelist, she also has a passion for film: several of her novels have been adapted for the cinema, and in 2014 she directed her first feature-length film, À coup sûr.

		


		
			Based on a True Story

			A way of writing about the self

			
					Genre: autobiography, thriller

					Reference edition: De Vigan, D. (2017) Based on a True Story. Trans. Miller, G. London: Bloomsbury.

					1st edition: 2015

					Themes: manipulation, fiction, reality, doubles, seduction, depression, duality

			

			Based on a True Story is Delphine de Vigan’s eighth novel and was an immediate hit when it was published in 2015. It was nominated for the Prix Goncourt, Prix Renaudot and Prix Médicis, three of France’s most prestigious literary awards, in 2015, and also proved very popular with readers. This novel, which lies somewhere between autobiography and thriller, tells the story of an ambiguous friendship between Delphine, the narrator, and a woman known only as “L.”, whom she meets by chance and who begins to encroach more and more on her life. Within this novel, which has many of the features of a psychological thriller, the author raises questions about the duality of the writer and the legitimacy of fiction within literature. 

		


		
			Summary

			An author suffering from writer’s block

			The novel’s narrator, Delphine, is a successful author but is beset by doubts as she finds herself at a loss for inspiration. She then gives a retrospective account of the events preceding her writer’s block and the role her new friend L. has played in her painful, frustrating situation.

			As well as her writing struggles, Delphine has been isolating herself over the course of the previous days and weeks. She has stopped paying her bills and answering her emails, and no longer sees anybody apart from L. This means that she no longer has a social life and has sunk into a deep depression. One day, she tries to start writing again by imagining a purely fictional reality television show character, then by going back to one of her unfinished books, but to no avail. She cannot write a single line, and even sitting in front of her computer makes her feel sick.

			When L. moves into the protagonist’s apartment, Delphine lets herself go even more, wandering aimlessly and not doing anything productive. This unknown woman seems to take pleasure in taking care of her friend and insists that she get back to writing, although she does not leave her much freedom. L. acts as though she is the only person who truly knows Delphine and can judge her potential as a writer. Weeks go by and the situation remains unchanged: L. covers for her friend’s inactivity by taking charge of her mail, her bills and some of her other projects. She even cowrites the preface for a new edition of a text by Maupassant (French writer, 1850-1893) that Delphine was supposed to write. But how did it come to this? Where do Delphine’s problems come from?

			Her meeting with L.

			Delphine meets L. at a drinks reception. From their very first conversation, it is clear that they have a number of things in common: they are both authors, they both enjoy the cinema, they are both independent, they are both curious about other people, and so on. A friendship blossoms between them. Delphine, who has been feeling tense and exhausted since her last book came out, soon finds that confiding in her friend feels natural. She is naturally shy, so she does not like being the centre of attention and struggles with her fame. Furthermore, her recent success worries her: will she manage to do better with her next novel? And what if this book turns out to be her last one? She tells L. about how she feels. The other woman is very receptive to her and seems to be the person who is best placed to listen to her and understand her feelings, even though they only met a few hours ago.

			After this evening, the two women maintain an all-consuming friendship, seeing each other every day and regularly talking on the phone. At the same time, Delphine starts receiving anonymous threatening letters which seem to come from a family member or someone close to her. These letters have a powerful effect on her and push her a little further into her life of apathy. In addition, Delphine starts remembering flashes of her past and realises that she has already met L., as they were at school together. But why has L. never mentioned this? Was their meeting at the drinks reception really a chance encounter? Delphine is afraid of where these questions could lead, so she keeps them to herself.

			Between fiction and reality

			The relationship between the two women takes a new turn when Delphine starts to become more independent and agrees to an interview with a journalist who wants to talk to her about one of her novels. During this interview, the narrator enjoys telling her story and talking to someone other than L. Furthermore, Delphine refuses to write another autobiographical book, but L. has her heart set on this and insists that she has to do it. Apart from this difference of opinion, the two women live peacefully together. However, Delphine’s inability to write is a shared secret that creates a dangerous bond between them, particularly when L. replaces the heroine when she can no longer avoid writing and becomes her ghostwriter. 

			However, one day Delphine finds out that L. has secretly sent an email to all her friends telling them not to contact her any more, and the two women have a blazing row. L. tries to justify her actions by explaining that the narrator needs to concentrate on writing her next novel. The day after this altercation, L. leaves Delphine’s apartment and moves into a hotel. However, before long chance throws the women back together when Delphine mysteriously falls down the stairs in her apartment. Her so-called friend just happens to be nearby and rushes to her aid. Now that her leg is in a splint and she has to use crutches, the narrator finds it difficult to live alone. Her partner François, a literary critic, is abroad for work, so he cannot look after her. Naturally, L. offers to take care of Delphine, and the two women hole up in François’ house in Courseilles, Normandy, so that the writer can get back to focusing on her next book.

			During this trip, the two women find themselves behind closed doors and completely sealed off from the world. For the first time since they met, L. confides in Delphine, telling her about her husband’s suicide and her difficult childhood. But is she telling the truth? Although the narrator initially believes her, afterwards she has major doubts. The days go by and Delphine has a sudden revelation: L. will be the subject of her next novel. As she is afraid of the other woman’s reaction, she keeps the plot of the story to herself. Unfortunately, she thinks that L. has worked out what she is planning to do, although she does not know for certain. At the same time, the heroine becomes so ill that she can no longer get out of bed. This time, she does not think it can just be a coincidence, and is convinced that her so-called friend is poisoning her. Then, everything happens very quickly: she runs away, faints and is hospitalised.

			Delphine wakes up in a hospital bed with François next to her. She tells him everything, from her meeting with L. up to her present situation. However, her story seems far-fetched, and even her partner has trouble believing it. Indeed, it seems that nobody knows L., or has even met her. Furthermore, there is no sign that anyone apart from Delphine was living at Courseilles.

			If L. has vanished from her life for good, the writer still has one final question: did she really exist? One day, Delphine receives a phone call from her editor, who congratulates her on her brilliant new book. The narrator is stunned and dismayed because she has not written anything for months, and realises that L. has taken her name and has written a book that will be more successful than anything she could have written. Fiction or reality? Madness or reason? Deception or betrayal? At the end of the narrative, doubts remain with regard to the identity of the author of the novel, and to the very existence of L.

		


		
			Character study

			Delphine

			Delphine, the book’s narrator, is a novelist in her forties who lives in Paris. She is a divorced mother of two and is in a relationship with François, although she lives alone. Since the publication of her last novel, she has been struggling with her sudden fame (invitations to bookshops and schools, interview requests from journalists, and so on). As she is naturally shy and emotional, Delphine finds her new popularity difficult to deal with: she cannot stand being the centre of attention and feels helpless in front of her readers and the press. The book that brought her this dazzling success is about a very personal part of her life. She explains: “I’d written a book whose impact I hadn’t foreseen.” Consequently, she feels the need to keep some distance from her readers.

			Furthermore, the narrator is an independent woman who likes doing things alone, although she also enjoys being with her friends. She does not feel at all at ease in large groups, but cherishes more intimate relationships. In addition, she is very quick to make friends and remains loyal to people she likes: “It’s undeniable that I’m someone who forms attachments, and attachments that last.”

			When she meets L., Delphine has just come from a book fair where she felt too weak to sign her book. Even though she is feeling fragile, tense and exhausted, she still goes to the drinks reception where L. approaches her – or was it the other
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