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The study investigates Kate Atkinson's Behind the Scenes at
the Museum (1995), which uses the museum concept as a
metaphor to examine how societies choose to remember and
forget things across different time periods. It shows how
Atkinson creates an existential basis through Ruby Lennox's
birth - moment, which shows how trauma affects the
development of human identity across time.

The paper demonstrates how Atkinson uses the Freudian
"“Family Romance complex” to create the central figure’s,
Ruby, psychological defense mechanism for handling her
mother’s absence. The novel’s non-linear footnotes reveal a
genealogy of domestic entrapment that unfolds throughout
the narrative according to the character’s psychic defense
mechanism. The psychic subconscious emerges through these
footnotes, which uncover the Lacanian "Real" that exists in
the drowning of Ruby's twin Pearl. It shows an event in the
past, that causes trauma remains unspeakable until it
becomes part of personal identity.

The paper uses Bakhtinian dialogism to show Ruby's
character, who becomes an "illegitimate woman writer" who
uses dialogic storytelling to fight against male-centric values
and biological fundamentalism. The paper shows how
Atkinson uses historiographic metafiction in her novel to
create a new understanding of history, which transforms the
past from a place of bondage into a “cupboard full of light.”
Ruby’s curatorial work allows her to change from a broken
artifact into a discursive subject who creates different
methods of understanding history and culture.
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1. Introduction
Kate Atkinson, one of Britain’s most acclaimed contemporary novelists, is well known

with the publication of her novel, Behind the Scenes at the Museum in 1995
(Acheson,2017). It is a work that immediately established her reputation for blending
domestic narratives with experimental form (Mullan, 2006). The novel received the
Whitbread Book of the Year award because its innovative structure combined
multiple generations of characters, while its narrative used memory and trauma to
construct historical knowledge through self-reflection (Tolan, 2009). Atkinson’s fiction
consistently examines how personal identity intersects with collective history, and her
debut novel anticipates her later investigations of multiple storytelling methods and
historical reconstruction (Whitehead, 2004).
This study argues that Behind the Scenes at the Museum establishes a psychological
mapping system that reveals how individuals experience memory and trauma through
the metaphor of the museum, which functions as a mental archive of learned and
inherited experiences (Caruth, 1996). Atkinson interrupts the Lockean concept of the
subject as “tabula rasa” through her depiction of Ruby Lennox which demonstrates
how early life experiences shape her identity (Hirsch, 2012). Atkinson believes that
people experience permanent identity changes because their personal history,
inherited traits, and their kind of life experience all combine to create their identity.
The analysis focuses on how the Freudian “Family Romance complex” enables Ruby
to reject her mother and construct a fantasy of discovering a perfect maternal origin
(Freud, 1909/1959). Yet this defense mechanism is haunted by the Lacanian “Real,”
embodied in the drowning of Ruby’s twin, Pearl, an unmemorizable trauma that
resists representation and surfaces through psychic fragmentation until its eventual
narrative integration (Lacan, 1977). Atkinson’s use of self-reflexive techniques and
historiographic metafiction positions Ruby within dialogic exchanges that challenge
patriarchal inheritance systems and biological essentialism (Hutcheon, 1988). The use
of home items as memory aids permits Ruby to recover buried memories which she
uses to create her personal ancestral collection. The research demonstrates its value
through its impact on trauma theory and feminist literary criticism and metafiction
research which shows how Atkinson’s novel uses memory to build identity which
contradicts established historical narratives (LaCapra, 2001).
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2. Literature Review

The critical reception of Kate Atkinson’s Behind the Scenes at the Museum (1995)
established the novel as a key text of postmodern historiography, with scholars
emphasizing its fragmented narrative structure and metafictional strategies that
challenge conventional historical timelines (Hutcheon, 1988; Whitehead, 2004). The
novel's formal experimentation becomes apparent through historiography analysis,
yet this approach risks transforming the text into a mere stylistic demonstration which
fails to acknowledge its profound exploration of memory and trauma. The recent
academic studies on the novel have focused on psychoanalytic methods to examine
the maternal genealogy and fractured subjectivity and intergenerational transmission
of trauma which the novel presents (Caruth, 1996; Hirsch, 2012). The novel functions
as a dual mechanism which examines historical representations while showing the
mental processes that create and disrupt identity formation. The museum metaphor
has been widely interpreted as an archival apparatus of consciousness, with Ruby
Lennox positioned as a “biased curator” who organizes family secrets and ancestral
wounds into a narrative gallery (Somogyi, 2013; Yurttas, 2018). The readings show
that the ego attempts to create unity from the broken identity of multiple
descendants, yet they fail to recognize how Atkinson’s metafictional methods directly
challenge the curator figure’s authority. The non-linear structure of the novel reflects
how memory works because people remember after they experience sensory details
which emerge outside of chronological order, yet the curatorial metaphor reveals the
restrictions which memory systems impose on organizing information. The scholars
have found that Atkinson creates a maternal void, which they prove through Hirsch’s
post-memory theory that Ruby inherits traumatic experiences from her unknown
maternal family members (Hirsch, 2012). Ruby’s rejection of her mother Bunty leads
her to pursue a mythical maternal origin, which McDermott connects to Freud’s
Family Romance complex (Freud, 1909/1959) as a symptom of patriarchal erasure
(McDermott, 2007). The feminist analysis of Atkinson's work provides new insights,
yet the existing readings summarize maternal absence without investigating how
Atkinson’s footnotes create spaces for the narrative authority of maternal voices
which have been silenced. The study investigates how maternal genealogy appears
through the footnotes, which create active spaces for the maternal lineage to be
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reconstructed (Mizuo, 2007). The drowning of Ruby’s twin Pearl represents the

Lacanian real core because it exists as a trauma that eludes both symbolization and
narrative understanding (Lacan, 1977). The critics connect this traumatic experience
to sleepwalking and amnesia symptoms, which show its continuous existence
throughout multiple generations (Somogyi, 2013).

The study interprets lockets and buttons and other material culture objects as
mnemonic hysterias which begin the process of returning repressed memories to
consciousness. The current research about Atkinson's historiographic project
demonstrates that existing scholarship treats these objects as symbolic devices
without examining their broader significance. The paper demonstrates that
mnemonic objects create a link between personal recollections and shared collective
memory which leads to the transformation of trauma into a curatorial method that
reshapes historical narratives (Sawyers, 2018).

The study uses Atkinson’s Museum metaphor to analyze how the ego and psychic
subconscious create their organizing structure (Pavey, 2024). The research integrates
psychoanalysis and maternal genealogy and metafiction to show that Atkinson alters
memory from its original form into a new method for historical reconstruction that
creates new historical narratives. The study shows how Ruby transforms from an
“untethered artifact” into a discursive subject who establishes her own heritage
through her examination of the main story and its footnotes. The contribution
demonstrates how Atkinson’s novel fights against patriarchal inheritance through its
depiction of the past as a space which creates new meaningful interpretations, which
leads to progress in trauma theory and feminist literary criticism and historiographic
metafiction (Osborne,2023).

3. Theoretical Background

The theoretical framework of this study uses psychoanalytic topography, maternal
genealogy, and postmodern historiography to investigate the archival work of human
psychological research, which Kate Atkinson created Behind the Scenes at the
Museum (1995). The study uses Freud's “Family Romance complex” concept (1909),
Lacan's Real theory (1977), and Hirsch’s post-memory theory (2012), and Bakhtin's
dialogism theory (1981) to analyze how Atkinson's novel relates to trauma studies,
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feminist genealogy, and historiographic metafictional debates. Atkinson uses the

museum metaphor to show how Ruby Lennox functions as an exhibit while acting as
a curator who uses her collected materials to manage her mental illness.

The museum metaphor establishes a mental landscape that shows how family life
displays create public disturbances through their hidden storage system of
suppressed family traumas. Atkinson uses the genetic memory model to explain how
subjectivity operates by showing how ancestral trauma links to hereditary memory,
which people demonstrate through their physical possession of historical objects that
function as memory triggers (Somogyi, 2013). The metaphor shows how the ego
develops coherence while demonstrating that memory fails as a system to maintain
order, which enables metafictional elements of disunity to challenge the power of the
curator (Hutcheon, 1988).

Freud's “Family Romance complex” complex functions as the essential component for
psychoanalytic analysis, which enables Ruby to create emotional distance from her
mother, Bunty, while she develops a mythical maternal fantasy (Freud, 1909/1959).
The defense mechanism exists within a wider maternal genealogy framework, which
Hirsch's post-memory theory shows how Ruby picks up trauma from her quiet
maternal relatives (Hirsch, 2012). McDermott (2007) argues that Ruby develops her
identity through her reactions against her mother not because of her being absence
but it only identifies this absence without recognizing that Atkinson's footnotes
operate as spaces which challenge the main discourse to bring back maternal voices.
The research demonstrates footnotes function as genealogical reconstruction sites
which extend beyond their role as narrative elements.

The drowning of Ruby's twin, Pearl, has been identified as the Lacanian Real because
it represents an unmemorizable traumatic core that exists outside the conscious mind
(Lacan, 1977). Critics connect this trauma to sleepwalking and amnesia as symptoms
which show how the condition forces itself to be repeated throughout generations
(Somogyi, 2013). The study investigates how objects function as memory devices to
connect personal memory with collective historical memory which transforms
traumatic experiences into curatorial activities that reshape the historical narrative.
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Atkinson creates a polyphonic archive through her non-linear structure and footnotes,

which establishes an archive that echoes Bakhtin's dialogism principle (Bakhtin, 1981).
The novel establishes multiple voices that challenge the patriarchal historical
narrative through its control of language because Ruby emerges as a talking subject
instead of an object of study. Hutcheon describes historiographic metafiction as a
storytelling process that functions as a curatorial system that destroys patriarchy
while turning historical sites of confinement into spaces that produce new possibilities
for creativity in the future (Hutcheon, 1988).

4. Discussion

Kate Atkinson’s Behind the Scenes at the Museum, defies all attempts to explain it
through one single interpretive method. The text requires a critical analysis that
combines three different fields of study because of its fragmented structure,
extensive footnotes, and multiple narrative perspectives. The study employs Freud’s
“Family Romance complex” (Freud, 1909/1959), Lacan’s concept of the “Real” (Lacan,
1977), Hirsch’s post-memory theory (Hirsch, 2012) and Bakhtin’s dialogism (Bakhtin,
1981) to analyze the novel. The frameworks show how Atkinson uses memory to
demonstrate his findings about mental abilities, while also showing how mothers use
family history to establish connections with their children, and how historical records
reveal the strengthening of gendered power structures.

4.1. Freud’s “Family Romance complex” and the Maternal Void

Freud’s “Family Romance complex” describes the child’s fantasy of replacing
inadequate parents with idealized figures, which often come from noble or mythic
backgrounds (Freud, 1909/1959). Ruby Lennox shows this defense mechanism
through her rejection of her mother, Bunty. Bunty shows emotional distance because
she focuses on her personal discontent while keeping a distance from her children.
Ruby believes she must have been swapped at birth because it represents her need
to create a false maternal link, which would fill the void left by Bunty’s neglect. The
fantasy exists as a fundamental element of Ruby’s identity story because it helps her
show her identity through the lens of maternal failure.

The “Family Romance complex” intersects with a broader genealogy of maternal
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absence. The Lennox family history shows that mothers throughout four generations

remain silent or vanish from memory. Alice who died after giving birth gave birth to
Nelly out of wedlock, though Bunty stood apart with internal detachment. The
footnotes Atkinson uses serve as spaces that enable maternal voices that experience
silencing to return to the discussion. The footnote about Alice’s death interrupts
Ruby’s story to include maternal pain, which belongs to the textual history. Freud’s
model of maternal absence demonstrates additional complexity by showing that
maternal absence cannot be solved through a fantasy of replacement. The novel
states that maternal suffering must be confronted by people who want to understand
the historical facts about mothers.

Atkinson uses metafictional methods to stop Ruby from fulfilling her “Family Romance
complex” desire. The footnotes show how idealized maternal origins fail to represent
reality through their documentation of actual maternal experiences that ancestral
mothers dealt with. Ruby inherits the trauma of her maternal ancestors who suffered
from forced silence through their stories and objects, which she receives, although
she never experienced their actual pain (Hirsch, 2012). Her rejection of Bunty
represents both a method of self-defense and an extension of the family tradition of
enforced silence. Atkinson uses feminist genealogy to transform the “Family Romance
complex” into a historical excavation site,metaphorically which reveals how Freud’s
theory was incorrect about the “Family Romance complex”.

4.2. Lacan’s “Real” and the Trauma of Pearl’s Drowning

The “Family Romance complex” theory from Freud explains Ruby's reasons for
rejecting Bunty, while Lacan's "Real" concept reveals how the novel depicts traumatic
experiences. The traumatic center of Ruby's twin, Pearl's drowning exists as a real
event that people cannot express through words. The Real, according to Lacan,
consists of things that people cannot express through the symbolic system because
they create a break that makes personal identity unstable (Lacan, 1977). Pearl's death
operates as such a boundary because it stays unspoken until the story uses it as part
of its plot development.

The symptoms of this trauma manifest throughout Ruby’s life. The Real continues to
exist in her life through her sleepwalking and amnesia episodes, and her constant
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feeling of “shadow” that she experiences. The symptoms show how Freud's theory of

repetition compulsion operates together with LaCapra's definition of acting out and
working through (LaCapra, 2001). Ruby's post-traumatic stress disorder causes her to
repeat the traumatic event, which leads to her narrative containment. Ruby starts her
healing process when she first speaks about Pearl's death because it helps her
remember her traumatic experience.

Atkinson establishes the Real's unmemorized aspects through his narrative
techniques. Pearl's drowning remains concealed in the textual archive until Ruby
becomes ready to face the truth. “The structure of trauma follows an essential pattern
that requires its representation, must occur only after its initial development (Caruth,
1996)”. Ruby's mind eventually accepts Pearl's death because it represents the
archival work of memory, which brings back traumatic experiences through
unconscious processing into storytelling.

The material culture functions as a memory technology which organizes the processes
of memory transmission and memory retrieval. The silver locket of Bunty and the pink
glass button function as objects which restore hidden memories while providing
access to memories that parents had tried to hide (Hirsch, 2012).The materiality of
Atkinson's home repeats itself to show how domestic items connect with the Real and
symbolic world while transforming traumatic experiences into memories that people
can tell through stories. Atkinson creates a complex method to show how trauma
develops in her work. Pearl's death stays present in the story because it shows how
narrative systems can only express certain story elements. The novel shows that
people can organize traumatic events, but they will always avoid complete control
because the Real remains active as a force that disrupts mental states.

4.3. Irish’s Post-memory and Bakhtin’s Dialogism: Feminist Genealogy and
Metafiction

The psychoanalytic aspects of Atkinson's Behind the Scenes at the Museum get
illuminated by Freud and Lacan while Hirsch's post-memory theory and Bakhtin's
dialogism framework establish Atkinson's work as a feminist historical study. Hirsch
establishes post-memory as the way descendants connect with their ancestor's
trauma through storytelling and visual representation and cultural heritage (Hirsch
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2012). Ruby's narrative demonstrates this process because she carries the suffering

of hidden maternal ancestors through footnotes and objects and broken memories.
The footnotes serve as post-memory sites which hold special importance. The
footnotes document maternal ancestral pain through the death of Alice and the
illegitimate pregnancy of Nell and the entrapment of Bunty, which restores previously
erased voices into the written record. The main story experience becomes interrupted
through these events, which make Ruby face the ancestral trauma that exists in her
family's history. Atkinson uses the footnotes to create spaces which contest
patriarchal historical omissions while highlighting maternal pain. The Bakhtin
dialogism theory explains how the novel's multiple voice system creates its polyphonic
structure. The footnotes which exceed the main story length create multiple voices
that achieve patriarchal historical representation through their distinct language
(Bakhtin 1981). Ruby's ancestral voices interrupt her storytelling, which creates a
polyphonic archive that disrupts the flow of narrative authority. The method follows
Hutcheon's definition of "historiographic metafiction," which uses fiction to examine
the creation of historical narratives (Hutcheon 1988). Examples from the text illustrate
this dialogic structure, Bunty’s frustrations surface in a footnote that rivals the main
text in length (Atkinson, 1995, p. 112).

Bakhtin’s dialogism theory finds demonstration through Bunty's voice which
establishes a competing relationship with Ruby's story, creating a musical structure
that shows multiple viewpoints as existing together. The footnote serves as a space
where two opposing sides fight because it undermines the patriarchal family history
which exercises power over its authentic storytelling (Bakhtin, 1981). The footnote
which recounts Nell's illegitimate pregnancy establishes family history as a battle
ground where two opposing meanings compete, against the force of silent patriarchal
traditions. The footnote which describes Alice's death brings back maternal pain to
the story, which prevents Ruby from experiencing her dream of replacement and
reveals to him how mothers have throughout history vanished from their children's
lives. The interruptions demonstrate Bakhtin's concept of dialogism because more
than one voice exists to challenge the power of a single storytelling approach.
Critically, Atkinson’s use of dialogism and post-memory transforms the novel into a
feminist historiographic project. By reinscribing silenced maternal voices and
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destabilizing patriarchal history, Atkinson challenges the structures of inheritance that

erase women’s experiences. Ruby’s transformation from an untethered artifact into a
discursive subject exemplifies this process, as she curates her own legacy through
storytelling. The novel thus demonstrates how literature can function as a mnemonic
practice that reconfigures history, transforming the past from a site of entrapment
into a generative “cupboard full of light.”

The story Behind the Scenes at the Museum uses Freud's “Family Romance complex”
and Lacan's Real and Hirsch's post memory and Bakhtin's dialogism to create a
complex narrative. It shows how people remember their past while showing maternal
family lines and challenging patriarchal methods of historical documentation. Ruby
rejects her mother, Bunty, because she demonstrates the “Family Romance complex”,
while her haunting by Pearl's death shows how The Real exists through her life, and
her maternal inheritance of trauma shows post-memory, and the footnotes in the
novel present dialogism. Atkinson's Behind the Scenes at the Museum, as the first
novel, functions as a vital entry point for current discussions about trauma, feminist
ancestors and historiographic metafiction, which she employs through these
methods. Atkinson creates a new method of remembering through her portrayal of
the subject who functions as both exhibit and curator. Atkinson uses her new method
of memory to create a archival system which brings together trauma stories while
African mothers who lost their children speak through their African mothers'
experiences and their African mothers' histories (Atkinson, 1995; Hirsch, 2012). The
novel fulfills its central function by confronting trauma through its representation of
a perpetual state of absence, where perception itself is destabilized. The complete
experience of seeing and hearing is obstructed by the current cycle of loss and
dissonance because memory and sound dissolve into fragments, which create an
unbroken rhythm that shows the quest for closure remains unachievable. Behind the
Scenes at the Museum shows how literature can create new meanings from past
events through its power to destroy patriarchal inheritance, which leads to new ways
of viewing history.
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5. Conclusion

The research demonstrated that Kate Atkinson’s Behind the Scenes at the Museum
required multiple interpretive approaches for its analysis. Psychoanalysis, feminist
genealogy and historiographic metafiction served as the tools to analyze the novel's
fragmented structure, its numerous footnotes, and its various narrative perspectives.
The study showed that Freud’s “Family Romance complex” framework described Ruby
Lennox’s maternal rejection of her mother, Bunty. But Atkinson advanced the theory
by demonstrating through footnotes that substitution fantasies failed to account for
maternal suffering. The traumatic drowning of Ruby’s twin Pearl became a
manifestation of Lacan’s Real which resisted symbolic representation while
presenting symptoms that recurred until they were integrated into narrative memory.
Hirsch’s concept of post-memory revealed how Ruby inherited ancestral trauma
through mediated stories and objects which established her identity within a family
tree of silenced maternal figures.

The novel’s polyphonic structure was clarified through Bakhtin’s dialogism which
showed how footnotes and multiple voices interrupted narrative hierarchy and
challenged the singular masculine voice that dominated patriarchal historical
accounts. The study showed that Atkinson’s novel used memory as a creative method
to display historical documents. Ruby emerged as an active force who shaped her own
historical narrative through storytelling while her family’s dysfunctional behavior kept
her from becoming a victim. The novel retained its significance by depicting trauma
while remaining true to its genealogical roots which showed how loss continues to
exist and how multiple voices keep returning. Behind the Scenes at the Museum
developed trauma theory, feminist ancestors and historiographic metafiction by
demonstrating how literature transforms historical events into intellectual spaces
which create new meanings that challenge patriarchal heritage.
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