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    AUDREY NIFFENEGGER


    AMERICAN ARTIST, NOVELIST AND PROFESSOR


    
      	Born in South Haven, Michigan, USA in 1963.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Her Fearful Symmetry (2009), novel


          	The Night Bookmobile (2010), graphic novel


          	Bizarre Romance (2018), [illustrated by Eddie Campbell], graphic novel

        

      

    


    Audrey Niffenegger trained as a visual artist at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, and in 1991 received her MFA from Northwestern University’s Department of Art Theory and Practice. She has exhibited her artist’s books, prints, paintings drawings and comics at the Printworks Gallery in Chicago since 1987. In 2013, a retrospective of her work opened at the National Museum of Women in the Arts in Washington,DC. Her first books, The Adventuress and The Three Incestuous Sisters, were printed and bound by hand, in editions of ten. She taught book arts for many years as an Associate Professor on Columbia College’s MFA programme and was a Professor of Creative Writing at Columbia College up until 2015. The Time Traveler’s Wife was her first novel and became an international bestseller. In 2009 it was made into a feature film. Audrey Niffenegger is married to the artist Eddie Campbell, with whom she produced her graphic novel, Bizarre Romance.

  


  
    THE TIME TRAVELER’S WIFE


    NOVEL


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Niffenegger, A. (2005) The Time Traveler’s Wife. London: Vintage.


      	1st edition: 2003


      	Themes: love, loss, music, art, literature, philosophy

    


    The Time Traveler’s Wife is a love story with a difference. Henry suffers from chrono-displacement, a fictional genetic disorder, which causes him to travel through time. He has no control over where and when this will happen, or where he will travel to. He simply suddenly goes, leaving all his clothes behind him. His travel takes him to some part of his past life, or occasionally into the future, but he is never more than 43 years old. Arriving naked in an unexpected destination gives him problems. He has to steal clothes and sometimes money. He gets chased and attacked and arrested, but always returns to his present, where he works as a librarian in the Newberry Library in Chicago, at some point. Clare is his wife, whom Henry meets when she is only six years old, and he is 36 and time travelling. The story is told with two narrative voices, Clare’s and Henry’s.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    CLARE AND HENRY’S FIRST MEETING


    Clare first meets Henry in 1977, when she is six years old and he is 36. Henry has time travelled and finds himself in the meadow near her house. When he sees Clare he hides behind a bush because he is naked, but she hears him and agrees to pass him her beach towel so he can come out and speak to her. He explains that he is a time traveller and she eventually believes him. He asks if she can find clothes for him and hide them under a rock, so that next time he comes he has something to wear. This she does. Henry time travels to the meadow many times over the years, and as Clare grows up he helps her with her school work and teaches her to play chess. They discuss everything from the Beatles to literature and philosophy, to free will and God. Henry knows that one day Clare will be his wife. The teenage years are difficult because Clare has fallen in love with Henry and by now she too knows they will marry. She wants them to make love, but he always refuses, until the night of her 18th birthday. They both know that after that they will not meet again for two years.


    CLARE AND HENRY MEET IN PRESENT TIME


    The year is 1991. Clare is now a 20-year-old student, studying at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. One day she goes into the Newberry Library to look for a book and is overjoyed to see Henry working there. Henry is 28 but had always been older than that when he met Clare in the meadow, and he does not recognise her. However, it is obvious that there is something between them and they arrange to meet at a restaurant that evening. Clare brings with her a diary in which she has written the dates of the 152 times Henry has arrived in her meadow.


    After the restaurant meal they go back to Henry’s apartment, where they make love. Henry understands now that his future has come to meet him. In the morning Clare finds a lipstick in the bathroom cupboard. Henry is embarrassed but tells Clare that his relationship with a woman called Ingrid is over. After all, he explains, his present self knew nothing about Clare.


    Clare shares an apartment with her friend Charisse. Gomez, Charisse’s lawyer boyfriend, is suspicious of Henry, who has a reputation for drinking too much and dating a lot of women. One day Gomez sees Henry dressed in unusually effeminate clothing, fighting in the street. Henry had time travelled, and arriving naked as usual had stolen someone’s clothes. Henry has been attacked by a homophobic drunk who happens to be Gomez’ friend Nick. Gomez watches as Henry punches Nick to the ground. After arranging for Nick to be taken to hospital, Gomez sees Henry break into the Army and Navy Stores and steal some more suitable clothing. Henry is hungry and he and Gomez go to a restaurant together. Gomez demands an explanation for what is going on, and after he has eaten Henry tells him that he is a time traveller. Gomez admits that Clare had already told him this but that he did not believe her. However, after the meal Gomez sees Henry suddenly disappear and he has no choice but to believe that the story Henry told him told him is true.


    CLARE AND HENRY MARRY


    Henry proposes to Clare and she accepts. Clare’s mother organises a lavish wedding at South Haven, even though Clare and Henry would have preferred something smaller. Gomez is Henry’s best man and there is a panic when Henry time travels just as the wedding is about to begin. Henry is now 30 in present time, but his 38-year-old self appears just in time and steps in and marries Clare. Afterwards they marry again at Chicago City Hall, with Gomez and Charisse as witnesses.


    Clare is now an artist who makes huge paper sculptures. She does not have enough space to work in their small apartment and she is desperate for a studio. They cannot afford a bigger home, but when Henry time travels he sees the winning lottery numbers and on his return buys a ticket. Clare thinks this may be immoral but stops him tearing up the ticket. When they begin to house-hunt, Henry knows exactly the home they are looking for because he has lived in it in the future.


    THE BIRTH OF ALBA


    Clare becomes pregnant. Henry is worried about this in case the child inherits his strange genes. However, they are both heart-broken when Clare has a miscarriage, and although there are further disappointments they continue to hope for a baby. Eventually Henry is so convinced that something is wrong because of his condition that he has a vasectomy. Clare is furious but becomes pregnant when a pre-surgery Henry time travels and makes love to her. This time she carries the baby to term and Alba is born. Henry knows by now that Alba too is a time traveller, as he has met her on his travels into his future.


    Henry has been seeing a doctor in the hope of finding some sort of cure for his condition. Doctor Kendrick initially thinks Henry is mad when he explains he is a time traveller but eventually believes him. However, nothing he tries seems to work. Henry still time travels and finds himself in some painful situations. One night he is so cold that he has hypothermia and frostbite, and on his return to his real life he has to have his feet amputated. He is now in a wheelchair and is very depressed. He also feels that his life is coming to end as he is 43 years old and has never experienced being older than that.


    HENRY DIES


    Clare decides they should have a New Year’s party, and while Henry is not sure at first, he eventually agrees. His friends find him very sad, like a man who is saying goodbye. Going out in his chair onto the porch in the cold and the snow, he tells Clare his time is very near. Suddenly he time travels and returns naked, shot in the stomach and dying. This is a scene that he has experienced before, but this time it is for real. He has been shot in the meadow by Clare’s father Philip and her brother Mark, who were out shooting deer and heard him rustling in the bush. He dies cradled in Clare’s arms.


    Clare is heartbroken and very depressed, but when she opens a letter Henry wrote to her before he died he tells her they will meet again when she is an old lady of 82 with long white hair down her back.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    HENRY DETAMBLE


    Henry suffers from a condition that causes him to travel through time. On his fifth birthday, his parents take him to the Field Natural History Museum, which he loves so much he longs to go again. That night he time travels for the first time and finds himself naked in the museum. There he meets his 24-year-old self, who guides him around the museum. The following day his mother Annette tells him he had a beautiful dream. Henry is heartbroken when his mother is killed in a car crash when he is only six. He is in the car with her but survives. He revisits the scene many times when he is time travelling, but soon learns there is nothing he can do to change things. He meets Clare for the first time when she is six and he is 36 and time travelling. He knows straight away who she is but of course she does not know him. That situation is reversed when they meet in the Newberry Library 14 years later, in present time. Clare is now 20 and Henry 28, but he does not recognise her because he was always older when he time travelled to Clare’s meadow. Henry is a librarian who loves books, but before Clare arrived he had been drinking too much and had a lot of girlfriends. His life changes for the better once Clare appears, but he continues to time travel and the doctor he consults is not able to help him. Running is extremely important to Henry as it keeps him fit and he often has to run when he finds himself naked in an unexpected place. Running is “a religion” to Henry because: “quite frequently my life depends on running faster than whoever’s chasing me” (p.223). The loss of his feet from frostbite is a final tragedy for him.


    CLARE ABSHIRE


    Clare comes from a rich conservative family. Her father Philp is a lawyer who serves wealthy clients in the area where they live near Lake Michigan. The family home is a 24-room house with a lot of land and live-in servants. The adult Clare is a successful artist who makes huge paper sculptures of birds and animals. Clare’s meeting with Henry at the age of six defines her whole life. She is mocked at high school as a teenager because she will not date. Eventually, to stop the bullying, she agrees to date a high school footballer called Jason, who beats her savagely when she will not sleep with him. When Henry arrives, time travelling, Clare asks him to deal with Jason, showing him the terrible bruises and even a cigarette burn on her breast, inflicted by Jason. Henry, furious at what Jason has done, avenges Clare by tying Jason naked to a tree with duct tape. Clare has provided Henry with a gun to threaten Jason but Henry prudently removes the bullets. Clare loves Henry passionately, as he does her, but their married life is not always easy. Clare has to wait, not knowing where Henry has gone when he time travels and not knowing what condition he will be in on his return. Clare wants a baby but has five miscarriages before Alba is eventually born.


    ANNETTE LYN ROBINSON


    Annette Lyn Robinson was Henry’s mother. She was killed in a terrible car crash when Henry was six years old. Annette was an internationally acclaimed opera singer and a very beautiful woman. She travelled all over the world with Henry’s father Richard, who is a violinist. Henry adored his mother and her death impacted his whole life: “My mother dying … it’s the pivotal thing … I thought, I should have died too” (p.113). He was with her in the car as it crashed and only survived himself because he time travelled. He was found naked and shivering by the side of the road. He travels back many times to the scene of the accident, so for Henry it is like a record being played over and over again, but he finds there is nothing he can do to change things (pp.112-3). However, in the course of his travels he sometimes sees his mother when she is alive, on a train, or in the supermarket, or singing, or even with his father, sometimes with his infant self: “It still amazes me that Dad didn’t realise that this man lurking around the early years of his marriage was his son” (p.108). When Henry decides to propose to Clare, he asks his father
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