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Introduction





The nine essays collected in this volume aim at representing the wide
diversity and noticeable quality of a group of young researchers who
obtained their Master’s degrees in English Studies under the scope of the

Research and Educational Programme on ‘Studies in Identity’.
‘Studies in Identity’, as its name certainly implies, has been devoted to

exploring the complex issues raised by the concept of identity. If special attention
has been given to the question of gender, both in the dominant approach inspir -
ing the two MA courses that the programme has offered at Lisbon University1

and in several publications and activities,2 the present volume shows how various
identity matters (otherness, nationhood or the aesthetic experience, for instance)
were free to evolve from the original agenda, since a multiplicity of perspectives
had from the very beginning been central to the programme.

First imagined in 1994-95, ‘Studies in Identity’ was shaped, developed and
coordinated by Portuguese academics from the Department of English Studies 
at Lisbon University, in collaboration with scholars from England and Russia, 
and its researchers often participated in a number of national and international
academic events. Some of these occasions provided the opportunity for publica -

1 English Department MA Courses – ‘Gender as Identity Construct: From 1700 to the present day’
(1997) and ‘Constructing and Figuring Feminine Sexual Identity’ (1999).

2 See The Crossroads of Gender and Century Endings, Alcinda Pinheiro de Sousa, Luísa Maria
Flora and Teresa Ataíde Malafaia (eds.), Cadernos de Anglística, 2, University of Lisbon Centre
for English Studies and Edições Colibri, Lisboa, 2000, and Actas do XX Encontro da Associação
Portuguesa de Estudos Anglo-Americanos, Santa Maria da Feira, 2000.

See also the two different sections organized for the European Society for The Study of English
– The Crossroads of Gender and Century Endings (Debrecen, 1997) and Looking Back on
Women’s Rights and Women’s Studies: Writing the Feminine Difference (Helsinki, 2000) or the
panel presented at the 23rd Meeting of APEAA (Portuguese Association of Anglo-American
Studies), with papers by MA students of the Programme (Coimbra, 2002) as well as the volume
Feminine Identities, Luísa Maria Flora, Teresa F.A. Alves and Teresa Cid (eds.), Cadernos de
Anglística, 5, University of Lisbon Centre for English Studies and Edições Colibri, Lisboa, 2002.



tions such as The Crossroads of Gender and Century Endings or the panel edited
in the proceedings of a meeting of the Portuguese Association of Anglo-American
Studies.

Isobel Armstrong supported the programme right from the start as its
scientific adviser. Even when, during 2004, Alcinda Pinheiro de Sousa, Luísa
Maria Flora and Teresa Ataíde Malafaia decided that it was time to build on the
experience so far gained and to move on to ‘The Modern Difference’, she agreed
to continue with us, as confident and generous as ever. The University of Lisbon,
where the coordinators are affiliated as Associate Professors, and the University
of Lisbon Centre for English Studies (ULICES), particularly through the support of
its scientific coordinator, João Almeida Flor, have provided a congenial
atmosphere in which to work on the challenge such research and educational
venture has implied.

As mentioned before, the productive experience obtained throughout the
ten very busy years of ‘Studies in Identity’ encouraged its coordinators to move
on to a new transdisciplinary Research Programme within the ongoing epistemo -
logical re-evaluation and expansion of English Studies. Sited at ULICES, ‘The
Modern Difference’ has been conceived to reflect on, (in)form and act upon the
question of the concepts of equality and difference, identity and alterity, and their
diverse mutual relations in our modernity, as well as to consider the conflicts that
such problematic relations originate.3 The programme also aims at intervening in
society, and one of the ways it has chosen to do this is precisely through its
network of former MA students of ‘Studies in Identity’,4 most of whose essays the
present book is now happy to publish.

The diversity of essays in this collection is first and foremost a confirmation
of the ample scope of these researchers’ interests, also demonstrated by the fact
that their dissertations were supervised by different professors, namely Alcinda

3 For more detailed information on this programme (under the scope of which several conferences
have been organized and five MA dissertations have so far been successfully approved) see
Alcinda Pinheiro de Sousa, Alda Correia and Teresa Ataíde Malafaia, (Org.), Ana Daniela Coelho,
Joana Vidigal and Maria José Pires (Co-org.), A Palavra e a Imagem. University of Lisbon Centre
for English Studies and Edições Colibri, Lisboa, 2007, particularly the Introduction.

4 These MA graduates, together with other researchers, academics, educationalists and teachers,
have participated in the discussion of theoretical frameworks, methodological directions and
practical issues, concerning the role of English Literature in school curricula and students’
reading habits. Their ongoing activities are a very important dimension of ‘The Modern
Difference’ research and practical intervention.
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Pinheiro de Sousa, João Almeida Flor, Luísa Maria Flora, Salomé Machado and
Teresa Ataíde Malafaia. The chronological span of their objects of study, as well
as their choice of literary genres and their different approaches, emphasize the
variety of the texts. Written after the successful discussion of their theses, the
essays in some cases include reflections and afterthoughts that arose as a result
of those discussions. However diverse they may be, they all have as a common
purpose a carefully researched personal examination of their chosen themes or
authors. More often than not they also offer a truly innovative approach. As such,
they are significant contributions in their respective areas of research. All of them
are Studies in Identity.

Marina Estevão Tiago addresses Eliza Haywood’s audacious first novel, Love
in Excess, and her ‘attempt to convey behavioural models – both positive and
negative – that would reappear in many of her other works’, particularly by
making the reader come to terms with an eighteenth-century paradigmatic
duality, ‘the desires of the heart versus the restraints of reason’. The essay shows
the difficulties that Haywood’s female characters must face in order to achieve
any sort of balance between adequate social behaviour and love and desire, and
explains how the novelist was able to reconcile the decorum her (male and
female) audiences expected, while suggesting that ‘women’s submissive position
was a mutable fact and that change was close at hand.’

In ‘Discussing Scottish Nationhood in Robert Burns’ Songs: A Dialogical
Perspective’, Paulo César de Almeida Martins concentrates on the harmonious
dialogue between text and music accomplished by Burns in his songs and
empha sizes how the poet’s development of song culture served to ‘redefine
Scottish national identity’. Studying ‘the intertextual dialogue the poet achieved
between music and text’, the essayist considers the poet’s use of his profound
knowledge of Scottish music and oral tradition and his superior technical
expertise when dealing with the written and spoken word and music. While
bringing out Burns’ central role in using song to reinvent Scottish cultural identity,
the text also devotes attention to the poet’s popularity.

The third essay in Studies in Identity focuses on Charlotte Dacre’s persistent
examination throughout her narratives of the problem of women’s education at
the turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century. Raquel Sara Simões supports
her argument in the course of a detailed analysis of Dacre’s Zofloya; or, the Moor:
A Romance of the Fifteenth Century, showing how its protagonist’s physical and
psychological characteristics, her bold behaviour and transgressive attitude
steadily violate moral and social boundaries. Cruel, arrogant and monstrous,
Victoria defies the ethos of her time and the novel relates Victoria’s sinful conduct

13Introduction



to her lack of a proper education. ‘Zofloya deals with the demand for a new
concept of education (…) and the construction of a future model, determined by
the economic and cultural needs of the bourgeoisie.’

Eunice Dilena Fernandes reflects on John Stuart Mill’s lifelong public
commit ment to the struggle for women’s suffrage and on the ideological founda -
tions behind his persuasive The Subjection of Women. Looking back on Mill’s
influential text from a late twentieth century and theoretically informed
perspective, and considering the difficult issues of gender and identity, the essay
examines the production of discourses about sexuality and the shifting structures
of power in gender relationships and social practices. ‘Only the respect for each
individual’s dignity would establish the principles of a modern world where men
and women could contribute as active citizens to an identity based upon freedom
of choice and the triumph of justice and equality’ – thus is Mill’s modernity
established.

Scrutinizing Christina Rossetti’s fairy-tale ‘Hero’, Ana Rosa Nobre reveals
how the narrative ‘does not merely aim at individually representing women, nor
does it only attempt to deconstruct an excessively limitative and normative
definition of Woman.’ As a woman writer in a male-dominated literary tradition
and marketplace, Rossetti was, along with other Victorian women writers, eager
and ready to seize every creative opportunity that came her way. By revisiting and
subverting the cultural image and tradition of oral storytelling by women, and
alert to the economic and literary power of the written word, Rossetti exposes
gender stereotypes and social and cultural models, trying out in ‘Hero’ a female
protagonist who paves the way to her celebrated narrative poem ‘Goblin Market’.

Ana Maria Parente addresses Olive Schreiner’s writing, exploring Undine
and The Story of an African Farm from a critical perspective that acknowledges
some influence from post-colonial and gender studies. But the essay’s approach
gives particular value to Schreiner’s existential and literary hybridism, as well 
as the symbolism she often favours. It focuses on the way exceptionality and
otherness attempt to enable her characters ‘to lessen the dichotomies and
incongruences between life and death, black and white people, motherland and
colony, man and woman (…)’. The author’s experimental, fragmentary and
eclectic writing style, her recurrent search for new social and aesthetic patterns,
her ‘structural and semantic flexibility’ also contribute to her being seen as a
forerunner of modernism.

‘A Matter of Taste: To the Lighthouse as a representation of consciousness
during the aesthetic experience according to the Critique of the Power of
Judgment’ argues that Virginia Woolf’s novel ‘is not only a book about thoughts,
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but also a book concerning the process through which these thoughts take shape.’
Nuno Neves explains how Woolf’s commitment to the representation of ‘the
human element’ guided her to explore, in To the Lighthouse, the procedures of
consciousness during the aesthetic experience by means of a perspective closely
related to the one defended in Kant’s Critique. The novel uses narrated mono -
logue and psycho-narration as techniques to represent all the dimensions of
Kantian taste.

In ‘Angela Carter’s uncontaminated renegotiation and redefinition of values’,
Maria José Pereira Pires reflects on the ample diversity of woman characters and
formal strategies provocatively fashioned by Carter in the course of different stages
of her writing. Always intent on questioning any stable stereotyped notions of
feminine identity, constantly aware of the contradictory multiple aesthetic and
cultural possibilities waiting to be sabotaged, the writer deliberately destabilizes
gender, literary influence and cultural norms throughout her oeuvre. Thus ‘she
contests the basic habits of thought, making them explode from within’ and
‘rewrites the glories and myths’ which are considered ‘central and dominant in
diverse western cultures.’

The last essay in the present collection, ‘Things are (not) what they seem: in
between dream and nightmare images of female submission in A. S. Byatt’s
Morpho Eugenia’, revisits the age-old traditions of female storytelling and
wonder-tale writing by examining the way in which Eugenia Alabaster and Matty
Crompton, the two main woman characters in the novella, subvert ‘the wonder
tale opposition between Snow White and the Queen by equating power and
female (dis)obedience with sexuality’. Alexandra Cheira demonstrates how in
Morpho Eugenia ancient expectations of both passivity and activity, power and
powerlessness are metamorphosed and ultimately undermined when ‘submission
and rebelliousness (…) swap identity.’

Before presenting this volume to the public, the editor wishes to express her
gratitude to her colleague John Elliott, whose meticulous reading of all the essays
is a guarantee that their authors’ commitment will be offered to the readers in the
best possible form. Ana Rosa Nobre and Márcia Bessa Marques, two of the
researchers in ‘The Modern Difference’ group, also kindly chipped in with their
thorough proof-reading of the final text.

Special thanks must go to the two artists involved in Studies in Identity. Inês
Mateus has been as resourceful and unfailing in her support for yet another
publication of ULICES, as we have come to anticipate throughout the years.
Particularly successful is her more recent cooperation with another artist – Maria
João Worm, a cooperation that started in A Palavra e a Imagem, a former

15Introduction
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publication of the ‘The Modern Difference’ Research Programme. Maria João has
once again agreed to share her talent with us and the image selected for the book
covers certainly does justice to her creativity.

But my utmost gratitude must go to the contributors to this volume, who
have so often challenged (and keep on challenging) my doubts as well as my
certainties, and whose multiplicity of perspectives surely make Studies in Identity
a book that deserves a good reading.

Lisbon, January 2009

Luísa Maria Flora
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Eliza Haywood’s Love in Excess – figuring women,
subverting conventions

MARINA ESTEVÃO TIAGO





It would be impossible to recount the numerous Difficulties a Woman
has to struggle through in her Approach to Fame: if her writings are
consid erable enough to make any Figure on the World, Envy pursues her
with unweary’d Diligence; and, if on the contrary, she only writes what is
forgot as soon as read, Contempt is all the Reward, her Wish to please,
excites; and the cold breath of Scorn chills the little Genius she has, and
which, perhaps, cherished by some Encouragement, might in Time, grow
to a Praiseworthy Height. (Saxton)

When reading some of Eliza Haywood’s non-fictional prose, it is impossible
to ignore the feeling of rejection the author must have had when dealing with the
masters of the 18th-century literary scene. Although she was one of the most
prolific writers of her age, she has repeatedly been disregarded by some historians
of literature, who seem to repeat the pattern of indifference shown by Haywood’s
contemporaries. By the end of the 1980s, a growing interest in Haywood’s works
arose, probably due to some texts published by different critics or to the
acknowledgement that sometimes literary history (driven by several possibly, and
probably, defensible reasons) denies some of its important characters.

Love in Excess, Haywood’s first novel was also her first triumph. Published
in 1720, it became the starting point of a productive career that involved the
production of novels, plays, translations, political writings, periodicals, pamphlets
and even a History of British Theatre1.

While trying to establish a place in the literary world of her days, Haywood
had to act in accordance with the rules of what was socially acceptable and her
own views of the world, through the eyes of a woman who tried to achieve
financial independence and divulge her opinion on the social hierarchy. The task
must not have been easy, but it was surely accomplished. In spite of the dis -
cordant voices around her, she used many of her writings – the novels being my

1 According to Jerry C. Beasley, in 1734, “The Dramatic Historiographer, Haywood’s History of
the British Theatre, is published; the work is revised and reissued as The Companion to the
Theatre in 1736.” (xli).



primary concern – to create a wide variety of female characters that portrayed not
only their author’s society, but also hinted at her personal views on womanly
conduct.

It is undeniable that the role of women was still a very secondary one in
early 18th-century English society, as stated by Richard Steele in The Spectator:
“All she [a woman] has to do in this World, is contained within the Duties of a
Daughter, a Sister, a Wife, and a Mother” (Rogers, 7)2. The possibilities of social
interaction and consequent intervention were always equated through the
establishment of a relationship with a dominant male figure. When deprived of
parents, a young girl normally had a male guardian; after the marriage, the vow
of obedience was transferred to the husband and, in the unlucky event of her
becoming a widow, a woman’s conduct had to be thoroughly controlled by
herself to avoid social exclusion – in these cases, the proximity and advice of a
kinsman was recommendable. Commonly, there was no honourable place for
unwed women – unless they chose to take on the veil – and most of the time
they were seen as licentious or blemished in their virtue.

In the midst of these socially imposed “boundaries” and aiming at the
public’s acceptance, Eliza Haywood managed to create characters, both male
and female, such as to express a modus operandi, in which she seeks to draw
together social rules and respect for the female mind.

Love in Excess was Haywood’s first novel, and her first attempt to convey
behavioural models – both positive and negative – that would reappear in many
of her other works. At the beginning of the novel, the reader is confronted with
a paradigmatic female duality that floated over the majority of 18th-century
women’s heads: the desires of the heart versus the restraints of reason. Alovisa is
a young lady from high society, who has lost her parents and has thus been left
without the benefits of parental – namely fatherly – guidance. Therefore, she gives
way to the cravings of the heart and is depicted as being out of control, as early
as the second and third pages of the novel: “But the impatient Alovisa disdaining
to be ranked with those, whom her vanity made her consider as infinitely her
inferiors, suffered her self to be agitated almost to madness between the two
extreams of love and indignation.” (Haywood, 39)

Alovisa suffered from a passion which received no feedback from the object
of her desire – Count D’elmont – and this was a reason to keep it a secret, because
single women were not supposed to show their interest in a man unless it came

2 The quotation was taken from the work of Katharine Rogers due to the difficulty in obtaining the
original writing by Richard Steele.
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as a response to a previously manifested interest on his side, as David Oakleaf
clearly states: “Custom required a woman to attract and marry an eligible man,
but the same custom forbade her to show her interest in a man until he had
formally declared his love for her” (15). Alovisa being a woman of overpowering
feelings, the need for restraint caused her to experience a kind of seizure that
drew her close to the image of the hysterical woman3 who has been repeatedly
portrayed in many literary works: “she raved, she tore her hair and face, and in
the extremity of her anguish was ready to lay violent hands on her own life.”
(Haywood, 43).

Very early on in the novel, it becomes clear for the reader that Alovisa cannot
be rewarded with the placid happiness and serenity that derive from a blissful
marriage, because these feelings are contrary to her nature. Yet, Haywood does
not punish her heroine at the first opportunity. On the contrary, Alovisa is the
core of the novel’s plot, acting as an impelling force that motivates different
actions from other male and female characters. This way, Haywood maintains
what Jerry Beasley classifies as the paradox that governed 18th-century women’s
lives: “Haywood boldly represented the power of female desire, while shrewdly
grasping and articulating the paradox that such desire always involved for women
of her generation.” (Beasley, xiv).

Being “allowed” to succeed in marrying the object of her desire, Alovisa
does not conform to the role of the devoted wife4, and she is constantly tormented
by jealousy. When the suspicion of adultery grows inside her, she even considers
the possibility of trading sexual favours for information. This kind of behaviour
could only lead to this heroine’s downfall.

Haywood chose to condemn Alovisa with an almost self-inflicted punish -
ment. Any other closure could be seen as Haywood’s praise of this unworthy
conduct. Her heroine accidentally ran towards her death, which came from her
husband’s sword (almost a metaphorical reprimand for the fact that she had
considered committing adultery). The reader often finds the voice of the narrator

3 Hysteria was commonly identified as a typically female nervous disease. According to Anthony
Fletcher, “In 1771, it was still defined by Henry Manning as a classic female disorder of the
nervous system characterised by listlessness, languor, breathing difficulties and palpitations. The
disease, he insisted, chiefly seized women who were ‘delicate and endowed with great
sensibility’ and its occasions included ‘violent passions of the mind’.” (390).

4 According to Mary Astell in Reflections Upon Marriage (1700), “She then who Marrys ought to
lay it down for an indisputable Maxim, that her Husband must govern absolutely and intirely,
and that she has nothing else to do but to Please and Obey” (Gill, 18). The quotation was taken
from the work of Sean Gill due to the difficulty in obtaining the original work by Mary Astell.
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giving hints of what can be interpreted as the author’s opinions:
A wife if equally haughty and jealous, if less fond than Alovysa will scarce
be able to comprehend the greatness of her sufferings. And it is not to be
wondered at, that she, so violent in all her passions, and agitated by so
many, at once, committed a thousand extravagancies, which those 
who know the force but of one, by the aid of reason, may avoid.
(Haywood, 133)

The narrator’s advice echoes the supremacy of reason as opposed to the
domain of the sensuous realm of feelings and sexual desire. A woman who does
not indulge in the cravings of the heart to the point of forgetting proper behaviour
will surely have a longer and more pleasurable existence.

So, the question remains: how should a woman organize and find the
balance between her affections, her reasoning and her social duties, so as to
achieve a state of happiness?

Haywood tries to show some possibilities through the conduct of her
heroines in Love in Excess.

Melliora is one of these authorial attempts to define a possible way to self-
satisfaction and social approval. Though left an orphan at an early age, she was
entrusted to the benevolent rule of a guardian – Count D’elmont - with whom she
would afterwards fall in love. This liaison could be an omen of disgrace. Yet, given
Melliora’s ability to comply with the rules and her tenacity in achieving her goals,
her perseverance is rewarded with conjugal happiness.

This character serves as a motivation for the reader to reflect upon important
issues such as female education. Melliora was raised in a convent – a place of
seclusion, far from womanish frivolity – and therefore needed guidance at the
time of her entrance into the “real world”, as her father said, when, on his dying
bed, he asked D’elmont to receive her:

[…] her education in a monastery has hitherto kept her intirely unac -
quainted with the gayeties of a court, or the conversation of the beau
monde,[…] but if you will promise to receive her into your house, and not
suffer her artless and unexperienced youth to fall into those snares which
are daily laid for innocence[…] (Haywood, 85)

Haywood seems not to be indifferent to the matter of women’s education5.
Throughout much of her work, she sympathizes with those who had no access
to knowledge and reinforces the idea that proper behaviour must not be a sine

5 According to Anthony Fletcher, “For the most part it simply did not cross men’s minds that girls
could be taught to reason as boys could. It was assumed that the developmental stages of the
young male provided a basis for a rigorous academic curriculum that was inapplicable to the
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qua non for ignorance. Thankfully, the dark ages of advised female illiteracy were
over by Haywood’s time, but the changes were slow and sometimes controversial.
The author, who, in her own words, had benefited from “[…] an education more
liberal than is ordinarily allowed to Persons of my Sex” (Spacks, 9)6, shows her
concern for the fact that some domains of knowledge were still seen as too
dangerous for a woman to be in contact with.

One cannot disregard the fact that, in the middle classes, a larger number
of girls were receiving education, but marriage was still the main purpose of such
learning. Most young ladies from the middle to upper classes received their
education at home, with the help of a tutor, and they simultaneously learned to
read, to write and to perform their household chores as well as possible. Although
the number of boarding schools was increasing, access to university education
was still closed to women.

In Love in Excess, when questioned about her choice of Ovid’s Epistles,
Melliora gives her opinion on the subject, demonstrating her knowledge of the
work, and an argumentative discourse which reflects her instruction:

It was chance rather than choice, that directed this book to my hands, I
am yet far from approving subjects of this kind, and believe I shall be ever
so. Not that I can perceive any danger in it, as to my self; the retirement
I have always lived in, and the little propensity I find to entertain a thought
of that uneasie passion, has hitherto secured me from any prepossession,
without which, Ovid’s art is vain (Haywood, 108)

Could Haywood be showing a path to liberation in women’s instruction? By
placing the above-quoted speech in Melliora’s mouth, the author seems to argue
that the work of art itself – in this case Ovid’s text – is not a motivation for
reprehensible behaviour: it does not induce the reader to act as the fictional
characters do. By defending this idea, the author is not only stating her defence
of free access to literary works7, but she is also safeguarding her own authorial

female mind. […] Men had a vested interest in not wanting women to develop their minds, for
what was eloquence in a male looked like scolding in a woman. Yet, this is not quite the full story,
for any kind of academic education was seen above all as threatening to a woman’s modesty.”
(368).

6 The quotation was taken from the selections edited by Patricia Meyer Spacks, due to the difficulty
in obtaining the original texts.

7 According to Janet Todd, Haywood’s contemporaries believed that “Since they [the women]
were more susceptible, the effect of any literature on them would be greater than on men. Indeed
their tendency to nervous diseases could only be exacerbated by their continual exposure to an
imaginative realm.” (Sign of Angellica, 145).
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position, by saying that the text itself is not harmful for a young lady’s conduct.
As Love in Excess was her first novel, one could almost say that Haywood

was predicting the reactions of some of her contemporary fellow writers to some
of her work. Her approach to controversial topics was not always accepted by the
literary scene and the attempts made to defame her were to come to light a few
years later, namely at the hand of Alexander Pope (in The Dunciad), who believed
Haywood was a menace to moral values, and so he attacked not only her
writings, but also her personal life.

Yet, that did not deter Haywood from pursuing her writing career. The
firmness of her convictions finds a reflection in some of her characters’ behaviour.
Being determined and holding onto an idea could raise some obstacles, but
reward would be granted at the end of the journey. Camilla, another of the female
characters in Love in Excess, combined physical beauty with all the qualities
expected of a young woman of her condition.

Though she was courted, she did not feel affection for this man and she
stated this openly to him: “Camilla had assured him, that nothing could be more
her aversion, and that she was resolved, tho’ a monastick life was what she had
no inclination to, yet she would fly to that shelter, to avoid his bed.” (Haywood,
192). Her firm denial could be seen as a transgression, but Eliza Haywood
allowed this female character to succeed in her determination – maybe the silent
voice of the author was showing young ladies a way of respecting their hearts’
desires without overtly ruining their honour8.

Matrimony was a lifelong contract and Haywood seems to alert her readers
to the permanent unhappiness that could derive from an arranged marriage9.
Once more, the author does not incite her readers to rebel or openly confront
their families’ desires, but hints at monastic life as a possibility that would not
inflame public reprimands and would allow young ladies to escape or
temporarily avoid contact with undesired suitors.

8 Katharine Rogers clearly explains this female dependency on public opinion: “Since reputation
consists of what is said about one rather than what one is, since it was so important to women
and so irretrievable once lost, women were terribly dependent on public opinion. They had to
avoid being talked about, however innocent they might be and however irresponsible the
talkers.” (36).

9 Paula Backsheider argues in favour of the relevance of Haywood’s opinion on marriage: 
“As power shifted to the bourgeois, and marriage, not courtship, became the object of social
discipline, Haywood, like most women writers, participated in the reform of marriage by drawing
portraits of ideal, companionate marriages, but she was also the most relentless critic 
of bourgeois pretensions, self-righteous cruelties, and mindless hypocrisies.” (Backsheider, 
The Story, 3-4).
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Camilla had lost her father, but her stepmother controlled her father’s legacy
and consequently her destiny, as the matter of the dowry was still one of
considerable importance in the early 18th century, as Bridget Hill writes: “Among
the well-to-do, the dowry a father could offer on his daughter’s marriage was all
important. It determined the likely social status of the husband, the extent of his
estate, the size and convenience of his residence, the scale of his equipage and
servants.” (186).

This woman’s fate could have been confined to the walls of a monastery, yet
Haywood, not before creating some confusing situations of lost messages and
treacherous maids that increased the element of suspense, allowed her heroine
to elope with her lover. The narrator hints at proximity between the lovers, but
leaves the disclosure, in terms of sexual contact, unrevealed:

Everything happened according to their desire, Camilla got safely to the
arms of her impatient lover […] but when they were come into the house
where they were to lye that night, not all the fatigue they had endured,
kept the lovers from giving and receiving all the testimonies imaginable
of mutual affection. (Haywood, 243)

Camilla had refused a suitor, fled from her stepmother and was rewarded
with “mutual affection”. She was praised for having followed her heart without
losing her head. At the end of the novel, the narrator reinforces this compensation
to the couples whose love prevailed, by affirming: “Both he [Count D’elmont] and
Frankville, are still living, blest with a numerous and hopeful issue, and continue,
with their fair wives, great and lovely examples of conjugal affection.” (Haywood,
266).

The equilibrium deriving from the conciliation of love and desire with proper
social behaviour was not depicted by Haywood as an easy task to perform. Many
of the fictional women we meet in Love in Excess are lost amid the struggle to
fulfil their desires.

Violetta is one of those examples of emotional misfortune that leads to death.
What is striking about this character is that, in spite of having plotted against her
own father’s interests10, she did so in favour of the lovers and not for her own
self-satisfaction. She adopted a strategy that was socially unacceptable, but
Haywood drew such a romantic picture of her that the reader is compelled to feel
sorry for poor Violetta. Nevertheless, she was punished with death.

The strategy used by Violetta to be close to her loved one (Count D’elmont)

10 Violetta’s father was charmed by Camilla and expected to marry her. So, by helping her friend
Camilla escape with Frankville, Violetta was destroying her father’s ambitions.
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is a recurrent theme in 18th-century literature – the use of masks. Being someone
different from oneself conferred liberty on the person in disguise, and social or
gender conventions became blurred. Aware of the fact that the Count did not
show any amorous interest in her, Violetta assumed the identity of a young man
– Fidelio – who allegedly wanted to travel the world, and she wrote a note to the
Count asking him to take the young man on as a page. The temporary use of a
mask gave the woman a chance to enter circles that otherwise would have been
totally inaccessible.

She dared to try a new life, departing from paternal authority and even
dressing as a man – Violetta had gone too far in her aim of being close to
D’elmont. When she discovered that her absence had drawn her father into a
state of feverish torment and subsequent death, she was overcome by guilt and
remorse, as is made evident in her revelation to the Count: “I might in Rome,
with honour and innocence have dyed, but by my shameful flight, I was the
murderer of my father – that, – that’s a guilt, which all these floods of penitence
can never wash away.” (Haywood, 264).

Haywood built a female character who, despite her transgression, arouses
the most unexpected form of compassion from Melliora, who, being engaged to
the Count, should despise her rival or be jealous of her. But her reaction is the
exact opposite when she sees the state of illness that Violetta has fallen into: “Live
and enjoy the friendship of my lord, and if you please to favour me with yours, I
shall esteem it, as it deserves, a blessing.” (Haywood, 265).

How can the reader condemn a dying woman whose rival encourages her
to live and to be her friend? Haywood ends Violetta’s life in a peaceful, almost
theatrical way, but the message emerges: there are boundaries that once crossed
will condemn women to disgrace or, even worse, to death. The key to Melliora
and Camilla’s happiness lay in the unstable equilibrium these women managed
to find, between what their hearts craved for and the ways they found to
accomplish their wishes.

The argument that Haywood’s Love in Excess was neglected due to its vivid
descriptions of sexual desire was considered a possibility for many decades11.
More recent critics have argued that the textual evidence does not motivate such

11 Kirsten Saxton refers to this fact openly: “Reviled as ‘licentious and lewd’ in her own day,
Haywood then and now has often been dismissed solely as an extravagant exemplar of
eighteenth-century female audacity. In fact, Haywood’s well-plotted and carefully crafted novels
may well have suffered from neglect because of their frankness about female sexuality and the
complicated machinations of heterosexual romance, marriage contracts, and female economic
independence.” (4-5).
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a severe labelling. When she places one of her heroines, namely Amena, in the
context of a secret meeting with a suitor (Count D’elmont), the author describes
the fiery urges of both lovers without any reference to a sexual act:

The heat of the weather, and her confinement having hindered her from
dressing that day, she had only a thin silk night gown on, which flying
open as he caught her in his arms, he found her panting heart beat
measures of consent, her heaving breast swell to be pressed by his, and
every pulse confess a wish to yield; her spirits all dissolved sunk in a
lethargy of love, her snowy arms unknowing grasped his neck, her lips
met his half way, and trembled at the touch; in fine, there was but a
moment betwixt her and ruine; when the tread of some body coming
hastily down the walk, obliged the half-blessed pair to put a stop to farther
endearments. (Haywood 58)

This is but one of several possible examples of allusion to sexual desire in
the novel. Amena gives physical evidence of a loss of control that, as the narrator
informs us, would lead her to ruin. The author shows the reader the state of
vulnerability that a woman is left in, when she concedes to the desires of the
flesh, but no reference is made to any form of sexual intercourse. She was
probably more explicit in some of her descriptions than many writers of her day,
but those descriptions had a purpose and a clearly drawn boundary – her texts
were to be read by both men and women of different ages and, hopefully, of
different social backgrounds, therefore decorum had to be observed.

As a consequence of such dangerous permissiveness, Amena decided to
take the veil after she realized that the object of her love had promised to marry
another woman. This way, Haywood illustrates the perils of a young woman’s
unlimited surrender to a man before the solemn compromise of matrimony.

Many other female characters take their place in Haywood’s fiction, and can
be read in so many different ways. Some critics have chosen to analyse
Haywood’s “women” through the light of the Christian paradigm of Eve and Mary,
others have devoted themselves to finding traces of the author’s personal life and
thoughts by comparing her fiction with her other writings. But what I believe is
most important is that Eliza Haywood is finally (re)gaining her place among the
emblematic writers of the first half of 18th-century England.

It would be too presumptuous to claim that Haywood shed a light over the
dark realm of female autonomy in her days12, or even that she was aware of the

12 Ros Ballaster claims this precise fact by stating: “That Haywood’s fictions present such a
depressing picture of both female desire and existence under patriarchy, may thus be an accurate 
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importance of her accomplishments, but she certainly proved by her own life
and career that it was possible to survive a broken marriage and to make her way
through adversities of several kinds, for the sake of social and economic
subsistence.

Eliza Haywood can no more be ignored when discussing the 18th-century
novel and the social role of novelists in English society. She depicted social
relations, described behavioural patterns, and, above all, tried to send a clear
message to readers of both sexes, that women’s submissive position was a
mutable fact and that change was close at hand. Twenty-four years after the
publication of Love in Excess and, after having endured criticism and defamation,
Eliza Haywood still maintained the same line of thought and made use of her
Female Spectator13 to write that “I readily agree that Love in itself, when under
the Direction of Reason, harmonizes the Soul, and gives it a gentle, generous
Turn.” (Spacks, 11).
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In the midst of many discussions on Robert Burns and on his aesthetic creed, a
vast number of dualities seem to appear. The first of these which arguably
marked Burns’ life was the contrast between formal education at school, during

his childhood and adolescence, and the oral traditions passed down by his
mother’s maid at the Burnesses’ household. Consequently, Burns was able to read
and listen to authors such as Ramsey, on the one hand, and literature from
vernacular and popular origins – mostly songs – on the other. It could, therefore,
be argued that this was the main reason why the author of “Scots wha hae” was
able to develop an aesthetic creed throughout his life as a poet based on the
development of song culture in Scotland, as a form of renaissance or rebirth of
Scottish cultural identity.

Having said this, authors such as Maclachlan2 point out that it would be
wrong to look at Burns as an isolated poet within Scottish literature, nor could 
it be considered sound to look at authors such as Ramsey and Fergusson as 
the path-builders for Burns, as each of them had an authorial voice in their 
own right.3 As far as Fergusson is concerned, “Elegy, on The Death of Scots Music”
is surely considered to be a pillar which marked the perspective of Scottish
cultural identity – and song culture in particular – at the end of the eighteenth
century. Among many others, “Elegy” unveils two themes which are important for
understanding the importance of song culture in Scotland in the eighteenth
century:

“O Scotland! That could yence afford
To bang the pith of Roman sword,
Winna your sons, wi’ joint accord,

To battle speed,
And fight till Music be restored,

Which now lies dead?” (Fergusson, 276)

2 MacLachlan, Christopher, ed. and intro. Before Burns: Eighteenth-Century Scottish Poetry.
Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002.

3 MacLachlan, Before, ix.



Firstly, there is an obvious link between Scotland and its music, as if both
seemed to depend on each other. In other words, Scottish music is an integral and
crucial part of Scotland’s cultural identity, especially in the aftermath of 1707,
hence acting as a symbol of the nation. Secondly, bearing this in mind, the
author’s negative insight regarding the outcome of music in his native country is
directly linked to the supposed death of Scotland’s autonomy and its national
identity.

Besides becoming a canonical classic in the panorama of Scottish poetry
(and therefore portraying Fergusson as a poet in his own right), it could also be
said that it would influence the way in which song culture, music and poetry in
Scotland were to be perceived. Consequently, as an admirer of the author of
“Elegy”, Burns was surely affected by this outcry against the supposed anni hi -
lation of his country’s cultural identity. Another possible legacy and consequence
of Fergusson’s “Elegy” regarding the cultural importance of song in Scotland may
be read in John Greig’s4 preface to Scots Minstrelsie:

SCOTLAND’S SONGS [sic] are Scotland’s pride and every country’s
admiration. In the spirit of the Nation’s genius they speak that language
which is common to all nations and to all times – the language of the
human heart. (Greig, Minstrelsie 1, i).

Though Greig’s overenthusiastic patriotic statements are more than obvious, upon
writing this introduction, an important implication is conveyed: the universal
appeal of music. This art form has a much wider audience than written literature,
as no specific education is needed to listen to music, and because it has always
been more readily available in the everyday lives of people regardless of their
social strata – be it in listening or singing/playing.

When Greig wrote this preface, he was surely not only reflecting on the
power of the Scottish song at the end of the nineteenth century, but also on the
long tradition of the marriage between Scotland’s native music and its poetry,
which Fergusson’s “Elegy” had evoked over a hundred years before. Burns became
a recognizable author in this form of symbiosis of music and literature, and was
influenced by his nation’s musical heritage, which in his case was mainly of oral
origin. The foundation for this source of musicality was made clear by Hecht5 in
a study on Burns which has become one of the canonical approaches regarding

4 John Greig, ed. Scots Minstrelsie: A National Monument of Scottish Song. 6 vols. Edinburgh: T.
C. & E. C. Jack, 1892-95.

5 Hans Hecht. Robert Burns: Leben und Werken des Schottischen Volksdichters. Heidelberg: Carl
Winters Universitätsbuchhandlung, 1919.
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the eighteenth-century poet. Hecht seems to have followed the notion that Burns’
musicality started in his tender years through his education both at the schools
he attended and at home. As a result, the poet’s vast and profound knowledge of
melodies was a direct consequence of this cultural inheritance.6 Through Hecht’s
opinion on Burns’ knowledge of music as a child, we can see that there is a clear
awareness of the factor which could have determined the poet’s natural ability to
put words to music: song was an ever-present art form in Burns’ life since his
birth. The constant stimulation the poet received through music became a parallel
type of schooling, along with his formal education, in the sense that Burns had
mastered reading music early on in life. Though it could be said that his mother
and Betty Davidson – a maid at the Burnesses’ household – played a huge part
in Burns’ musical education, this cannot account for the entire source of airs
when he wrote lyrics for music.

Regardless of his interest in music as a child, there appears to be a problem
when analysing Burns’ resources as a songwriter, namely the author’s ability to
read and work with music on a more scientific level, thus using it organically
with poems that had been either written or collected by him. Should Mary Ellen
Brown’s7 opinion on this issue be accepted, Burns was able to devote his attention
to works containing written music (for example the Hastie Manuscript), being
fully aware of his fluency as a music reader, even if he was supposedly ungifted
as a singer, and not a professional musician.8

One of the questions often raised concerning Burns and his songs is
connected with the place that they occupy in the tradition of literature, namely
the song culture in eighteenth-century Scotland.9 In Society and The Lyric, the two
antagonistic ways in which song may be regarded in the literary tradition of the
eighteenth century determine how Burns’ lyrical production could be
incorporated into the history of poetical production in his nation and beyond.10

6 “Sie [Melodien] lagen ihm von Kindheit im Blute, er liebte sie und wachte über ihrer
unverfälschten Erhaltung mit eifersüchtiger Zärtlichkeit. Er kannte, sagte Dick, mehrere hundert
verschiedene Melodien, und zwar nicht etwa nur oberflächlich, sondern genau, bis in die
Einzelheiten ihres Baues und ihrer Rhytmik hinein [...].” (Hecht, 238).

7 Mary Ellen Brown. Burns and Tradition. London: Macmillan Press, 1994.
8 Brown, 34.
9 For example in Thomas Crawford. Society and The Lyric: A Study of The Song Culture of

Eighteenth-Century Scotland. Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1979. and V. C. Clinton-
Baddeley. Words for Music. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1941.

10 Crawford, Society, 1.
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The question lies in whether song – usually linked to an oral tradition – was a
noble form of literary expression.11 Whereas Burns’ poetical production could
have been largely questioned by publishing works based on vernacular literature,
the predominant way of looking at his songs is by considering this particular
genre with the same scholarly approach as any other genre within literature. Not
forgetting the broad audience that music and the sung or spoken word may reach,
this form of production should be regarded as the means through which Burns
reached a wider audience, as well as making an undeniable impression on
Scottish literature and culture.

Clinton-Baddeley’s opinion goes beyond this by pointing out how far-
reaching Burns’ songs were (bearing in mind that they were part of a tradition
within Scotland) which surpassed the equivalent production in England and the
role that song culture played in that country:

But the voice, which had grown silent in England, was still singing in
Scotland. […]

His [Burns’] voice of authority is of supreme importance in the
history of words for music because his words were written for music in the
literal sense that he was writing to fit music already existing […] (Clinton-
Baddeley, 92).

In a way, this justifies the title of Words for Music and helps to integrate
Burns into a tradition that goes beyond the boundaries of literature and actually
puts him at the forefront of the panorama of the history of music.

Furthermore, Clinton-Baddeley raises the question of the way in which Burns
worked music and lyrics together, which is hugely important for unders tanding
the author’s aesthetic creed, as well as comprehending his projection both in
Scotland and other countries, and the intertextual dialogue the poet achieved
between music and text. The symbiosis achieved between music and the written
and spoken word is a sign that Burns must have had a profound notion of both
arts and how to use them to best convey a specific imagery, besides the obvious
social and cultural meaning of adding music from vernacular origins to texts
which also come from the oral tradition, or alternatively, evoking identical
themes. In fact, due to the methodical way in which Burns worked with music
and literature, he managed to be highly skilled in both arts.

In “Fareweel to a’ Our Scottish Fame,” it is possible to understand not only
how Burns wrote a highly patriotic text with clear references to past national

11 Crawford, Society, 1-2.
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heroes – such as William Wallace – but also how music was used to emphasise
parts of the text, thus emphasizing his skills as a writer and an arranger. Wallace
and Robert The Bruce appear in the song as the symbols of the battle for freedom
and justice in Scotland: “My auld grey head had lien in clay, / Wi’ Bruce and
loyal Wallace!” (Burns, “Fareweel” 539). In this furiously embittered call upon
Scottish nationhood in a rage against its annihilation upon becoming a part of The
United Kingdom, Wallace is considered to be forever bound to his nation and to
the cause of its people’s autonomy. Furthermore, the narrator, arguably Burns’
own voice, wishes to be compared with the two heroes he evokes. In much the
same way as Bruce and Wallace fought to maintain Scotland’s independence,
the poet hints that he too wishes to revive Scotland’s national identity. This
underlines the power that Burns saw in the ability of being able to write and
communicate through a popular medium (i.e. song). In other words, the narrator’s
battle is not physical, unlike the wars staged by the two forefathers of Scottish
nationhood. His crusade is one of words, in which his writing is the indestructible
weapon he uses to strike against the Union. The following two lines of the last
stanza of the song stress this role of social and political intervention he wants to
play: “But pith and power till my last hour, / I’ll mak this declaration;” (539).

The pessimistic tone of the song is set at the very beginning:
“Fareweel to a’ our Scottish fame,

Fareweel our ancient glory;
Fareweel even to the Scottish name,

Sae fam’d in martial story!” (539)

As the song unfolds, the reader or listener could relate the scene of a bitter,
dirge-like figurative farewell to the fact that the forefathers are already dead
themselves. The rhythmically marked A minor tune (Ex. 1), alongside the rangy
construction of the melody, helps to stress the poet’s bitter outcry, as a minor key
helps to transmit a more sombre mood. Additionally, the audio recording made
by Ian Bruce12 enhances all the anger and resentment contained in the lyrical
part of the song, which is, in turn, enhanced by the energetic air. This version is
sung in an a cappella form, which creates a more intimate link between the
melody, the lyrics and the listener, as there is no further musical interference.
Moreover, Ian Bruce draws attention to the emphatic lifts (e.g. Ex. 1, bar thirteen
– high E to high G) through scraping vocal sforzandos, which almost sound like
an outburst of utter anger and despair.

12 CD 3, Track 24.
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Ex. 1. Tune to “Fareweel to a’ Our Scottish Fame”

38 Paulo César de Almeida Martins

This may therefore be seen as an example of the use of two art forms to
achieve a greater semantic, social and cultural significance. As far as critical
studies regarding the symbiosis of music and text are concerned, the notion of
Burns’ diligence in the combined use of music and text is also supported by Low,
who underlines the use of traditional music, to which Burns wrote his lyrics:

Burns had his first hand knowledge and an instinctive love of traditional
tunes, coupled with an aptitude for matching words to them. Along with
this basic understanding went a wish to bring together as many of the fine
melodies of Scotland as he could and to supply them with appropriate
words. (Low, Burns, 105)

This is arguably the summary of Burns’ aesthetic creed regarding his use of
songs. However, it is not clear what is meant by “traditional music,” what it is
based on and how Burns can be viewed within this tradition. Francis Collinson’s
view on the issue describes in some detail what this form of music meant in the
eighteenth century at the time when Burns used it for his songs:



The traditional music will naturally include all the indigenous folk-music
[sic] of Scotland – the Border and Child ballads […], the bawdy ballads
[…]; it will include also the anonymous Gaelic labour songs and lilts from
the Hebrides […] it will include likewise the songs of the coal miners and
of the Glasgow streets. It should exclude [sic] the obvious importations of
English folk songs […] (Collinson, 1).

Through this vast and long list of elements within traditional music in
Scotland, the sense of alterity in relation to the English production of songs is
quite clear. There was possibly a sense of purity about music in Scotland, with no
interference of foreign influences, above all those coming from the south. The
notion of national pride and identity, which may have partly developed from this,
was surely an aspect that Burns wished to highlight in his work. This concept is
supported by Johnson’s13 view of the poet’s strong antiquarian philosophy
regarding his sources for song-writing.14 Collinson’s use of ‘Scots wae hae’
illustrates how Burns’ songs may be considered popular, though they were not
always necessarily traditional, due to the character of their lyrics.15

This raises a further issue, namely the definition of “popular song”. Though,
from the present-day point-of-view, this may be considered a synonym for
commercially successful music, the concept had a totally different denotation in
eighteenth-century Scotland:

By ‘popular song’ I mean a generic term which covers (1) composed songs
by popular writers of certain conventional types, sung to Scots or popular
English tunes; (2) slip or chapbook songs, generally shorter than broadside
ballads […]; (3) ‘broadside’ or ‘stall’ ballads – i. e. songs with a consid -
erable narrative context, generally fairly long, and often showing signs of
sheer padding; (4) folk-songs, subject to the laws that govern oral
transmission, namely the co-existence for long periods of a fixed norm
alongside of spontaneously occurring variations. (Crawford, Society, 8-9).

The scope of popular song was, from Crawford’s point of view, equally
extensive, although the insertion of English tunes as part of the notion clashes
with the puritan view of “traditional music” by Collinson. This concept does,
however, illustrate the rich and varied tradition in song culture which was passed
down to Burns and which became the raw material for his work as a songwriter.
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13 David Johnson. Music and Society in Lowland Scotland in The Eighteenth Century. Oxford:
Oxford UP, 1972.

14 Johnson, Music, 148.
15 Collinson, 1-2.



There is, however, yet another aspect of this model of the fusion of literature
and music. The variety of modes of popular song in Crawford’s definition was
accessible in Burns’ native Lowlands. Through Kinsley,16 on the other hand, 
this theory is broadened and extended to all types of music in Scotland: “[…] the
heart of Scottish music, as well in the drawing-room and concert hall as in the
cottage was the native tradition.” (Kinsley, “Music”, 130) [My use of bold type].
What Kinsley is trying to tell the reader is that music – popular song, in this case
– extended beyond the confines of social orders and was deeply rooted in the oral
traditions of the people.

This way of using song was analogous to the perspective of social functions
implied by Rousseau. In one of his lesser-known works – Dictionnaire de Musi -
que, first published in 1768 – Rousseau defined ‘song’ as the following:

A type of very short, small-scale lyrical poem, which ordinarily centers
upon agreeable subjects, and to which one adds a tune so that it can be
sung on social occasions, as at a meal with one’s friends, or with one’s
mistress; or even alone, in order, if one is rich, to avert boredom for a while,
or if one is poor, to endure one’s misery and labor more comfortably.
(Rousseau apud Keilhauer17, 1249)18

Apart from the obvious entertainment side that could be linked to the
question, one must bear in mind the social importance of song. Through
Rousseau’s definition, it is possible to see that it is an ambivalent and multivocal
means for communication, thus being able to reach a very wide audience.
Besides, the use of this form of music extends to all classes and forms of life, as
well as to every occasion. Underlying Rousseau’s views on this genre is the fact
that there was a very strong influence of France’s oral tradition at the time.

Burns directly or indirectly drew from the French school, as far as the use of
song is concerned. The question of authorship within Burns is crucial for the

16 James Kinsley. “The Music of The Heart.” Critical Essays on Robert Burns. Donald Low (ed.).
London: Routledge, 1975. 124-136.

17 Annette Keilhauer. “Song.” Encyclopedia of The Enlightenment. 2 vols. Michel Delon 
(ed.). Translation by Gwen Wells (ed.), Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 2001, vol. 2.,
1248-1251.

18 CHANSON. Espece [sic] de petit PoËme [sic] lyrique fort court, qui roule ordinairement sur des
sujets agréables, auquel on ajoute un Air pour être chanté dans des occasions familieres, [sic]
comme à table, avec ses amis, avec sa maîtresse, & même seul, pour éloigner, quelques instans,
[sic] l’ennui si l’on est riche; & pour supporter plus doucement la misere [sic] & le travail, si l’on
est pauvre. (Rousseau, Dictionnaire, http://gallanar.net/rousseau/musique/1a-cmusdict.htm).
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understanding of his philosophy behind the songs. In the popular song published
under his name, namely those with which he made an active contribution to the
Scots Musical Museum, his endeavour to portray the true popular song led him
to supposedly suspend his own authorship and become a collector and arranger,
whereas, in most of his poems, there is an active authorial voice in his writing.
The matter of faithfully portraying the people’s form of song aimed at reaching out
to the people, and giving them an opportunity to be heard and to hear others. It
also gave way to a greater sense of popular identification by a general public that
wanted to see its national identity justly portrayed, as well as the revival 
of the oral tradition. It is very clear that Burns followed the social aspects of
Rousseau’s theory on song, bearing in mind Scotland’s political and cultural
context in the eighteenth century.

Referring to Burns’ contribution to the Scots Musical Museum, Donald Low’s
Robert Burns suggests that this anthology of Scottish song represented a wish to
bring the Scots closer to their own musical heritage. Burns’ and Johnson’s
determination to use well-known airs was highly important, as a famous and
much-loved tune at a local or even national level could more easily lead to a
greater empathy of the public in relation to the song, as well as providing an even
firmer basis for the constitution of national pride and therefore identity: “He
[Burns] thought about song in social terms, and wanted to give back to the
Scottish people in the best form possible what he conceived to belong to them,
namely a heritage of fine tunes accompanying words.” (Low, Burns, 105)

Upon building a song, the social and cultural intensity within this genre –
mentioned partly by Low – had to be maintained. The perception on Burns’ fusion
of the arts is naturally visible, bearing in mind that a song is the harmonious blend
of poetry and music, and that, in Burns’ case, the lyrics were written to match
those particular tunes belonging to a popular heritage. Without the one, the other
effectively became worthless. The global significance and power could only be
achieved when both art forms were put together.

This is what led Kinsley to state that song was truly the pivotal feature of
cultural production in the eighteenth century: “The most striking feature of
eighteenth-century Scottish culture, philosophy and historiography aside, is the
cultivation of folk song and traditional music.” (Kinsley, “Music”, 131). Hence 
the possibility of extending song virtually to all forms of life, as depicted in
Rousseau’s concept of this form of art, could also have been found in Scotland
and inevitably in Burns. Philosophy and historiography have been disregarded by
Kinsley, probably due to the fact that these matters belonged mainly to the world
of the literati, who rejected the realm of the oral-based culture, which was full of

41Discussing Scottish Nationhood in Robert Burns’ Songs: A Dialogical Perspective



Scotticisms.
However, the fact that Burns was not always adamant concerning his

necessity to be an active writer of lyrics for pre-existing tunes should be under -
lined, as should the consequences for Scottish nationhood in the late eighteenth
century. Authors such as John L. Morison in “Burns and Scottish Nationalism”19

refer to the death of the poet’s authorial voice, in his attempts to collect songs.
Morison conveys the notion that the main focus of Burns’ contribution towards
the renewal of Scottish pride seems to have lain in the matter that the poet has
arguably become most famous for, i.e. his work as a ‘non-writer:’20

“Burns’ most explicit and definite service to the Scottish nationality was,
of course, the work he did in collecting, editing and adding Scottish song
– he was, after all, the greatest editor and creator of national folk song, in
modern history.” (Morison, 52-53)

Through this, the importance of Burns’ song-collecting in the eighteenth
century can be seen, not only for the nation’s literary history, but also as far as
Scotland’s national identity is concerned. However, his importance as an author
may be questioned, in view of his notoriety in the editing and collecting of songs.
Morison’s essay explains why Burns could be considered as such an important
contributor to literature in Europe, and indeed the world: “Here in the truest sense
of the word, Burns became a partner with the Scottish people themselves.”
(Morison, 54).

In other words, there appears to be an impression that Burns entered inside
people’s worlds to represent them through his verse, and that he became a
portrayer of their speech and musical expression, specifically speaking. Scots, as
a means of oral expression in Scotland, became another aspect through which
Burns remained true to the source of the oral text, thus giving the whole final
production an even stronger sense of Scottish cultural identity. This means that his
verse was true to their world. Consequently, they would more easily relate to his
writing, as this was the mirror image of their reality.

Throughout this portrayal of the dialogue between music and text in Burns’
production as an author of songs, the social and cultural importance of this form
of artistic expression has been analysed, in an attempt to understand why the

19 John L. Morison, “Burns and Scottish Nationalism.” The Burns Chronicle and Directory. 2nd
Series, 2, 1936, 49-56.

20 This term is used to describe the works in which Burns decided to cut off his authorial voice and
became a collector or a conveyer of the people’s spoken word.
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poet’s writing enjoyed such widespread appeal at the time (and still does), and
how it helped to redefine Scottish national identity. Furthermore, on a more
technical level, through the study of the melodic flow of a tune, Burns was able
to highlight certain, more important parts of poems, by causing them to coincide
with the more emphatic sections of the tunes. Whichever way the issue is seen,
Burns could certainly be considered a forerunner of a reinvented cultural and
national identity in Scotland, achieved through the use of song, which, in
Scotland, had an undeniable social and cultural meaning.
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The heroines of Charlotte Dacre’s narrative works are characters who
transgress the norms beginning to determine women’s behaviour from the
turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century onwards, according to the

stereotype of Woman, then predominant at a certain level of English society. It is
possible to state that Dacre was literarily calling our attention to transgression as
a strategic form of warning against socio-economic and cultural formulas that
needed to be changed because they could or would fail. Therefore, this criticism
of the problem of Woman’s education provides a very important basis for her
activity as a writer. We find in all Dacre’s narratives an exhaustive analysis of this
theme because, in her view, there is a correspondence between the way female
characters act and the way they are educated. Finally, elaborating further on her
ideas, it can be defended that, regardless of any innate characteristics, an
adequate system of education should at least improve the individual’s character
(whether female or male), with the aim of making that person a more virtuous
citizen.

In her best known work, Zofloya; or, the Moor: A Romance of the Fifteenth
Century (1806), Dacre analyses the possibility of relating the transgressive
personality of the protagonist, Victoria, to the type of education she received. In
fact, Victoria possesses characteristics that make her act contrary to the bourgeois
model of the virtuous Woman:

(…) Victoria, though at the age of fifteen, beautiful and accomplished as
an angel, was proud, haughty, and self-sufficient – of a wild, ardent, and
irrepressible spirit, indifferent to reproof, careless of censure – of an
implacable, revengeful, and cruel nature, and bent upon gaining the
ascendancy in whatever she engaged.

(Dacre, 40)

In a brief physical characterization – “beautiful and accomplished as an
angel” – the narrator of Zofloya compares Victoria with an angel, to hyperbolize
the perfection of her extremely youthful beauty. Nevertheless, this exaltation of
the protagonist’s beauty emphasizes the opposition between the very positive
evaluation of her physical appearance and the particularly negative evaluation of
her psychological inner life.
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This negative psychological evaluation, contrary to the positive physical
evaluation, is effected at two levels: through direct characterization – “Victoria
was proud, haughty, and self-sufficient” – and through indirect characterization
– her spirit being “wild, ardent, and irrepressible” and her nature “implacable,
revengeful, and cruel”. Furthermore, Victoria’s psychological characteristics are
presented in a gradual and intensive form, the semantic value of the adjectives
used for this characterization becoming more negative from the first one –
“proud” – to the last one – “cruel”. The hyperbolizing effect of Victoria’s negative
psychological characterization is achieved, not only through the enormous
number of adjectives that qualify her behaviour, but also through the repetition
of synonyms like “proud” and “haughty”. Finally, the word “of” contributes to the
same hyperbolizing effect when used anaphorically in the following sentences:
“of a wild, ardent, and irrepressible spirit” and “of an implacable, revengeful,
and cruel nature”.

According to the point of view of Zofloya¸ what is a more serious problem
is that it seems impossible to correct these psychological characteristics, improper
of a young Woman who should try hard to achieve virtue. Indeed, none of her
educators proves to be capable, as they should be, of leading Victoria to recognize
their authority: “Victoria in childhood gave proofs of what is termed, somewhat
injudiciously, a corrupt nature, yet a firm and decided course of education would
so far have changed her bent (…)” (Dacre, 49). The narrator of Zofloya even insists
on the idea that the correction of the protagonist’s so-called natural vices and
their substitution by learned virtues is a very hard task which can be accom -
plished only through “a firm and decided course of education” (idem).

The conviction that one can perfect human character by means of a well-
planed educational strategy, had already appeared, as is well-known, in Mary
Wollstonecraft’s books. Original Stories (1796) is the title which immediately
occurs in this context. After their mother’s death, the sisters Mary and Caroline
(14 and 12 years old, respectively) are taken by their father to Mrs. Mason – 
“a woman of tenderness and discernment” (Wollstonecraft, 361) – to receive a
proper education. Like Victoria, these two very young female characters were
not educated to become good citizens, during their childhood. At the beginning
of Original Stories, their behaviour is evaluated in a particularly negative way,
considering the model of Woman defended by the narrative point of view: “(...)
they had caught every prejudice that the vulgar / casually instill.” (idem). Mrs.
Mason has, therefore, to correct “(...) these prejudices, and substitute good habits
instead of those they had carelessly contracted, (...)” (idem). Unlike the various
educators of Victoria, Mrs. Mason accomplishes her task, correcting Mary and
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Caroline’s vices and substituting recently learned virtues for them, through a
pedagogical process, at the centre of which is to be found Mrs. Mason’s own
example.

The hyperbolizing of Victoria’s vicious behaviour also results from the
opposition established in Zofloya between its protagonist and the serene innocent
Lilla, the paragon of the bourgeois model of Woman that was being constructed
at the turn of the eighteenth century to the nineteenth century. Lilla is physically
characterized as beautiful and innocent and acts according to what is expected
from a virtuous young Woman:

Pure and innocent, free even from the smallest taint of a corrupt thought
(...); delicate, symmetrical, and of a fairy-like beauty, her person so small,
yet of so just proportion; sweet, expressing a seraphic serenity of soul,
seemed her angelical countenance, slightly suffused with the paleste hue
of the virgin rose.

(Dacre, 144)

The psychological characterisation of Lilla – “Pure and innocent, free even
from the smallest taint of a corrupt thought” – fits the physical one – “delicate,
symmetrical, and of a fairy-like beauty, her person so small, yet of so just
proportion”. Metaphorically, both types of characterization elevate her to a semi-
divine sphere, given her sweetness and smallness, which make her both fairy and
angel-like. Lilla is further characterized as the obedient daughter who respects her
father’s authority, and as Henriquez’ kind fiancée. Infringing the dominant social
and cultural model of Woman, Victoria is characterized, to a certain extent, as
androgynous, violating even the apparently natural physical difference between
the sexes, stated by Adriana Craciun:

Victoria violates the natural difference between the sexes to such an
extent that her body itself is transformed into a larger and decidedly
masculine form. Victoria’s increasingly physical masculinization reveals
the anxiety (and hope) of Dacre’s age that perhaps the two sexes them -
selves (and not merely the gender identities they supposedly establish)
are not fixen or natural.

(Craciun, 18)

Craciun explicitly refers to the polemical notions of “sex” and “gender”. The
first can be defined on the basis of the allegedly natural biological antinomy
Man/Woman, and the second notion on the basis of the antinomy Masculine/
/Feminine, culturally determined, according to the roles which men and women
are supposed to play in society. In Craciun’s view, Victoria subverts the traditional
dogma of the indubitable opposition between the bodies of Man and Woman.
Such a dogma was constructed due to the so-called natural opposition between
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male physical and moral strength and female physical and moral weakness. These
qualities evidently should give Man the right to be economically and socio-
politically dominant1.

In fact, especially after killing her husband, Victoria’s masculinity seems to
increase. The protagonist’s dark-coloured hair apparently becomes darker.
Metaphorically described by the narrator as: “(...) her raven hair streaming over her
shoulders” (Dacre, 191), it definitively turns into black hair. Moreover, “raven”
refers, not only to a large bird with shiny black feathers, but also to the fact that
the bird feeds chiefly on carrion. However, “raven” can also be interpreted, in this
context, as a symbol of powerful audacity. It is particularly important to keep this
symbolical meaning in mind while analysing the progressive moral and physical
degradation of the protagonist of Zofloya2.

In fact, Victoria believes that, after murdering her husband, Berenza, nothing
will stop her from seducing Henriquez, her brother-in-law. Nevertheless, she is
defeated by her own strong physical appearance and wild moral behaviour,
which makes Henriquez hate her, especially in comparison with Lilla:

(...) the passion of Victoria having now, as she conceived, no further
obstacles to surmount, grew to an unrestrained height. (…) But vain were
her artifices, for his soul [Henriquez’] was enslaved by the simplicity and
innocence of the youthful Lilla; (…) her trembling delicacy, her gentle
sweetness, her sylph-like fragile form (…) Victoria he [Henriquez] viewed
with almost absolute dislike; her strong though noble features, her
dignified carriage, her authoritative tone – her boldness, her insensibility,
her violence…

(Dacre, 196, my italics)

The opposition between these two female characters – one following the
bourgeois model of Woman, then dominant, and the other transgressing it –
depends on a careful choice of the names and adjectives that characterize them.
In relation to the former: “the simplicity and innocence of the youthful Lilla; (…)
her trembling delicacy, her gentle sweetness, her sylph-like fragile form”; as to
Victoria: “her strong though noble features, her dignified carriage, her authorita -
tive tone – her boldness, her insensibility, her violence.” So, the tragic dimension

1 In relation to the concepts of “sex” and “gender”, see Jehlen, 1995.
2 As far as the meanings of “raven” are concerned, see The New Shorter Oxford English

Dictionary: “A large bird of the crow family, Corvus corax, widely distributed in the northern
hemisphere, feeding chiefly on carrion and having a raucous croaking call. (…) (The image of
a raven on) the flag of the Danish Vikings; (…) Viking military power.” (The New Shorter Oxford
English Dictionary, s.v. “raven”, my italics).
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of Victoria results from the fact that Henriquez desires only the young Woman
who acts according to the socio-cultural feminine model generally followed at the
time of Zofloya: “his soul [Henriquez’] was enslaved by (...) the youthful Lilla.”

But Victoria’s sin is even more terrible because she is a married lady
expressing desire for her brother-in-law. What is at stake here is a kind of inces -
tuous desire reminding us of Claudius and Gertrude in William Shakespeare’s
Hamlet3. In this tragedy, Claudius remembers that his wife had previously been
his sister(-in-law): “(...) our sometimes sister, now our queen, (...)” (Shakespeare,
I.ii.8). But it is Hamlet himself who shows, with anguish, how morally
condemnable the union between his mother and his uncle is:

O, God! a beast, that wants discourse of reason,
Would have mourned longer – married with my uncle,
My father’s brother, but no more like my father
Than I to Hercules; within a month,
Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears
Had left the flushing in the gallèd eyes,
She married. O most wicked speed, to post
With such dexterity to incestuous sheets!

(Shakespeare, I.ii., 150-157)4

Indeed the narrator of Zofloya emphasises Victoria’s arrogant and cruel
characteristics, which are more typical of a masculine character (although, in this
case, they should be also morally condemned), but completely inconceivable in
a feminine character, who becomes, in this form, absolutely monstrous:

Thus, though Victoria in childhood gave proofs of what is termed, some -
what injudiciously a corrupt nature, yet a firm and decided course of
education would so far have changed her bent, that those propensities,
which by neglect became vices, might have ameliorated into virtues. For
example, haughtiness might have been softened into noble pride, cruelty
into courage, implacability into firmness; but by being suffered to grow
entirely wild, they overrun the fair garden of the mind, and prevented
proper principles from taking root.

(Dacre, 48-49)

3 The influence of the Bible is determinant in this matter too. For example, when we consider the
following quotation: “Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy brother’s wife: it is thy brother’s
nakedness.” (The Holy Bible, Leviticus, 18.16).

4 In a note to this edition of Shakespeare’s play, the meaning of “incestuous”, in line 157, is
explained in the following way: “(…) incestuous because marriage to a deceased husband’s
brother was forbidden by the Church, whether Catholic or Protestant (…)” (Hibbard, 164, 
n. 157).
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According to this characterization, “Victoria in childhood gave proofs of
what is termed, somewhat injudiciously a corrupt nature”. Later, this statement
is clarified: “(...) the character of Victoria, by nature more prone to evil than to
good (...)” (Dacre, 59). Nevertheless, the adverbial expression “somewhat inju -
di ciously” (used at the beginning of the quotation transcribed above) expresses
a certain doubt relating to what the correct evaluation of Victoria’s character
should be. This doubt is pointed to through the meaning of the adverb “injudi -
ciously” defined as: “showing lack of judgement” (The New Shorter Oxford
English Dictionary, s.v. “injudiciously”), i.e. those who defend that Victoria’s
nature is corrupt may be relatively wrong.

The narrative of the story of Victoria’s life is based on the opposition between
her so-called obviously corrupt nature and the necessary educational strategy
which would correct it: “though Victoria in childhood gave proofs of (...) a corrupt
nature, yet a firm and decided course of education would so far have changed
her bent (...)”. (Dacre, 49). The narrator explains that, before becoming Victoria’s
husband, Berenza had planned to influence her by following the same principles
according to which individual natural inclinations may be corrected through
educational action:

(...) he would have made her his wife (…) and relied upon the power he
believed himself to possess over the human mind for modelling her
afterwards (…). Her wild and imperious character he would have essayed
to render noble, firm, and dignified; her fierté he would have softened,
and her boldness checked.

(Dacre, 58-59)

The absence of an appropriate educator (similar to Mrs. Mason in
Wollstonecraft’s Original Stories) seems to be presented in Zofloya as the reason
why the educational process of correcting Victoria’s nature fails. It is the narrator
who insists on the idea that one of the main characteristics of the protagonist’s
mother is the fact that she is incapable of educating her children (Victoria and her
brother, Leonardo) properly:

(...) the character of Victoria, by nature more prone to evil than to good,
and requiring at once the strong curb of wisdom and example to regulate
it, had not, since the death of her father, obtained much opportunity of
improvement. She saw exemplified, in the conduct of her mother, the
flagrant violation of a most sacred oath – she saw every principle of
delicacy and of virtue apparently contemned (…)

(Dacre, 59, my italics)

As is known, the pedagogy of example is given enormous importance 
in Original Stories: “knowledge should be gradually imparted, and flow more
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from example than teaching: example directly addresses the senses (…)”
(Wollstonecraft, 361). Seen from this perspective, Laurina’s inability to educate
Victoria and the fact that her behaviour constitutes a terrible example for her
daughter are very well-expressed in the following dialogue between the two
characters:

‘Victoria, (…) for the first time in my life, I command you never more
to hold converse with Il Conte Berenza!’ (…)

‘That you never, Signora, commanded me till now, is true; that you
command me now, when it is too late, is equally so. I determine to quit
this roof, which is no protection to me (…)’(…)

‘Oh, Victoria! – Victoria! (…) art thou mad, my child? or wouldst
thou voluntarily plunge me in eternal disgrace?’ (...)

‘You abandoned me – my brother – and my father!’ sternly replied
the torturing Victoria.

‘Oh, daughter! – oh, Victoria’ groaned Laurina – ‘this from thee!’
‘Mother – eternally hast thou disgraced us!’ she replied.

(Dacre, 61)

According to Victoria, Laurina is responsible for all the misfortunes which
have afflicted her family: “‘You abandoned me – my brother – and my father!’”
and “‘Mother – eternally hast thou disgraced us!’”. The italics used to emphasize
“you”, “me”, “brother”, “father” and “eternally thou” point to the fatal destiny of
those who were cursed by Laurina’s behaviour. Recognising her inability to
educate Victoria, the mother (helped by Count Ardolph, her lover) asks Signora
di Modena, a distant relation, to play this role. However, unlike Mrs. Mason in
Wollstonecraft’s Original Stories, Signora di Modena, characterized as cold and
violent, is not the ideal educator either, and she fails too:

But the desire of revenge, deep and implacable, was nurtured in her
heart’s core, and gave to her character an additional shade of harshness
and ferocity: thus she became like the untameable hyaena, that confine -
ment renders only more fierce.

(Dacre, 75)

Through the comparison between the hyena’s captivity and Victoria’s stay at
Signora di Modena’s, we are shown how Victoria’s character becomes wilder
under the influence of such an incompetent educator. According to The New
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, “hyena” can be used to refer to “A person
who is cruel, treacherous and rapacious” (The New Shorter Oxford English
Dictionary, s.v. “hyena”).

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, this kind of wild character was
generally considered hideous, both from a moral and social perspective, and
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even more so in the case of a Woman. Described as a hermaphroditic animal, the
hyena, when compared with Victoria emphasizes the transgressive aspects of the
protagonist’s physical appearance and moral behaviour5. It can be stated that,
without hesitation, this female character audaciously questions the limits then
imposed on Woman’s action by society. Corwell seems to imply this evaluation
of Victoria in the following declaration: “(...) Charlotte Dacre’s novel Zofloya, or
the Moor (...) [presents] a heroine with a full commitment to vice and its weighing,
albeit at a less sophisticated level, of attractions of criminality and the insidious
progression of depravity.” (Corwell, 31). Nevertheless, in spite of Victoria’s trans -
gressive behaviour since the beginning of the narrative, it is only after the
appearance of Zofloya (the moor servant of Henriquez, her future brother-in-law)
that her truly criminal career starts. However, it should also be underlined that
such a character appears only in the middle of the narrative, albeit acting as
Victoria’s indispensable assistant from then on.

In relation to Victoria’s protagonism, it is useful to recall here the etymology
of “protagonist”: “In the Greek tragedy, the word for the conflict, or contest, is the
‘agon’”. (Abbott, 187, my italics). The protagonist is thus the first character
(“proto”), in narrative terms, i.e. the main character at the centre of the conflict.
This is particularly true of Victoria, who seems to lead and control the action of
Zofloya. Therefore, Adriana Craciun’s analysis of Zofloya, as a mere vehicle for
the achievements of the protagonist’s aims, should be quoted here:

(...) the infernal agent enters Zofloya midway through the novel, after
Victoria has begun her seductions. The reviewer for Monthly Literary
Recreations found (…) Victoria (…) depraved before Satan arrives: “The
supernatural agent is totally useless, as the mind of Victoria, who Satan,
under the form of Zofloya, comes to tempt, is sufficiently black and
depraved naturally, to need no temptation to commit the horrid crimes she
perpetrates.”

(Craciun, 15, my italics)

However, if Zofloya’s protagonism is but an illusion, what role does this
character play in the narrative? Why did Dacre choose his name as the title for
her book? Knowing that Zofloya would probably be criticized in a very severe
manner for the author’s audacity in choosing its theme and language (which were
going to be judged improper for any writer, but most of all for a woman writer),
Dacre may have wanted to protect her book from being excluded from the literary
market of her time, through the use of Zofloya as the character that is apparently

5 As to the meaning of “hyena”, in the context of this narrative, see Craciun (in Dacre, 75, n.1).
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responsible for Victoria’s different forms of transgression6. This is what Diane Long
Hoeveler suggests in “Chalotte Dacre’s Zofloya: A Case Study in Miscegenation
as Sexual and Racial Nausea”: “A woman who would sexually pursue not simply
one but two men – and brothers at that – is a woman who has to be full of the
devil.” (Hoeveler, 189).

In fact, Zofloya is but an instrument used by Victoria for her revenge against
Berenza, after discovering that he had considered her without enough merit to be
his wife: “(...) hatred and desire of revenge took possession of her vindictive soul.
(...) she had (...) been deemed by Berenza unworthy of becoming his wife.”
(Dacre, 138). Furthermore, Zofloya may be interpreted as a projection only of
the protagonist’s impulses. The following statement by Robert Miles reinforces
these ideas: “(...) Victoria’s desires pre-exist devilish intervention.” (Miles, 182).
However, it is the narrator who characterizes Victoria’s state of mind in relation
to Henriquez, her brother-in-law, from this point of view.

Time rolled on, and the effervescence of Victoria’s mind increased
almost to madness. (…) as she beheld time passing away, and that still
Henriquez, the idol of her thoughts, remained wholly insensible to the
most open insinuations, almost avowals of the feeling he had excited, she
became nearly frantic with desperation, and resolved to risk every thing
to obtain her point.

The most wild and horrible ideas took possession of her brain;
crimes of the deepest dye her imagination could conceive appeared as
nothing, opposed to the possibility of obtaining a return of love from
Henriquez.

(Dacre, 144)

Immediately after this quotation, Victoria’s complete absence of peace of
mind is emphasized through the following sentence at the end of the description
of her difficulties in getting to sleep: “(...) she started up again from her thorn-
strewed pillow! But no – all was peaceful without – the rage and the confusion
was in her breast!” (Dacre, 145, my italics). To the metaphorical expression of
Victoria’s extreme agony – “she started up again from her thorn-strewed pillow”
– is added the explanation of its origins, not extrinsic, but intrinsic to the
protagonist’s own mind – “all was peaceful without – the rage and the confusion
was in her breast!”. Michasiw also underlines Victoria’s independence in relation
to Zofloya:

6 For a more detailed explanation of the way in which Dacre and Zofloya were criticized after the
novel’s publication, see this author’s MA thesis: Simões, 11-14. 
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(...) Victoria’s desire is mediated and facilitated by the figure of the Moor.
Hitherto in the novel Victoria has managed well enough on her own; she
has, among other accomplishments, survived the dissolution of her family,
escaped captivity, saved the life of her lover, transformed that lover into a
husband, integrated herself into the best Venetian society.
(Michasiw, viii)

Interpreted like this, Zofloya is a mere supporter of Victoria’s course of action.
Hoeveler’s analysis goes further, considering this male character as a true
projection of the protagonist’s most violent psychological impulses: “Victoria’s
dreams present us with the possibility that the character we recognize as ‘Zofloya’
is actually less a real personage than the dark and demonic forces within Victoria’s
own psyche.” (Hoeveler, 189).

The motif of the dream has traditionally played a very important literary role
and has frequently had a certain premonitory function. Indeed, it is exactly in
one of Victoria’s dreams that Zofloya appears, for the first time:

At length she fell into a disturbed slumber; (...), she beheld advancing
a Moor, of a noble and majestic form. He was clad in a habit of white and
gold; on his head he wore a white turban, which sparkled with emeralds,
and was surmounted by a waving feather of green; his arms and legs,
which were bare, were encircled with the finest oriental pearl; he wore a
collar of gold round his throat, and his ears were decorated with gold
rings of an enormous size.

Victoria contemplated this figure with an inexplicable awe, and as
she gazed, he bent his knee, and extended his arms towards her. While
in this attitude, her mind filled with terror, she looked upon him with
dread, and essaying to fly, she stumbled and awoke.

(Dacre, 145)

We should note that, from his very first appearance, Zofloya is characterized
in an exceptionally majestic way. The majesty of the figure becomes even more
evident through the contrast between his dark skin colour, typical of a moor, and
his few clothes and turban, white and gold, to which pearls, emeralds and a green
feather have been added.

The first meeting of the two characters is literarily constructed in such a way
that it reveals another aspect of their relationship: on the one hand, Victoria looks
terrified when she contemplates Zofloya’s frightful and imposing figure – “Victoria
contemplated this figure with an inexplicable awe” (as quoted above) – on the
other hand, the moor seems to be there to serve the protagonist, kneeling and
offering his assistance – “he bent his knee, and extended his arms towards her”.
At the same time, in spite of the racial difficulties that separate them, Victoria



immediately feels a certain fatal and inexplicable attraction for Zofloya, which
remains undiminished until the end of the narrative.

(...) he [Zofloya] looked at her with a peculiar earnestness and animation,
yet her pride felt no alarm; (...) in the eyes of the vain Victoria his beauty
increased every moment.

For this once, though Henriquez was in her mind and in her soul,
another occupied her attention (...)

(Dacre, 153, my italics)

The moor Zofloya could therefore be interpreted as Victoria’s real object of
desire. Thus, she proves to be capable of transgressing all kinds of rules socially
imposed on Woman, whether those related to marriage and family bonds or those
related to the regulation of relationships between people belonging to different
classes and races. This is what Michasiw suggests:

(…) Dacre both proffers and retracts Zofloya as a sexual object, and in this
presents the reader with problems both of race and class. And it is difficult
quite to know which of these is the more shocking to polite society (...)
that a lady should desire her male servant or that a white lady should
desire a black man.

(Michasiw, xxi)7

At the turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, when the model of
the bourgeois Woman was becoming dominant, female sexuality was also
becoming more and more invisible, as if it were only natural, and emphasis was
given to the central role that all women should play in marriage, the sole
institution that could guarantee the survival of the family as the foundation of the
new socio-economic paradigm of development. This is why Victoria may simply
be acting under the evil influence of Zofloya, that is, she cannot be entirely
responsible for her actions, as suggested by Hoeveler: “When sexual passion is
viewed as more important than economic gain and social status, then women
have become openly sexualized to a degree found dangerous and threatening to
a culture that is predicted on their sexual discipline and control.” (Hoeveler, 194).

From this perspective, Victoria is the exact opposite of Lilla and will therefore

7 In the context of Michasiw’s analysis, we should notice that (according to The New Shorter
Oxford English Dictionary) “moor” also meant at the time, and in general, “a black person”. (The
New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “moor”).
It is in terms of class, too, that Miles analyses Victoria’s transgression: “Victoria’s desire, because
it is for a Moorish servant who was once a slave, also “crosses class (...) taboos”.” (Miles, 188). 
In relation to the racial and sexual problems dealt with in Zofloya, see Hoeveler, 1997.

57Zofloya by Dacre and the Problem of Women’s Education



never be able to conquer Henriquez’ love. This is the idea that Zofloya reinforces:
“He would have loved you, I presume, had you chanced to have resembled
Lilla.”. (Dacre, 211). The protagonist herself sometimes regrets that, physically, she
fits the contemporary masculine stereotype of beauty more than the feminine:
“Ah! (...) that this unwieldy form could be compressed into the fairy delicacy of
hers, these bold masculine features assume the likeliness of her baby face!”
(Dacre, 211).

Finally, a happy ending should be expected: Victoria’s punishment and
destruction (due to her inconceivable transgressive behaviour) and Lilla’s marriage
to Henriquez, rewarding her conformist attitude to the model of Woman of that
time. This is what generally happens in the so-called female Gothic narratives,
especially as represented by Ann Radcliffe8. But, unexpectedly, this is not what
happens in Zofloya, as Hoeveler concludes after analysing the physical and
psychological differences between the characterizations of Victoria and Lilla in
relation to Henriquez:

Victoria suffers an intense and lustful infatuation for him [Henriquez]
immediately, but he finds her repulsive. Indeed, on at least two occasions,
he describes her as odious because she is ‘masculine’ (3.5-6; 3.59),
Henriquez instead is enamored of his lovely little thirteen-year-old or -
phaned friend, Lilla, thrown onto his protection by the deaths of both her
parents. Lilla is as blonde as Victoria is dark. Lilla is as pre-pubescent,
passive, good and obedient as Victoria is the opposite. Lilla, in other
words, is the new bourgeois ideal of the ‘civilized’ domestic idol, the
professionally feminine girl-woman. Victoria embodies the earlier, uncivi -
lized, aristocratic woman – vain, lustful, libidinously aggressive, actively
and openly sexual and violent. According to the code of the ideology,
Lilla should live and triumph over Victoria. The opposite occurs in this
work, perhaps the most eccentric female gothic ever penned.

(Hoeveler, 188)

It could be said that neither Victoria’s interrogation of the socially built rules,
nor their passive acceptance by Lilla seem to be approved in Zofloya. As far as
Lilla is concerned, her innocence seems to be represented more like a certain lack
of intelligence as suggested by Hoeveler: “In short, Lilla is just asking to be
tortured and murdered by Victoria (...).” In the case of Victoria, however, it 

8 We should recall the opposition between the so-called female Gothic narratives, represented by
Ann Radcliffe, and the so-called male Gothic narratives, represented by Matthew Gregory Lewis.
For an analysis of the appearance of Gothic literature (in 1764 with The Castle of Otranto by
Horace Walpole) and its development, see Botting, 1996.
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can be argued that her characterization is relatively ambiguous as Montague
Summers points out: “Victoria de Loredani, the central figure of Zofloya, is proud,
passionate, and cruel, but lovely beyond compare (...)” (Summers, 63). Instead of
keeping the opposition between the characterization of Victoria and Lilla at 
the centre of our final considerations about Zofloya, we would rather defend the
idea that the main theme of the narrative is the problem of women’s education.
In this view, Zofloya deals with the demand for a new concept of education, and
the questioning of the role that it should play in this bourgeois society, concerning
the rejection of the old aristocratic model of Woman and the construction of 
a future model, determined by the economic and cultural needs of the bour -
geoisie. This is what the narrator is worrying about in a relatively moralising form:
“(...) for strict education alone can correct the faults in our nature; they will not
correct them selves. (...) we are in a great measure the creatures of education (...)”
(Dacre, 48).
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The right to identity and the right to difference are, in parallel with equality
of rights and personal freedom, the ideological foundations that establish
the conceptual basis of the essay The Subjection of Women written by John

Stuart Mill.
Identity is undoubtedly an ambiguous concept, subject to several interpre -

tations. While it can be related with the most intimate traits of each individual (in
terms of personal will, expectations and goals), it also submits the individual to
outward glances that will indubitably mould his or her individuality, providing it
with a public mark. Therefore, the way in which each individual defines and
expresses the combination of these two factors will determine his or her
difference with regard to every other individual, thus turning him or her into a
unique human being. So, if identity distinguishes us from one another and makes
us singular in the social groups and in the communities that we belong to, during
our existence it is shaped by social, cultural and political stimuli that are imposed
by the condition of social beings inherent in all of us. Kathryn Woodward, in
Identity and Difference, configures identity as follows:

Identity gives us an idea of who we are and of how we relate to others and
to the world in which we live. Identity marks the ways in which we are
the same as others who share that position, and the ways in which we
are different from those who do not.

(Woodward, 1-2)

To have our own identity does not mean the exclusion of the values of our
society, but instead represents both the need and the right to express what we
wish and what we claim for our life in the socio-political context which enfolds
us. That is why we may talk not only about the identity of an individual, but also
about the identity of a group, a culture or even a nation. If we consider women’s
suffrage this makes every sense. The idea of difference becomes extremely
relevant in this context, because, as has just been explained, identity is frequently
defined on the basis of difference1 and, without doubt, the fight for women to vote

1 On this subject, Kathryn Woodward says: “Often, identity is most clearly defined by differences,
that is by what is not.” (Woodward, 2).



was a struggle for their ascension to a new social, political and sexual identity,
as John Stuart Mill upholds in The Subjection of Women. Referring to the eman -
cipation of women, Luce Irigaray, in Je, tu, nous. Towards a Culture of Difference,
shares my point of view and conceives that the right to difference is the right to
human dignity, particularly when we compare the differences between men and
women in the rights that they enjoy:

In any case, our need first and foremost is for a right to human dignity for
everyone. That means we need laws to valorise difference. Not all subjects
are the same, nor equal, and it wouldn’t be right for them to be so. That’s
particularly true for the sexes. Therefore, it’s important to understand and
to modify the instruments of society and culture that regulate subjective
and objective rights. Social justice, and especially sexual justice, cannot
be achieved without changing the laws of language and the conceptions
of truths and values structuring the social order.

(Irigaray, 22)

For Mill, the struggle for women’s individual dignity, enshrined in their right
to vote, constituted a lifelong objective.2 Due to the contingencies of his society,
Mill believed that universal suffrage was the solution for overcoming the existing
inequalities between men and women. Mill viewed the women’s cause as the
cause of everyone who wished for the improvement of the human being and
who believed that liberty could only prevail among equals. By saying this, Mill
presupposed, in my point of view, not only the redefinition of the concept of
femininity, but also, the implicit redefinition of the concept of masculinity. In
other words, on the one hand, in disapproving of the Judaeo-Christian conception
of the submissive wife (confined to family and household affairs) and claiming her
right to actively participate in political and social matters by making the most of
her faculties and aptitudes for the progress of society, Mill proposed an interaction

2 In one of the most famous quotations from his Autobiography, Mill declares that the most
important public service he performed as a MP was his commitment to the struggle for women’s
suffrage, namely the amendment to the Reform Bill (1867), in which he presented a motion 
to replace the word man by the word person so that all women who were householders 
or possessed the qualifications required of male electors, could vote: “It was otherwise with 
the other motion which I made in the form of an amendment to the Reform Bill, and which 
was by far the most important, perhaps the only really important public service I performed 
in the capacity of a Member of Parliament: a motion to strike out the words which were
understood to limit the electoral franchise to males, thereby admitting to the suffrage all women
who as householders or otherwise possess the qualification required of male electors.” (Mill
(1873/1971), 179).
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between men and women in the public sphere in which man was the sovereign
holder of power. On the other hand, in the private sphere, as is known, Mill was
to defend the replacement of the relationship of subordination between husband
and wife, in which the husband was the sole beneficiary of all privileges, by a
relationship based on equality, friendship and the sharing of rights, interests and
knowledge3:

What marriage may be in the case of two persons of cultivated faculties,
identical in opinions and purposes, between whom there exists that best
kind of equality, similarity of powers and capacities with reciprocal
superiority in them – so that each can enjoy the luxury of looking up to
the other, and can have alternately the pleasure of leading and of being
led in the path of development – I will not attempt to describe. (…) But I
maintain, with the profoundest conviction, that this, and this only, is the
ideal of marriage; and that all opinions, customs, and institutions which
favour any other notion of it, or turn the conceptions and aspirations
connected with it into any other direction, by whatever pretences they
may be coloured, are relics of primitive barbarism.

(Mill (1869/1997), 210)

Subsequently, his opposing the patriarchal notion of masculinity as the
domination of man over woman gave rise to his apology of the emancipated man
who renounces his arbitrary power and lives in intercommunication with his

3 Mary Lyndon Shanley comments that, by refusing the relationship of “marital slavery” and by
replacing it with “marital friendship”, Mill reconstituted the understanding of the liberal political
policy and English and American law about the relationship between husband and wife in the
private sphere: “(…) Mill’s denunciation of “marital slavery” in The Subjection of Women and
his insistence that it be replaced by “marital friendship” reconstituted the understanding in much
previous liberal political theory and English and American law concerning what kinds of
relationships were legitimate in the private or domestic realm. In Mill’s eyes the relationship
between husband and wife had to be grounded in legal equality.” (Shanley, 397-398). Shanley
also defends that by adopting the notion of “marital friendship”, Mill was demanding a break
with an ideological past that went back to Aristotle and Hegel and did not contemplate friendship
as a possible relationship between men and women because women lacked the capacities to
enter into this: “Mill’s remedy for the evils generated by the fear of equality was what he called
marital friendship. (…) This expansion of human capacities did not, however, exhaust the benefits
of friendship. Most importantly, friendship developed what Montaigne praised as the abolition
of selfishness, the capacity to regard another human being as fully as worthy as oneself. (…)
And for precisely this reason, philosophers like Aristotle to Hegel had consistently argued that
women could not be men’s friends, for women lacked the moral capacity for the highest forms
of friendship. (…) Mill therefore made a most significant break with the past in adopting the
language of friendship in his discussion of marriage.” (Shanley, 412-413).
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wife, respecting, greeting and facilitating her contribution to the progress and
development of humanity.4 In my opinion, this emancipated man is the exact
reflection of John Stuart Mill who, throughout the essay, reveals himself as a man
without prejudices, assured in his beliefs and genuinely faithful to the human
being and to equality as the true option for the progress and freedom of the
individual. And of the world that surrounds him.5

Reflecting, like Mill, about the question of human beings being born equal
and about the attribution of inabilities to women with the purpose of maintaining
their submission to the hegemony of the patriarchal system, Connell, in Gender
& Power, explains that, when born, men and women have more similarities than
differences, sharing identical characteristics, such as the capacity for language,
intellect and imagination, upright stance and the manipulation afforded by the
opposing thumb. If there are differences in temperament or ability between men
and women, they are not biological. They are gender concepts shaped by society
and part of a continuous effort to sustain the social definition of gender. This effort
is necessary because, according to Connell, biological logic cannot sustain the
gender categories. (Connell, 81).

It is society that lumps people together in primitive categories through an
imposed external logic which places individuals in parallel situations. It is the
emphasis that society places on difference that contradicts the natural similarity
between the sexes. As an example, Connell mentions the new-born children on
whom gender stereotypes are imposed from birth.6 Consequently, our conception
of what is natural, and of what natural differences consist of, corresponds to a

4 Eugene August asserts that Mill envisaged not only the emancipation of women, but also the
emancipation of men – the kind of men who would promote equality between men and women:
“But true to his sense of balance Mill goes on to envision, not only liberated women, but
liberated men and women in a true marriage of equals (…); the emancipation of women was
also the business of emancipated men.” (August, 219, 221-222).

5 I agree with Eugene August when he points out that, for many years, and, we dare say, even
today, Mill has been held up as a rare example of a liberated man: “As we listen to Mill in the
essay, we hear the voice of a genuinely liberated man, sure in his rejection of privileges and
prejudices that lesser men have clung to for centuries.” (August, 222).

6 According to the author: “People can be lumped together in logically primitive categories
through an external logic, a logic imposed on them that places them in parallel situations – like
a queue of people waiting for a bus, or the audience for a radio broadcast. (…) This is obvious
in the key case of children, who have gender forms vehemently imposed on them long before
they are capable of reproducing, or even have much understanding of the business of
reproduction.” (Connell, 81).
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cultural complexion and to a part of the way in which we come upon the gender
concept. It is a process that cannot be separated from social practice. Returning
to the example of children, the new-born child has a biological sex but no social
gender. It is while the child is growing that society, through its agencies of
socialization such as the family, the school, the peer group and the media, tries
to instil into the child models of behaviour considered appropriate to one sex or
the other. In this phase, according to Connell, several mechanisms of learning and
discourse come into play. These mechanisms lead to the internalization of models
of behaviour and to the definition of a gender identity which usually corresponds
to the social expectations previously determined for each sex.7 In normative
terms, those expectations incorporate the existence of two genders (masculine
and feminine) and exclude homosexuality (male and female) and transsexuality.
This occurs, in Michel Foucault’s opinion, because the social expectations about
sexuality are submitted to an economy of reproduction which normally excludes,
condemns, controls and labels as perverse those forms of sexuality considered as
deviations (not economically useful and not politically conservative):

For was this transformation of sex into discourse not governed by the
endeavour to expel from reality the forms of sexuality that were not
amenable to the strict economy of reproduction: to say no to unpro -
ductive activities, to banish casual pleasures, to reduce or exclude
practices whose object was not procreation? (…) Were these anything
more than means employed to absorb, for the benefit of a genitally
centred sexuality, all the fruitless pleasures? All this garrulous attention
which has us in a stew over sexuality is it not motivated by one basic
concern: to ensure population, to reproduce labour capacity, to perpetuate
the form of social relations: in short, to constitute a sexuality that is
economically useful and politically conservative?

(Foucault, 36-37)

The most common conception of the psychology of gender is therefore a
Unitarian model of the sexual character which is itself part of the sexual ideology
that establishes that women and men have different opinions, perspectives, tem -
peraments, characters, abilities and personalities. The sexual ideology functions,
therefore, as the doctrine of learning and training that regulates the social body

7 To Connell: “Various mechanisms of learning come into play: conditioning, instruction,
modelling, identification, rule learning. (…) Whatever the details, the social models or
prescriptions are internalized to a greater or lesser degree. The result is a gender identity that in
the usual case corresponds to the social expectations for that sex.” (Connell, 192).
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and as a discourse8 which contributes to the definition and attribution of sexuality.
In Foucault’s belief, it is in discourse that power and knowledge articulate and
transmit the notion of sexuality as a set of asymmetrical effects produced in
bodies, behaviours and social relations by a certain deployment deriving from a
complex political technology.9 If, within the wide range of discourses about
sexuality and about the politics of sex, we travel back with Foucault to the
seventeenth century, we witness, in western societies, an attempt to dominate
sex and to silence this matter with the aim of completely reabsorbing sexuality
into the seriousness of the procreative function, using repression as a means of
connection between knowledge and sexuality. (Foucault, 11, 17-18). In the last
three centuries, perhaps due to the emergence of various perspectives and theories
of sexuality, categories of sexuality and sexual claims, there has been a prolifer -
ation of discourses about sex, despite the concern and prudence shown in its
enunciation. This proliferation increased with greater significance from the
eighteenth century onwards and mainly in the field of the exercise of political and
economic power, with the aim, in Foucault’s view, of controlling sexuality – not
in the form of a general theory of sexuality but as a form of analysis, classification
and specification of quantitative or causal studies – and producing a discourse on
sex that would not derive from morality alone but also from rationality:

But more important was the multiplication of discourses concerning sex
in the field of exercise of power itself: an institutional incitement to speak
about it, and to do so more and more; a determination on the part of the
agencies of power to hear it spoken about, and to cause it to speak through
explicit articulation and endlessly accumulated detail.
(…) Toward the beginning of the eighteenth century, there emerged a
political, economic, and technical incitement to talk about sex. And not
so much in the form of a general theory of sexuality as in the form of
analysis, stocktaking, classification, and specification, of quantitative or
causal studies.

(Foucault, 18, 23-24).

Obviously, this proliferation of discourses on sexuality was also the result of
the evolution of the Catholic pastoral which, through the sacrament of confession,

8 One understands discourse as an interconnection between language and cultural practice and
as a means of organizing knowledge about the institutions and configurations of power. In this
respect, see Sara Mills (6) and Foucault (100-102).

9 In the author’s words: “(…) sexuality is the set of effects produced in bodies, behaviours, and
social relations by a certain deployment deriving from a complex political technology.” (Foucault,
127).
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had held the knowledge and the power about what was considered to be the
truth about sex by claiming confession to be compulsory and by turning it into a
powerful instrument of discourse and, as a consequence, of manipulation of the
sexual act. This not only meant the obligation to admit to violations of the laws
of sex, as required by traditional penance, but also, in the words of Foucault, “the
nearly infinite task of telling – telling oneself and another, as often as possible,
everything that might concern the interplay of innumerable pleasures, sensations,
and thoughts which, through the body and the soul, had some affinity with sex.”
(Foucault, 20).

Little by little, some of the impositions and demands of the penitential
practices were relaxed10 and, by the end of the eighteenth century, a new tech -
nology of sex had arisen. New, because without being truly independent of the
thematics of sin and of the mechanisms of repression, it escaped the ecclesiastical
institution by expanding along three axes: pedagogy (having as its objective the
sexuality of children), medicine (whose objective was the sexual physiology of
women) and demography (whose objective was the spontaneous regulation of
births). In this way, sex became not only a secular concern, but also a concern
of the State. The social body was now called upon to act as a whole, in a new
orientation of power that developed a politics of sex based on new techniques,
aimed at maximizing life, and whose primary concern was not repression but
the protection of society and the race, and the survival of the body, vigour,
longevity and progenitor. Thus, in Foucault’s words, the technology of sex, at the
turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, was ordered according to
medicine, the requirement of normality, and life:

A visible continuity, therefore, but one that did not prevent a major
transformation: from that time on, the technology of sex was ordered in
relation to the medical institution, the exigency of normality, and – instead
of the question of death and everlasting punishment – the problem of life
and illness. The flesh was brought down to the level of the organism.

(Foucault, 117)

10 As an example, we can refer to the degree of detail demanded in the confession, which,
according to Foucault, painfully exposed people’s intimacy: “Little by little, the nakedness of
the questions formulated by the confession manuals of the Middle Ages, and a good number of
those still in use in the seventeenth century, was veiled. One avoided entering into that degree
of detail which some authors, such as Sanchez or Tamburini, had for a long time believed
indispensable for the confession to be complete: description of the respective positions of the
partners, the postures assumed, gestures, places touched, caresses, the precise moment of pleas -
ure – an entire painstaking review of the sexual act in its very unfolding.” (Foucault, 18-19).
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As a result, the search for the truth about sex began to be formulated in terms
of a rational and scientific discourse in which sex was sketched as a strategic
model of sexuality. This model of sexuality was drawn by a political power that
had assigned itself the task of administering life and whose principle had two
poles of development: the body as a machine (disciplining, optimization of capa -
bilities, extortion of forces, parallel increase of usefulness and docility, integration
into systems of efficient and economic controls) and the body as species
(mechanisms of life and the basis of the biological processes: propagation, births,
mortality, level of health, life expectancy, longevity), named by Foucault as the
anatomo-politics of the human body and the bio-politics of the population.11 So,
the law became more and more normative instead of oppressive and, accord ing
to Foucault, a new era was born: the era that he designated as the era of bio-
sexuality and bio-power. In a general sense, this meant to Michel Foucault that
the processes of knowledge and power focused on the processes of life, and that
sex became simultaneously an access to the survival of the body and to the
continuity of the species. At the juncture of the body and the population, sex
became the crucial target of a power organized around the management of 
life, and sexuality a development of power. It was sexuality, as a real historical
formation, that gave rise to the notion of sex as a speculative element, necessary
for its operation. It was the deployment of sexuality which, through polymorphic
and conjunctional techniques of power and discourse12 established, in its diverse

11 Concerning this subject, the author says: “In concrete terms, starting in the seventeenth century,
this power over life evolved in two basic forms; (…) they constituted rather two poles of
development linked together by a whole intermediary cluster of relations. One of these poles –
the first to be formed, it seems – centred on the body as a machine: its disciplining, the opti miza -
tion of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and its
docility, its integration into systems of efficient and economic controls, all this was ensured by
the procedures of power that characterized the disciplines: an anatomo-politics of the human
body. The second, formed somewhat later, focused on the species body, the body imbued with
the mechanics of life and serving as the basis of the biological processes: propagation, births and
mortality, the level of health, life expectancy and longevity, with all the conditions that can cause
these to vary. Their supervision was effected through an entire series of interventions and
regulatory controls: a bio-politics of the population. The disciplines of the body and the
regulations of the population constituted the two poles around which the organization of power
over life was deployed. The setting up (…) of this great bipolar technology (…) characterized a
power whose highest function was perhaps no longer to kill, but to invest life through and
through.” (Foucault, 139).

12 According to Foucault, we shouldn’t think of sex as an autonomous agency which secondarily
produces effects of sexuality along its surface of contact with power, but, on the contrary, we
should interpret it as the most speculative, internal and ideal element in the deployment of
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strategies (sensations, pleasures, and impressions), the notion of sex, and placed
sex as presence, excess, deficiency, instinct, pleasure and identity. (Foucault,
154). The way in which institutions shape human beings, conferring upon them
gender characteristics of heterosexuality and of perverse sexual behaviours, is
consequently the result of a psychological structure reproduced in each person
through social practice.

This being the case, and taking the gender issue into consideration, it is
important to mention that the social practice leads to the recognition of a socio-
political theory which, in turn, gives rise to the historical process known as
gender. Femininity and masculinity may, in this way, in my view, be considered
(as Freud revealed through his psychoanalysis) as psychological patterns formed
by social processes.13

The construction of these psychological models emphasizes, from a psy cho -
analytical perspective, the discontinuity between social context and personality.
It points to a division inside personality itself, consequently viewing gender
formation as the effect of an encounter with power and necessity, instead of as
the effect of compulsory rules.14 On the one hand, (by its being implicit in the
conception of the psychology of gender that the dimension of the male and
female temperament can be measured through the character traits which define
each sex) such a view allows for the coexistence of masculinity and femininity
in the same person. On the other hand, it allows for femininity and masculinity

sexuality, organized by power: “Sex (…) is doubtless but an ideal point made necessary by the
deployment of sexuality and its operation. We must not make the mistake of thinking that sex is
an autonomous agency which secondarily produces manifold effects of sexuality over the entire
length of its surface of contact with power. On the contrary, sex is the most speculative, most
ideal and most internal element in a deployment of sexuality organized by power in its grip on
bodies and their materiality, their forces, energies, sensations, and pleasures.” (Foucault, 157).

13 Freud was particularly important in this context because of his contribution to the deconstruction
of the notion that women and men possess unchangeable natural characteristics that define their
characters in a linear way. Through his psychoanalysis, he demonstrated that the social context
in which the human being is emotionally brought up and the relationships that he establishes
in the course of his life are indispensable social factors for the definition of the character of each
person as a unique human being.

14 This position is defended by R.W. Connell: “Socialization theory treats gender formation as the
acquisition and internalization of social norms. It stresses continuity between social context and
personality, and the homogeneity of personality itself. Psychoanalysis treats gender formation as
the effect of an encounter with power and necessity rather than normative prescriptions. It
emphasizes discontinuity between social context and personality, and points to radical division
within personality.” (Connell, 191).
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to be historically reconstructed, and new gender categories can emerge in the
same society, such as homosexuals in the nineteenth century and transsexuals in
the twentieth century.15 Finally, in my view, it enables other categories, rather
than masculinity, to become dominant.

We are now inevitably entering into the sphere of the dichotomy between
power and resistance to power. That is, if we interpret power as Foucault did, as
a name that one attributes to a complex strategic situation in a given society,16 we
conclude that what makes the exercise of power intelligible in the social field is
the dynamics of the relationship of strength whose combined effect induces,
through inequality, states of power. For Michel Foucault, where there is power,
there is intrinsically resistance:

Resistances do not derive from a few heterogeneous principles; but
neither are they a lure or a promise that is of necessity betrayed. They are
the odd term in relations of power; they are inscribed in the latter as an
irreducible opposite. Hence they too are distributed in irregular fashion:
the points, knots, or focuses of resistance are spread over time and space
at varying densities, at times mobilizing groups or individuals in a defini -
tive way, inflaming certain points of the body, certain moments in life,
certain types of behaviour. Are there no great radical ruptures, massive
binary divisions, then? Occasionally, yes. But more often one is dealing
with mobile and transitory points of resistance, producing cleavages in a
society that shift about, fracturing unities and effecting regroupings,

15 Michel Foucault, in The Will to Knowledge. The History of Sexuality: 1, also refers to the
possibility of new forms of sexualities or species emerging in the same society, such as
homosexuality, being considered as perversions that coexisted with femininity and masculinity:
“We must not forget that the psychological, psychiatric, medical category of homosexuality was
constituted from the moment it was characterized – Westphal’s famous article of 1870 on
“contrary sexual sensations” can stand as its date of birth – less by a type of sexual relations
than by a certain quality of sexual sensibility, a certain way of inverting the masculine and the
feminine in oneself. Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was
transposed from the practice of sodomy onto a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of
the soul. The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species.
So too were those minor perverts whom nineteenth-century psychiatrists entomologized by
giving them strange baptismal names: (…) zoophiles and zooerasts, (…) auto-monosexualists;
and later, mixoscophiles, gynecomasts, presbyophiles, sexoesthetic inverts, and dyspareunist
women. These fine names for heresies referred to a nature that was overlooked by the law, but
not so neglectful of itself that it did not go on producing more species, even where there was no
order to fit them into.” (Foucault, 43).

16 In the author’s words: “One needs to be nominalistic, no doubt: power is not an institution, and
not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one
attributes to a complex strategic situation in a particular society.” (Foucault, 93).
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furrowing across individuals themselves, cutting them up and remolding
them, marking off irreducible regions in them, in their bodies and minds.
Just as the network of power relations ends by forming a dense web that
passes through apparatuses and institutions, without being exactly located
in them, so the swarm of points of resistance traverses social stratifications
and individual unities. And it is doubtless the strategic codification of
these points of resistance that makes a revolution possible, somewhat
similar to the way in which the state relies on the institutional integration
of power relationships.

(Foucault, 96)

It is these points of resistance that, by simultaneously playing the role of
adversary and target, allow for the existence and focusing of power itself, and
constitute the motivation for the sustainability of power. On the other hand, the
strategic codification of the points of resistance questions the subsistence of
power because it allows for a rupture with the installed mechanisms of repression
and permits the remodelling not only of society, but also of the individuals
themselves. It is, therefore, in my opinion, the resistance to power which allows
for the struggle to change attitudes and mentalities. From this standpoint, the
structure of power in gender relationships, usually defined and stipulated by the
superiority of man versus the inferiority of woman and of other groups of men
(such as the homosexual and the transsexual), can be put into perspective as a
dynamic structure in the sense that it can be reconfigured.

This subject unavoidably leads us back to John Stuart Mill, his struggle to
resist the established power and his fight for the reconfiguration of mentalities,
present throughout the essay The Subjection of Women. Mill interweaves the
concepts of identity/difference, equality and freedom with the issues of subor di -
nation, patriarchal power, a reconfiguration of mentalities and a resistance to the
established domain that turned The Subjection of Women into an icon of the
struggle for female emancipation (suffrage).17 By defending, as already mentioned,
the participation of women in the public sphere and the equality of privileges
between men and women in the private sphere, Mill challenged the most deep-
rooted socio-political institutions of Victorian society – the patriarchal system and
the relationship of domination and subordination between men and women. It
is important to point out, as Eugene August does, that the question of sexual

17 Stephan Collini maintains that The Subjection of Women was the most influential essay on
feminism in nineteenth-century England: “It is surely a striking fact, though some may also find
it an awkward fact, that the most celebrated and influential statement of the case for feminism
in nineteenth-century Britain was written by a man.” (Collini, 34).
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equality between men and women, in the eyes of the law and society, was an
extremely delicate and controversial one.18

Though nowadays the solutions suggested by Mill throughout his essay seem
to us coherent and logical, we must understand that many English women and
men from the nineteenth century did not agree with them. The order of society
was based upon patriarchal power, and that was the convenient order for the
established system and the order to which the great majority of Victorian women
had grown used.19 If, for a few moments, we close our eyes and imagine ourselves
in the Victorian age, it will most certainly be possible for us to perceive that, by
choosing to position himself in favour of the women’s struggle for suffrage, Mill
not only endangered his dignity as a citizen, but he also put his longlasting and
highly regarded career on the line.20 Aware of the enormous complexity of the
subject and of the prejudices involved, Mill took his chance and rose to the
challenge.21

18 In Eugene August’s words: “In arguing for sex equality, Mill knew he was taking on a Goliath of
awesome proportions. On the face of it, nothing could be more reasonable than contending
that men and women ought to be equals in the eyes of the law and society; anyone arguing for
the subjection of one sex to the other ought to bear the burden of proof.” (August, 211).

19 Undoubtedly, Harriet Taylor was right when she stated that the only reason why the subordi -
nation of women existed in her society was because men wished to preserve their power over
women: “It is agreeable to them that men should live for their own sake, women for the sake of
men: and the qualities and conduct in subjects which are agreeable to rulers, they succeed for
a long time in making the subjects themselves consider as their appropriate virtues. (…) The
meaning being merely that power makes itself the centre of moral obligation, and that a man
likes to have his own will, but does not like that his domestic companion should have a will
different from his.” (Taylor, 192).

20 Eugene August comments as follows about this issue: “The patriarchal bias of society was of
such venerable status, was so tightly interwoven with people’s emotions, that to question it was
to waken the sleeping dogs of nearly everybody’s secret fears and hostilities. (…) This is no
enthusiast parading his latest whim before the public. Mill deliberately puts his entire career on
the line, proclaiming an opinion that has withstood a lifetime of testing.” (August, 211).
Susan Moller Okin also points out the personal sacrifices that the stimulators of the struggle for
equality had to face in order to defend their ideals: “It is really hard for us, accustomed to the
relative legitimacy of protest, to appreciate as Mill and Taylor did the personal sacrifices which
the early feminists must have made.” (Okin, 124).

21 Susan Okin says as follows: “(…) John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor’s feminist principles and
arguments continue to sound relevant to a remarkable degree. The main reasons for this are
probably that they understood the immense complexity of the issue, they appreciated how much
deep-rooted and strongly-felt prejudice was involved in this subject which affected the lives of
everybody, both men and women, in a very intense way, and they realized that the emancipation
they advocated would require change on a revolutionary scale, though not necessarily at
revolutionary speed, before it could be fully accomplished in practice.” (Okin, 124).
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Last but not least, J. S. Mill’s belief in the women’s cause, combined with his
unique verbal capabilities, resulted, in my view, in an essay of great emotional
and argumentative power that seductively leads the reader into a carefully
constructed and persuasive web22, which in turn contributed towards the
extraordinary impact that the essay had both in the months after its various
publications and over the following centuries.23

The analysis of the essay The Subjection of Women by J. S. Mill is a starting
point on an analytical route that, bearing in mind the questions of utilitarianism
and liberalism, leads us to confront ideas about freedom, equality and subordi -
nation, which culminate in an understanding of the importance of the struggle 
for human happiness and gratification. Mill was not, as many people certainly
referred to him, an eccentric in search of an illusory ideal. He knew that while
the sources of discourse remained chiefly male or androcentric, even if there
were behavioural changes, these would not have a real impact on the effective
deconstruction of the patriarchal society and the standardization of female

22 This is how Eugene August refers to the essay The Subjection of Women, when discussing John
Stuart Mill’s style: “Viewing the book as a whole, one hardly knows what to admire most – its
compassion or its comprehension, its argument or its art.” (August, 221).

23 According to Stefan Collini: “From its publication in 1869, John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of
Women enjoyed an immediate and lasting success: it was reprinted twice within the first 
six months, two further editions appearing in the United States in the same period, and it was
almost immediately translated into French, German, Danish, Italian, Polish and Russian.
Throughout the last hundred years it has continued to be one of the most widely quoted – and
widely attacked – books on the subject, and no less than three new editions of it have appeared
in the last ten years as part of the general boom in feminist publishing both in Britain and
America.” (Collini, 34).
The reactions to the essay The Subjection of Women were, obviously, just as Mill had predicted,
representative of the ideological fervour which opposed suffragists to anti-suffragists. If, on the
one hand, there were harsh attacks on J. S. Mill, on the other hand, both the author and the
essay were considered paradigmatic symbols of the struggle for women’s rights. In Eugene
August’s opinion: “In fact, nothing published during his lifetime occasioned greater animosity.
Shortly after the Subjection showed itself in May 1869, the reviewers were after it in full cry, with
unliberated women leading the pack. In Blackwood’s Anne Mozley set the tone of contemptuous
condescension (…). Not to be outdone, Margaret Oliphant in the Edinburgh systematically
argued against women’s natural equality, womanhood suffrage, and equal education. Scenting
blood, the male reviewers were quickly on the scene, most of them painfully splitting logical
hairs with Mill and agreeing that this time he had really gone too far.
(…) Mill had expected much but he had also anticipated a different reaction from another
quarter. And he got what he was looking for. (…) On this score, the Subjection was a triumph.
Mill became the rallying point of the feminist cause in England, the book remaining as the Bible
of the suffrage movement long after his death.” (August, 208; 210).
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conduct. Only respect for each individual’s dignity would establish the principles
of a modern world where men and women could contribute as active citizens to
an identity based upon freedom of choice and the triumph of justice and equality:

To those who can conceive it, there is no need; to those who cannot, it
would appear the dream of an enthusiast.

(Mill (1869/1997), 210)
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‘In you every man shall find his taste satisfied. (…) I cannot ennoble the
taste of those who look upon you: I can but cause that in you all desire
shall be gratified.’ Christina Rossetti, Hero (mid-1850s?/1870).1

Of all of Christina Rossetti’s narratives written in the fairy-tale form, Hero is
perhaps the least known. Having a protagonist with the same name, everything
in this prose narrative evolves from a single wish – the one formulated by Hero
after feeling the lack of love: “Grant me, wherever I am, to become the supreme
object of admiration.” (Hero, 190).2 In contrast to what one might expect, Hero
is not the name of a male character, but that of a female one. It will be seen that,
having given a traditionally male narrative status – the one of hero – to the
protagonist, Christina suggests the construction of active female characters,
extending their field of action. Actually, what is represented here is not only the
futile vanity of being the most admired. Behind Hero’s stated wish, there also
seems to be the historic context that in the nineteenth century set the boundaries
for women’s actions.

Without the power that male writers enjoyed for entering the public domain,
especially the literary one, Victorian women would normally evoke their ancestors
before they started to write. This was the procedure that Christina Rossetti fol -
lowed. In a certain way, having access to what other female authors had written,
as well as to the spoken narratives of her mother, aunts and other anonymous
women, granted her the right to put pen to paper, because she connected her
speech to what she had read, heard or been told. She decided to legitimate her

1 Critics do not agree as to the date when “Hero” was written. Thus, in brackets, the date given
here is the mid-1850s, followed by a question mark, as a probable decade for its composition,
along with 1870, which is the year of publication of Commonplace, and Other Short Stories, in
which Hero was published for the first time in book form. Meanwhile, it had already been
published in the magazine The Argosy, in 1865 (cf. Marsh, 292).

2 All quotations from Hero are taken from Rossetti, 1870, (which designates Commonplace, and
Other Short Stories) and the title of the narrative is followed by the respective page number(s).



authority as a writer with the image of the story-teller, and it was precisely the
mother figure that triggered her writing process, as may be guessed from what she
stated in a letter to Augusta Webster:

I do think if anything ever does sweep away the barrier of sex, and make
the female not a giantess or a heroine but at once and full grown a hero
and giant, it is that mighty maternal love which makes little birds and little
beasts as well as little women matches for very big adversaries. (Letter to
Augusta Webster, 1878, Rossetti, The Letters II, 158)

The writer’s invocation of the archetype of the Mother in this transcript points
to the manner in which she had been influenced by the fairy tales that the Polidori
women had told her.3 Once she had initiated the act of writing, Rossetti felt
obliged to feed it with the narration of further stories. Therefore, without Christina’s
memory, kindled by her ancestors with the narratives they had left her, as well as
the knowledge they conveyed, the author’s act of writing would not have
survived.4

Implicitly associated with motherly love, the ancestral knowledge of the
story-teller does not only reproduce the prevailing rules of social control, often
spread by fairy tales, but it also expresses the possibility of rewriting the cultural
construction of the female image. In fact, in the letter fragment above, the di -
chotomy suggested by the difference, on the one hand, between the meanings of
“giantess” and “giant” and, on the other hand, between those of “heroine” and
“hero” seems to give a very accurate expression to the domestic ideology of the
Victorian age. The “masculine” appears as a superior pattern of comparison, and
the writer never excludes the possibility of transgressing or “unlearning” what is
culturally determined as “feminine”. This attitude is confirmed by the narrative
strategy of adopting a socially determined masculine behaviour for Hero, the
female-hero character. Consequently, this narrative (the first totally led by a female

3 Aunts Margaret, Charlotte and Eliza Polidori, as well as Grandmother Pierce, were part of this
group of women. Educated to become teachers, they taught the Rossettis to read. Notice the fact
that, besides the poetic legacy from her father’s side, Christina also inherited her mother’s
fondness for fairy tales, this being the reason why she decided to dedicate Goblin Market and
Other Poems (and not only this book) to her mother: “To my mother / In all reverence and love,
/ I inscribe this book.” (Rossetti, Goblin Market). 

4 The term “author” is used to suggest the authority of Christina Rossetti’s literary image in the
Victorian marketplace. As Seán Burke argues, the concept of authorial presence raises several
questions, never being fully absent, even when the “author” is declared dead: “Most significantly,
it shows how the principle of the author most powerfully reasserts itself when it is thought absent
(...) the concept of the author is never more alive than when pronounced dead.” (Burke, 6-7).
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protagonist) does not merely aim at individually representing women, nor does
it only attempt to deconstruct an excessively limitative and normative definition
of Woman, which is the prevailing one. Hero attempts to broaden the reach of
the woman-writer too, defining her as a subject in a literary marketplace
controlled by what men wrote.

Although, during the nineteenth century, radical changes occurred in 
the role of women writers in the literary marketplace, and although the space 
of produc tion and consumption gradually opened up to women authors, the
activity of writing was still opposed to the female stereotype. In Victorian times,
the con struc tion of such a stereotype was determined by men. As Alison Smith
explains, the necessity to redefine the image of the woman writer occurred partly
because the act of writing, on the one hand, and the so-called feminine nature,
on the other hand, still seemed incompatible: “The danger of women becoming
‘de-sexed’ by their ambitions was much adverted to by defenders of femininity
(...).” (Smith, 41). In a short allusion to the activity initiated by Christina Rossetti
as a writer, in 1850, Isobel Armstrong declares: “(…) [Rossetti] thought of herself
as a ‘woman’ writer and indeed saw that she was marginalized as one by the
very nature of her situation.” (Armstrong, 346). However, completely sure of
herself, Christina seems to suggest:

Some people have it as their lifelong characteristic to rank not first but
second in their particular world, circle, career, groove. (…) Let us take
courage, secondary as we may for the present appear. Of ourselves
likewise the comparative aspect will fade away, the positive will remain.
(Rossetti, Time Flies, 72).5

The importance that Victorian women craved for in their contemporary
public domain led Sharon Leder and Andrea Abbott to conclude as follows: “(...)
women were (...) supposed to be morally superior but intellectually inferior.”
(Leder and Abbott, 149). In fact, Christina herself recognizes in the poem “The
Lowest Room” (1856) that, sooner or later, women writers would inevitably be
punished for their disrespect towards the authority of male writers: “Not to be first:
how hard to learn / That lifelong lesson of the past.” (Rossetti, The Complete
Poems, 207). Held as the canon, the male literary tradition seemed to have had
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5 Furthermore, referring to Christina Rossetti, Catherine Maxwell underlines the indispensable
function that she and other women performed in the Victorian literary marketplace: 
(...) [women] can not compete with men on equal terms in the Victorian marketplace. (…)
however, complicated and risky, [that female interaction with the male tradition] is inevitable.
(Maxwell, 84). 



an influence on the continuity (“lifelong lesson”) of a model which organized
hierarchies between men and women, hence “That lifelong lesson of the past”.
But, Christina hesitates: “(…) Strong and Weak are merely relative terms: thus the
“strong” of one sentence will be the “weak” of another.” (Rossetti, Called to Be
Saints, 57). This statement, in Called to Be Saints, also shows, even if in an indirect
way, the culturally conventional definition of the so-called natural differences
between the male and the female characters. Kathryn Burlinson explains that it
is through the stories she has to tell that the author finds out how to deconstruct
the stereotype of the female character:

(...) [Christina’s] struggle is not just about feminine roles and permissible
activity for female bodies; it is also about representational possibilities for
women artists. It asks what stories can be told, what can be written (...).
(Burlinson, 54)

Different definitions of how various women can act in society may also be
related to each of those narrative experiments. In the end, the structuring of au -
tonomous female characters meant that Christina would raise herself as a writer.

Instead of silencing them, the unequal circumstances under which Victorian
women and men wrote was what led the former to start writing. In order for the
path of Christina Rossetti and other women writers to become visible, more and
more needed to be published, so that they could reach an increasingly larger
public. What motivated them was not only the presentation of different views of
the prevailing cultural perspective; above all, in those days, women freed
themselves from the restraint of a strictly oral tradition, in which they told or sang
stories. They then started to benefit from a written register which also made
literary activity profitable and gave them rights as authors.6 Due to the changes
that occurred, for Christina Rossetti and her contemporaries, being allowed to
write was no longer exclusively determined by the male conventions that
governed Victorian critics, and writing burst forth as a way of sharing women’s
different experiences.

It has already been emphasized that the wise character of the story-teller
derived from the remotest centuries. In The Virago Book of Fairy Tales, Angela
Carter explains and justifies, in an original way, the act of following the elder
literary mothers, from whom one draws story-telling, quoting over and over again:
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6 As Sylvia Bailey Shurbutt declares about the nineteenth century, the fact that the stories told
among women started to be written brought great changes to female writing: “Women have
always been uniquely aware of the power of the printed word (...).” (Shurbutt, 43). 
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In this world milk comes from the cow, water from the well, and only 
the intervention of the supernatural can change the relations of women to
men and, above all, of women to their own fertility. I don’t offer these
stories in a spirit of nostalgia (…). But (...) as a reminder of how wise, clever,
perceptive, occasionally lyrical, eccentric, sometimes downright crazy
our great-grandmothers were, and their great-grandmothers; and of the
contributions to literature of Mother Goose and her goslings. (Carter, xxii)

However, Christina’s days were opposed to the ancient times mentioned by
Angela Carter: the industrial and urban world had already replaced the agrarian
and rural one, and men had, surreptitiously, taken over the fairy-tale tradition
that women had once narrated.7 As in the past, only the insightful wisdom of
innumerable generations of story-tellers was maintained, as Sylvia Shurbutt
explains:

(...) one can discern a sizeable portion of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century women’s writing as an attempt to revise and reconstitute those
tales, legends, and stories by which we live our lives. (Shurbutt, 43).

Hero, by Christina Rossetti, is part of that body of nineteenth-century
women’s writing.

Hero is a narrative based upon the metamorphosis of a female protagonist
capable of anything in order to become unconditionally admired by everybody.
Hero insistently asks Princess Fay and later Queen Fairy, her assistant fairies in the
narrative:

“‘Grant me, wherever I am, to become the supreme object of admiration’.”
(Hero, 190).

However, it should be said that the desire thus formulated, instead of
showing only the futility of female vanity (as generally established in fairy tales)
also shows the ruthless characteristic of Hero’s will to seize the supreme
admiration of those around her. Thus, Hero’s haughtiness makes her desire to
become the most admired among all people. Note that to achieve this end, and
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7 U. C. Knoepflmacher thus explains the attempt of Victorian women to re-appropriate what was
known as fairy tales:

(...) in trying to reclaim children’s fairy tales as a literature of their own, these women
writers warily confronted a genre that had served the constructions of femininity by their
male predecessors. (Knoepflmacher, 386). 

Despite their efforts, men continued to be the ones who published more fairy tales: “(…) by the
end of the nineteenth century, the major writers of the fairy tale were mostly men (…) as were
most of the collectors.” (Zipes, 66). 



thanks to the gift of metamorphosis that is granted to her, the main character
becomes able to act with a boldness thought typical of male characters, entering
spaces almost always forbidden to female characters, such as “(…) the best
market of Outerworld (…).” (Hero, 196).8

After successive metamorphoses, Hero, now devoid of pride, no longer
possesses the characteristics of innocence and sweetness, even though she is
later reconciled both with herself and her close relatives. From the analysis of
the narrative made by Jan Marsh, it may be concluded that the boldness generated
by the ambition of the protagonist was not, in any way, acceptable to the
dominant cultural paradigm of the Victorian age:

A metamorphosis tale, it dramatises the fantasy of desire for beauty, riches
and surpassing fame within the framework of a traditional warning against
the selfish pursuit of eminence, thus playing out the eternal female conflict
between eager ambition and modest contentment. Hero, too, as her odd
name suggests, aspires to the heroic status a Victorian girl could only
contemplate in fiction, not dream of attaining in life, where self-realisation
was held to be egocentric and unseemly. (Marsh, 292)

Thus, Marsh only suggests that the narrative can be read as a subversion of
the traditional model of the Woman torn between the desire of individually dis -
tinguishing herself and the social need for her to act with modesty. Furthermore,
particularly in the Victorian age, Hero would constitute a female character pic -
turing the desire for heroism which, being unattainable by women throughout
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8 Envy and greed are also the structuring principles of the action in “Nick” (1852), another
narrative in prose written in a fairy-tale form and also included in the compilation Commonplace
and Other Short Stories. The psychological depiction of the main character is always built
according to the concept of property: what the character already owns or does not own but
wishes to possess, i.e. the totality of the community’s goods. Nevertheless, in “Nick”, it is that
male character who occupies the domestic space conventionally reserved for fairy-tale female
characters. In this way, Christina Rossetti tries to subvert a certain stereotype of the masculine.
In relation to the thematic connection between “Nick” and “Hero”, Lona Mosk Packer states,
although she has not considered this subversion of the female and male stereotypes:

Vanity is (…) the theme of two other stories in the volume (…), “Nick” and “Hero”. (…)
Through the mechanism of wishes granted by fairy magic, both Nick and Hero undergo
sanative experience through a series of metamorphoses which change the very structure
of their personalities. (Packer, 269). 

The same opinion is shared by Sharon Smulders: “‘Hero’ [is] the feminine complement to ‘Nick’
(…).” (Smulders, 100). Yet the use of the word “complement” could lead one to question the idea
that it is Nick’s behaviour that establishes a pattern according to which Hero’s behaviour should
be analysed. 
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their lives, they could just imagine would become real in the world of fiction.
Therefore, the idea of metamorphosis as an organizing principle of dis course 
is explained in the very subtitle of the narrative: “Hero, A Metamorphosis”. In
fact, the title of the narrative “Hero, A Metamorphosis”, and particularly its subtitle,
“A Metamorphosis”, can lead us to recognize that only one meta mor phosis
prevailed, transforming Hero from maiden and daughter into mother, according
to the role that a young Victorian woman should play in society.

Initially, Hero is depicted in terms of the family ties which connect her to the
other characters in the world of daily work, i.e. “the work-a-day-world” (Hero,
183), as may be read at the very beginning of the narrative:

Amongst this race of fishermen was none more courageous, hospitable,
and free-spoken than Peter Grump, the widower; amongst their daughters
was none more graceful and pure than his only child Hero, beautiful,
lively, tender-hearted, and fifteen; the pet of her father, the pride of her
neighbours, and the true love of Forss (...). (Hero, 185)

Hero is distinguished here from the daughters of other fishermen for being
given the superiority which traditionally, in Victorian times, is founded on a special
beauty, innocence and sensitivity considered typical of femininity, especially
youthful femininity. At the beginning of the narrative, Hero is described as “(...)
graceful and pure (...)” and restricted to the family domain: “(...) the pet of her
father (...) and the true love of Forss (…)”. In fact, this character starts out by not
wanting, in any way, to exchange the space of her father’s house for any other
space outside of it, even if it may seem more advantageous, like “(...) the markets
of Outerworld (...).” (Hero, 184).

According to the cultural and literary conventions of this fairy-tale world,
the maiden innocence of Hero gives her the power to find the treasures which the
father, Peter Grump, and the beloved, Forss, sell for great amounts of money in
the Outerworld markets. Both Peter and Forss seem happy with what they have.
But Hero wants more, she wants to know whether she is truly loved. It could be
said, therefore, that the narrative points out the vanity of overvaluing property, that
is, having instead of being: what the father and the beloved realized that they
already own, and what they wished to further acquire, if Hero could become
Queen of Fairyland.

As the protagonist insists on knowing whether Forss truly loves her, she asks
him: “‘Then you would rather go the three months’ journey into Outerworld than
come every evening to my father’s cottage?’” (Hero, 186). The answer given by
Forss – “‘Truly I would go to Outerworld first, and come to you afterwards’”
(idem) – is misinterpreted by Hero, who believes that he would rather travel to

85



Outerworld than stay with her. As the narrator tells us, the misinterpretation,
however, results from his not having explained what he meant – “(…) he thought
how speedily on his return he would have a tight house of his own, and a fair
wife, too.” (Hero, 186-187).

Because she needs to be reassured of her father’s love, Hero also asks him
a question:

‘Father,’ said Hero presently, ‘if, instead of gifts coming now and then
to us, I could go to Giftland and grow rich there, would you fret after me?’
(Hero, 187)

Once again she is incapable of interpreting the answer: “‘Truly,’ answered
honest Peter, ‘if you can go and be Queen of Fairyland, I will not keep you back
from such eminence;’” (Hero, 187). But, in this case too, it is the father who has
failed to explain what he really means: “(…) for he thought, ‘my darling jests; no
one ever traversed those mountains or that inland sea, and how should her little
feet cross over?’” (Hero, 187). Full of resentment, Hero thinks of leaving home,
and this thought seems to destroy the typical balance of the character’s behaviour
until then:

But Hero, who could not read their hearts, said within herself, ‘They
do not love me as I love them. Father should not leave me to be fifty kings;
and I would not leave Forss to go to Fairyland, much less to Outerworld.’

Yet from that day forward Hero was changed; their love no longer
seemed sufficient for her; she sought after other love and admiration.
(Hero, 187)

Indeed, what is at stake in the quoted episode is the misunderstanding which
leads Hero to underestimate the love her father and her beloved feel for her in
comparison to what she feels for them: “‘They do not love me as I love them.’”
Because she thinks Peter Grump and Forss have been transforming her into a
mere instrument in order to accumulate riches, Hero, feeling neglected and
betrayed, actually leaves them. But, rather than reacting in conformity with the
female ideal of acquiescence, this maiden character resentfully responds with
haughtiness: “Stung by supposed indifference, she suffered disappointment to
make her selfish.” (Hero, 188). Instead of humiliating herself, Hero never
succumbs to the despair of imploring for her father’s and her beloved’s love.

It is not by chance that, after losing her sweetness and innocence, Hero never
finds treasures again. It is because the quest for her own maturity distances her
from the Victorian ideal of daughter and wife that a new phase of the rendering
of the character begins. The transformation achieved is expressed through the
systematic comparison between the past and the present of the protagonist:

Ana Rosa Nobre86



Christina Rossetti’s She “Hero”

Once a lily was ample head-dress, now she would heighten her complex -
ion with a wreath of gorgeous blossoms; once it was enough that Peter and
Forss should be pleased with her, now she grudged any man’s notice to
her fellow maidens. Stung by supposed indifference, she suffered disap -
pointment to make her selfish. Her face, always beautiful, lost its expression
of gay sweetness; her temper became capricious, and instead of cheerful
airs she would sing snatches of plaintive or bitter songs. Her father looked
anxious, her lover sad; both endeavoured, by the most patient tenderness,
to win her back to her former self: but a weight lay on their hearts when
they noticed that she no longer brought home fairy treasures, and remem -
bered that such could be found only by the innocent. (Hero, 187-188)

Hero begins to breach the typical model of female behaviour in the Victorian
age. The opposition between the adjectives “cheerful”, on the one hand, and
“plaintive” and “bitter”, on the other hand, expresses the transgressive nature of
this violation. The first adjective indicates a positive evaluation of Hero’s previous
singing, by convention forced to seem happy. The other two point to a negative
evaluation of the main character’s present singing, whose unhappiness troubles
her father and her beloved. Henceforth, Hero ceases to be the maiden Peter
Grump and Forss once knew, but the ties of affection that had connected her with
the other characters do not disappear, enduring in her memory. In fact, one of the
main characteristics which traditionally define female behaviour in fairy tales is
the relevance attributed to the quest for affection, i.e. the quest for balance in each
person’s inner self: at home. On the contrary, the male characters usually individ -
ualize themselves in those narratives through the more or less violent dispute of
riches in the outside world: society. The characterization of Hero is, therefore,
somewhat ambiguous. In effect, the protagonist acts motivated by the conviction
of the loss of her father’s and beloved’s affection but, simultaneously, in a
supercilious way, disputes the fate of being the supreme object of admiration for
everybody.

In the case of Hero, the eagerness to become the supreme object of admi -
ration can only be fulfilled in a space of the non-real, as is typical of the fairy-tale
narratives of the time. This is why the narrative is constructed so as to take the
main character from the daily world of work to the world of fairies, from the
“Man-side” to the “Elf-side”: “One evening Hero, sick alike of herself and of
others, slipped unnoticed from the cottage and wandered seawards.” (Hero, 188).
In view of this, the enclosed and reduced space inside “the cottage” (metaphor -
ically delimiting the captivity of the female characters in fairy tales) is opposed
to the wide and open space implicit in “(...) Hero (...) wandered seawards”. This
is the space which embodies multiple possibilities of her reaching for the
prominence that she resentfully and arrogantly pursues. Due to the change from
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the domain of reality to that of non-reality, Hero is able to subvert the model
which confined the women’s space of activity in the nineteenth century. She can
now, not only move within her father’s home, under the observation of those who
love her, but also in the wider community, outside the house.

After much wandering on the margins of the open space, strengthened by the
presence of the sea, Hero accidentally encounters the fairy who grants her a wish.
Her first urge is still to regain the affection left behind, namely that of her loved
one:

For an instant Hero would have answered, ‘Give me the love of
Forss;’ but pride checked the words, and she said, ‘Grant me, wherever I
am, to become the supreme object of admiration.’

Princess Fay smiled, ‘As you will,’ said she; ‘but to effect this you
must come with me to my country.’ (Hero, 190)

In an apparent inversion of the relationship of power between Princess Fay
(the fairy) and Hero (the maiden who thinks herself unwanted by her father and
her beloved) it is left to the main character to save the Princess. However, after
Hero expresses her wish and Fay presents the terms under which she may grant
it to her, the fairy’s smile possibly becomes a premonition. It would be likely that,
in this narrative, the fairy should watch Hero in a complacently ironic way,
revealed through her smile. She already seems to know the path of quest and
penance the protagonist will pursue when fulfilling the wish she has articulated,
fallen into the sin of pride.

In fact, Hero is about the vanity of the main character, i.e. about the frivolous
way in which (driven by her ambition to be the most admired) she proudly antic -
ipates the pinnacle of her superiority: “(...) Hero thought with proud eagerness of
the moment when, in her own proper person, she might claim undisputed pre-
eminence.” (Hero, 198-199). Supercilious and insensitive, Hero isolates herself
solipsistically:

Soon they passed beyond where mortal sailor had ever navigated,
and explored the unknown sea. Strange forms of seals and porpoises;
marine snails and unicorns contemplated them with surprise (...).

But on Hero their curious ways were lost, so absorbed was she by
ambitious longings. Even after landing, to her it seemed nothing that her
feet trod on sapphires, and that both birds and fairies made their nests in
the adjacent trees. Blinded, deafened, stultified by self, she passed
unmoved through crystal streets, between fountains of rainbow, along
corridors carpeted with butterflies’ wings (…). (Hero, 191-192)

The transcribed passage of this phase of the action, when the protagonist
arrives at the court of “[the] Queen Fairy”, perfectly expresses Hero’s typical
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haughtiness.
The portrayal of the character’s psychological inner self precedes, and

opposes, that of the space outside the court. On the one hand, the meanings of
the verbal forms “blinded”, “deafened” and “stultified”, used when referring to
the character, imply her inability to interact with the surrounding reality at a
sensory and intellectual level; on the other hand, resorting to “crystal” as an
adjective for “streets”, and to the nominal expressions “fountains of rainbow”
and “butterflies’ wings” indicates a strengthened manner of describing multiple
and diverse sensory impressions, as well as an intense intellectual activity, which
seems to be a contradiction. Such inconsistency between Hero’s incapacity to feel
and think, and the natural and artistic exuberance of the places she goes through,
is solved by using the adjective “unmoved” as a qualifier of the way that the main
character remains untouched by her surroundings. Blind and deaf to everything
else but herself, Hero ends up asphyxiating her own intellectual abilities:
“stultified by self”.

As to the economic importance of the markets of Outerworld, it can be
considered that Hero is a narrative structured in accordance with a criticism of
the idea of the standard appropriation existing in Victorian society. This is what
Kathryn Burlinson also suggests:

The relationship between monetary value, national product, and desire is
exposed throughout ‘Hero’. Although the objects into which the heroine
is transformed vary between animal, vegetable, and mineral, all are united
by their commercial and cultural worth. (Burlinson, 39)

Despite her successive metamorphoses, Hero is always an object of com -
mercial trade. In fact, the depiction of the metamorphoses that the protag onist
goes through and the story related therein seem to want to denounce the material
and moral evils that are bound to happen in societies, in which the accumulation
of property and the growth of profit determine the general way of living. To a
great extent, the female characters themselves are included among these objects
of appropriation. In a way, Hero abandons both her father and her beloved
because she feels that they use her to sell treasures, instead of loving her above
all else. However, not even in this way does she cease to be the object of male
desire, for the different metamorphoses of the main character are also determined
by the monetary value attributed to each of them by the markets of Outerworld.

Drawn to action by resentful pride, for her sake only, Hero is finally
confronted with the result of her course of action at the height of the process of
the various metamorphoses:

A ruin? ___ Hero’s spirit died in the slighted plant. Was it to such taste as
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this she must condescend? Such admiration as this she must court? Merely
to receive it would be humiliation. A passionate longing for the old lost
life, the old beloved love, seized her; she grew tremulous, numbed: ‘Ah’,
she thought, ‘this is death!’ (Hero, 208)

When questioning the reasons behind her need for such admiration, the pro -
tagonist now seems to be able to recognize the mistake she has made: after all,
Hero was just seeking the ability to transform herself into an object of cov -
etousness, instead of being a subject to be admired. Scared and insecure, at that
moment, the character implicitly remembers Peter Grump, her father, and Forss,
her beloved: “A passionate longing for the old lost life, the old beloved love,
seized her (...)”. This rendering of her reaction, the expression “beloved love”,
suggests that her love for those male characters is not at stake, the love neither of
her father nor of her fiancé. What is at stake is the beloved memory of the ties of
affection that used to unite the three characters, Hero, Peter Grump and Forss. It
is this beloved memory of love that will allow Hero’s redemption. About to face
death, Hero ends up saving herself through a rebirth:

Not a corpse, O Peter Grump: not a corpse, O true Forss, staggering as
from a death-blow. The eyes opened, the face dimpled into a happy smile;
with tears, and clinging arms, and clinging kisses, Hero begged forgive -
ness to her father and her lover. (Hero, 211)

The path of the quest finally comes to an end, as well as that of learning her
role as a female character-hero of this narrative structured as a fairy tale.

What being a Woman is, a widely debated question during the nineteenth
century, could perhaps explain the importance given by Christina Rossetti to the
portrayal of Hero as a female protagonist. Although the model of submissive and
passive female characters was still dominant, a new type of Woman started to
emerge, of which this character, developed by Christina, could be a recipient as
well as a source. Thus, according to that model, Hero should love her father and
her beloved, honouring them; at the same time, as a Victorian woman in search
of prominence, she could reclaim, with some audacity, the recognition of the
worth that her actions should have in the public space, namely in the market -
place, as well as the right to exert power in that space.

Even if, at the beginning of Hero, the image of the protagonist (portrayed as
a submissive maiden) may associate her with the contemporary stereotype of a
female (seen as altruistic in her relationship with other people), the truth is that
this main character seems to be led to act in an exclusively selfish way. Hero’s
boldness (conventionally considered fitting in male characters) earns her every -
body’s admiration. In fact, her identity is constructed in a somewhat contradictory
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way, arising from the tension between the perceived status of a hero, traditionally
given to the male characters of fairy tales, and, on the other hand, the naming of
the main female character as “Hero”.

It would be possible to say that, in Hero, the choice of a fairy-tale form was
conceived by Christina as a strategy that allowed her to subvert the limitations
imposed on the female authors of literary texts in the Victorian marketplace.
Through this literary form, the writer tried to adapt to what was more in demand
and was more widely read by the public. Thus, the publication of Hero is explained
in a decade when the dominant narrative form was the fairy tale. Nina Auerbach
and U. C. Knoepflmacher draw attention precisely to the different forms in which
female and male writers produced fairy tales in the nineteenth century:

In fashioning their narratives for and about children, Victorian women
relied on a rather different experience of childhood than that which had
influenced the fantasies created by their male counterparts. Whereas the
male fantasists (…) were eager to blur and dissolve sexual differences,
their female competitors were more likely to insist on the reality of gender
binaries. (Auerbach and Knoepflmacher, 25)

In Christina’s case, the unique character of the narrative under analysis,
Hero, is consubstantiated through the questions to which she subjects the male
and female models of behaviour, which, in her time and still today, generate
prejudice. In the end, what is written in a fairy-tale form (because it implies the
creation of characters that do not belong in a historical reality and who are
situated in a remote space and time) seems to legitimate the subversion of the
male and female stereotypes culturally established at a given time. Thus, Hero is
given the capacity of contesting the exclusiveness of men’s wielding of power.
Christina would have wanted to expose, and afterwards deconstruct, the social
and cultural models which differentiated the prevailing notions of male and
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9 In relation to the literary forms in which Christina Rossetti presents the triumph of female
characters, Dorothy Mermim points out that: 

A world of female potency and exclusively female happiness appears in Rossetti’s work
only covertly, as fantasy, and in clearly unrealistic modes: ballads, fairy-tales, and legends
of saints. (Mermin, 117).

In literary terms, it was established that female heroes in fairy tales, saved by their loved ones,
would live happily ever after together with them. However, what happened in Christina’s
historical times was quite different, and she decided to change the traditional fairy-tale form.
Concerning this characteristic of Christina Rossetti’s writing, Pamela K. Gilbert reminds us that:
“The symbolic act of revolt against the traditional fairy-tale format (in which the female waits for
a male saviour) is repeated throughout Rossetti’s work.” (Gilbert, 2-3).



female in Victorian times.9

After writing Hero, Christina still remained relatively unknown by the public
and had little contact with publishing houses, having published only a few works.
In turn, as this narrative was in prose, her elder brother, the poet-painter Dante
Gabriel Rossetti, effectively considered that she had stepped away from what
was, to the Rossettis, the core of family literary activity, i.e. poetry, having pro -
duced something inevitably inferior. However, Christina Rossetti is not only one
creator, but various, just as versatile as her ways of writing. It would be possible
to say that, in spite of Hero still being on the fringes of the author’s literary produc -
tion, this narrative in prose is partly responsible for the success that was after wards
obtained by “Goblin Market”. This was a narrative poem in fairy-tale form, written
in 1859 and published in 1862, which critics have hailed as excellent and
deemed as the most important text produced by a woman intervening in the
nineteenth-century literary and economic markets. In fact, Hero is the narrative
prose where the writer rehearsed, for the first time, the construction of a female
character-hero similar to those which she would later produce for the narrative
poem “Goblin Market”. With the intention of encouraging other women to follow
her lead, Christina announced: “Most of all women artists should set the example
and lead the way.” (Letter to Frederic Shields, December 1883, Rossetti, The
Letters III, 165).
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‘One is not born a woman: one becomes one.’ 
Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex

‘We [Women] were equals once when we lay new-born babes on our
nurse’s knees.
We will be equals again when they tie up our jaws for the last sleep.’

Olive Schreiner, The Story of an African Farm

The purpose of this essay is to consider the importance of the questions of
gender, empire and race, with an emphasis on gender relations, in the fiction of
Olive Schreiner, especially in two of her novels: Undine and The Story of an
African Farm.

Having been overlooked for a long time by the Anglo-American academy,
Schreiner has in the last two decades been the target of constant new publications.

Setting her free from the aura of romantic and childish genius, which, as her
first biographer, her husband had cast upon her, I prefer to study her novels with
the help of the recent critical array of Gender and Post-Colonial Studies.1

Characters such as Waldo, Lyndall and Undine convey the idea that the
European colonial adventure cannot be considered a mere attempt to outline a
new geography or to mark out the possessions of a new economic power. Life in
these new geographical spaces comes across as a great void, which, according

1 See O’Gorman, Francis, (Ed.), The Victorian Novel, Blackwell Guides to Criticism, Oxford:
Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2002. O’Gorman reviews the kind of criticism that the Anglo-
American academy has recently developed concerning the Victorian novel, and he highlights
and links Gender Studies to Post-Colonialism. O’Gorman prefers the wider term of feminism and,
making a summary of his previous work, he points out that the post-colonialist discourse has
explored the relationship between the ideologies of empire, colonialism and feminism. In the
1990s, feminism rethought the earlier forms of criticism and offered a more complex view of the
relationship between the Victorian novel and the ideologies of empire. Being a part of the North-
American literary canon, and far from being a voice in the wilderness of literary criticism,
feminism and its multiple theoretical positions now thoroughly belong to the main stream of
literary research.



to Stephen Gray2, is one of the foremost themes of contemporary post-colonial
literature. The Woman Question3 is also afforded great relevance inasmuch as
woman is seen as the victim of a double colonization: by both patriarchy and
empire.

Nonetheless, I avoid adopting a strict cultural approach in this essay, since
Schreiner also easily permits another kind of analysis, which is intertwined 
with an existential and symbolic reading of her fiction. Having rejected the
framework of orthodox Christianity, having proclaimed herself a free thinker and
having seen the need for reconciliation between science and religion, Schreiner
swung between a monistic4 and a pessimistic view of life, i.e. between faith in
the human condition and in God and the utmost existential despair.

Redemption can only lie in an existential hybridism, subjective symbolism
or, so to speak, a certain bias towards exceptionality and otherness in both her
writing and her characters’ views and destinies. Only through exceptionality and
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2 Gray points to the theme of the void as the distinguishing feature between the post-colonial
South African literature in English that had its origin in Olive Schreiner and the Eurocentric
literature of the metropolis. This is a way of evading the Great Tradition of the English novel, as
well as emphasizing the search for a specific identity and literary tradition within the post-
colonial South African space. See Gray, Stephen, “Schreiner and the Novel Tradition” in Gray,
Stephen, Southern African Literature: An Introduction, Cape: Harper & Row Publishers, Inc.,
Barnes & Noble Import Division, 1979, passim.

3 The Woman Question was the name given to the feminine fight for equal social rights in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Kathleen Blake associates this fight for equal social
rights with feminine renunciation and emotional self-postponement: women had to renounce
their private lives in order to attain relevance in the public sphere: “Renunciation makes creation
possible in a way that most present-day commentators refuse to credit. The centrality of the
conflict, for women, between art and love is indicated by the stress given it in works by Elizabeth
Barrett Browning and George Eliot, even though these writers were able to resolve the conflict
in their own lives. Some others were not so successful. Olive Schreiner provides a notable
instance of artistic self-postponement traceable to love. Her turn from radical chastity to marriage
became a reason for deferring literary work. Her magnum opus, the project of decades, was left
unfinished at her death.” in Blake, Kathleen, Love and the Woman Question in Victorian
Literature: The Art of Self-Postponement, Sussex & New Jersey: The Harvester Press, Barnes &
Noble Books, 1983, ix-x.

4 When I refer to a monistic perspective or to monism simply, I mean the union of the whole of
humankind without the distinctions of sex, race, nation or religion, which Schreiner proclaimed
publicly throughout her lifetime. I base myself on the theorization of Berkman, in Berkman,
Joyce Avrech, The Healing Imagination of Olive Schreiner: Beyond South African Colonialism,
Oxford & Cap de Bonne Espérance: Plantin Publishers, 1990, 2nd chapter: “‘The tiny drop’,
Freethinker and Mystic”, and on the seventh chapter of McClintock, Anne, Imperial Leather:
Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, New York & London: Routledge, 1995.
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otherness may characters attempt to lessen the dichotomies and incongruences
between life and death, black and white people, motherland and colony, man
and woman, justice and injustice, and so on.

This hybridism5, which accepts and includes exceptionality and otherness,
eventually takes on a novelistic form, turning Schreiner into a foremother of
modernism.

Olive Schreiner has always imposed exceptionality upon her writings,
beginning with the daring way she writes, and passing through the grandeur and
exceptionality of her characters, (Lyndall in The Story of an African Farm wants
to be something special, just like Napoleon Bonaparte, let us nor forget this
important narrative detail) and the odd and unconventional way in which
Schreiner ends her novels, especially The Story of an African Farm, which does
not have an ending similar to those from the tradition of the Victorian novel, all
account for this exceptionality. Death in the end is not final, since it can be
considered a new beginning. Symbolism thus exerts an intense power over
Schreiner’s narratives, tearing apart the traditional plot of the Victorian novel,
which boasted of having a definite beginning, development and ending, where
characters’ and settings’ descriptions were all well known and nothing escaped
the all-knowing eye of the godlike narrator.

Schreiner is experimenting with writing and she is also experimenting with
emotions and beliefs. The New Woman6 of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
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5 By literary hybridism, I mean the miscellany of writing styles that Schreiner’s prose takes on,
namely the biographical, the autobiographical, the biblical, the scientific, the literary, the philo -
sophical and the pamphletary. For further critical support, see the chapter “The Aesthetics of
Literary Miscegenation” in Berkman, Joyce Avrech, The Healing Imagination of Olive Schreiner:
Beyond South African Colonialism, Oxford & Cap de Bonne Espérance: Plantin Publishers,
1990, as well as the views of Cherry Clayton and Sally Ledger in, respectively, Clayton, Cherry,
Olive Schreiner, New York: Twayne Publishers, 1997, and Ledger, Sally, The New Woman: Fiction
and Feminism at the Fin de Siècle, Manchester & New York: Manchester University Press, 1997.

6 See Ledger, Sally, The New Woman: Fiction and Feminism at the Fin de Siècle, Manchester &
New York: Manchester University Press, 1997, and Clayton, Cherry, Olive Schreiner, New York:
Twayne Publishers, 1997. At the time when Olive Schreiner wrote about women’s plight, the
term feminism was not yet fashionable, so she used the term New Woman in her essay Woman
and Labour in 1911 instead. She herself was seen as a New Woman at that time and so were
her protagonists, that is to say, her New Women. According to Clayton, these are divided and
anguished beings who do not know whether to fight against an imperialistic patriarchy and thus
attain personal and economic independence or to yield to it in a submissive way: “In Schreiner’s
often twinned protagonists, the relentlessly divided subjectivity of women under patriarchy is
forcefully expressed as her heroines struggle between aspiration and despair, rebellion and
conformity, romantic love and a desire for fulfilling, independent activity.” In Clayton, 19.



century, in her unbridled search for freedom, equality and a place in the world
of work, cannot abide by the strict laws of the Victorian sage7: the specificity of
the condition of the New Woman and the aura which must necessarily appear,
along with the new needs, values and beliefs of a new century, must inevitably
possess the strangeness of a new writing, with lacunal spots in the narrative, with
flashbacks and flashforwards and with an exalted and arid way of writing which
undoubtedly resembles the strong and sandy desert of the South African Karroo.

Just as life in the desert is always something unknown, so also must writing
always be according to Schreiner’s point of view.8

If one concentrates on Lyndall’s plight, one may easily see that her chance
of triumphing in the world is doomed right from the start. She is a young woman
whose aspirations of freedom and whose ideas of marriage and happiness are
far too advanced for the epoch and the country she lives in9: catastrophe must
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7 In 1953, John Holloway undertook a pertinent study about the message and the methods of the
Victorian writer, whom he called sage, since he was able to express a consistent opinion on the
world and the social and human plight to a public who also shared it. This opinion consisted
partially of a philosophy of life and partially of a didactic sermon: despite the taboos and
blindness that pervaded the nineteenth century, the Victorian Sage, not being a safe keeper of
wisdom, is nonetheless a prophet who deserves respect and consideration, due to the
homogeneity and integrity of his realistic world-view. See Holloway, John, The Victorian Sage,
(1953), Studies in Argument, s.l.: Archon Books, 1962, 1-2.

8 In her Preface to The Story Of An African Farm, Olive Schreiner, writing under the pseudonym
Ralph Iron, declared that while writing she preferred the method of the life we all lead to the
stage method, because in life nothing can be prophesied or predetermined in advance, so writing
must also follow life’s ways and follow chance, the unknown and the fragmentary. In Bristow,
Joseph, (edited with an Introduction and Notes by Olive Schreiner ‘Ralph Iron’), The Story of an
African Farm (1883), Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998. From this moment on, whenever I
refer to this work, I will refer to it in this essay as follows: SAF followed by the number of the
pages quoted. I will follow the same strategy with the novel Undine. The edition used is the
following: Schreiner, Olive, Undine, (1928) (with an Introduction by S. C. Cronwright-Schreiner),
London: Ernest Benn Limited, 1929.

9 Lyndall is doomed because of her exceptionality, as Vera Buchanan-Gould has put it so well:
“Lyndall is, possibly, the first heroine of fiction who can really be compared to Shakespeare’s
tragic heroes. She, too, is a magnificent spirit, greater than her fellows, yet having so much in her
that we recognize as part of our own essentially human make-up. Her downfall is brought about
by her passionate refusal to walk in the trodden paths, because she has a vision of higher and more
loving ways of living and loving. We are not downcast by Lyndall’s tragedy, but lifted into a mood
of exaltation by the magnificence of the struggle of a noble and superior woman, who, being
over come, is not defeated.” In Buchanan-Gould, Vera, Not Without Honour, The Life and Writings
of Olive Schreiner, (with an Introduction by Field Marshall, the Rt. Hon. J. C. Smuts), London,
New York, Melbourne, Sydney, Cape Town: Hutchinson & Co. (Publishers) Limited, s.d., 70-80.
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necessarily follow such high and different ideals. Society does not comply with
her exceptionality, with her otherness; society still binds women to the yoke of
subjection, coquetry and sex-parasitism.10

Exceptionality is put aside, it is not accepted, it must die, so that the Victorian
Status Quo remains undisturbed. However, Schreiner’s writing, which is perme -
ated by ambiguity and strangeness, seems to convey to her readers that this strug-
  gle for exceptionality may not have been in vain, as we shall see in due course.

The use of allegory11 in Undine and The Story Of An African Farm is some -
thing which prevails over hybridism, otherness and exceptionality in Schreiner’s
narrative form and the contents already referred to. Inspired by her Calvinistic
and/or protestant upbringing, she experiences the need to write through allegory,
therefore leaning on a biblical resource for which she must surely have been a
receptacle in her parents’ missionary house. This allegorical style was not much
used by the Victorian novelist or sage writer. Schreiner does not write like a sage,
inasmuch as doubts mediate her writing and blank spaces permeate her writings.
These doubts and blanks have to do with the existentialist bias of her style; for
example when Lyndall is about to die, she utters this curious, almost tragi-comic
remark:

It is so utterly foolish. I thought it was a valuable book; but the words are
merely strung together, they make no sense. [...] ‘I must have been very
foolish when I thought that book good.’
Then she turned to read, and leaned her little elbows resolutely on the
great volume, and knit her brows. This was Shakespeare – it must mean
something. (SAF, 244)
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10 See Schreiner, Olive, Woman and Labour (1911), London: Virago Press, 1978. This was a concept
developed by Olive Schreiner in Woman and Labour in 1911. Olive found it in biology and
brought it back into social organics. According to her, this is a particularly insidious form of
inactivity, which inevitably leads to decadence and degenerescence of the vitality and intelligence
of both men and women. However, this social phenomenon strikes women first in a most evident
way and, secondly, as a consequence, all of their offspring. In Schreiner’s opinion, sex-parasitism
comes into being when a certain civilization reaches such a stage of progress and evolution that
factors such as the excess of material riches or deep changes in the labour market deprive women
of any active and conscious form of social work, confining them to the mere passive practice of
their sexual and reproductive functions.

11 In the introduction to Woman and Labour, Schreiner confirms her vocation as a writer of
allegories which must necessarily overcome her argumentative discourse, because emotion and
lyricism do not fit the corset of the merely abstract-argumentative prose: “In addition to the prose
argument I had in each chapter one or more allegories; because while it is easy clearly to express
abstract thoughts in argumentative prose, whatever emotion those thoughts awaken I have not
felt myself able to express in the other form.” In Schreiner, Olive, Woman and Labour, 16.



This utterance coming from Lyndall is also an exceptional and strange one,
seeing that it may make everything she has fought for throughout her life fall to
the ground: she, who has always fought for high causes and ideals, finally ends
up calling the value of books into question. It is as if Lyndall were separating life
from its marrow: that is, the ideas, thoughts and philosophies that had nourished
her existence become nothing compared to the end of one’s life. However, as I
have pointed out before, nothing can be taken for granted as far as Schreiner’s
writing is concerned, and consequently at the end of the chapter which narrates
Lyndall’s death, the reader finds a narrator who tries to diminish the meaning of
the cold fact of life’s termination:

The body was dead now, but the soul, clear and unclouded, looked forth.
Then slowly, without a sound, the beautiful eyes closed. The dead face
that the glass reflected was a thing of marvellous beauty and tranquillity.
The Grey Dawn crept in over it, and saw it lying there.
Had she found what she sought for – something to worship? Had she
ceased from being? Who shall tell us? There is a veil of terrible mist over
the face of the Hereafter. (SAF, 252-253)

This way of understanding the value of books is also cherished by Waldo
when, after suffering greatly in his voyage to find out everything about human
existence and the existence of God (let us not forget that Waldo’s surname is
Farber, that his father was German, nor finally that this voyage echoes the German
tradition of the Bildungsroman12), he drew the same conclusion in an unfinished
letter he meant to send to Lyndall, before he learned through Em about Lyndall’s
passing away:

‘I had glorious books, and in the night I could sit in my little room and
read them; but I was lonely. Books are not the same things when you are
living among people. I cannot tell why, but they are dead. On the farm
they would have been living beings to me; but here, where there were so
many people about me, I wanted some one to belong to me. I was lonely.
[...] and it is you I want – you that the other people suggest to me, but
cannot give.’ (SAF, 227-229)
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12 The plot of the Bildungsroman, Erziehungsroman or Künstlerroman represents the youthful
physical and psychological development of a hero or heroine, usually the former, who sees his
expectations thwarted by the bourgeois socio-economic structure, thereby drastically limiting his
actions and his subjectivity. Ultimately, there is a reconciliation between the hero or heroine and
society. The earliest example is usually taken to be Wieland’s Agathon (1765-1766). See Cuddon,
J. A., The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory (1977), Fourth Edition,
Revised by C.E. Preston, Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1999, 81-82.
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Waldo is Lyndall’s soulmate in every way, and so it is tragic that they should
never have tightened this bond, though there are reasons which both the novelist
and the reader may cite for their non-meeting.

In her essay Woman and Labour, Schreiner expressed the belief that the
stage of evolution that the human being had reached was the most complex and
the most changeable ever, and therefore the suffering and disorganization
between the sexes would only vanish with the advent of a new social order,
which involved a previous readjustment of the relationship between the sexes.
The coming into being of the New Man and the New Woman was imminent, but
it implied a process of psychological and existential discontinuance and disar -
ticulation.13 That is the reason why Waldo and Lyndall come across problems in
their relationship and are not yet able to stay together, despite their similarities in
character and emotions: Lyndall utters what Waldo thinks and feels, though they
follow different paths in relation to their aims in life on the farm and outside it.
Lyndall is too deeply involved in the Woman Question, in the rights of women
in a new social order, and so consequently she must pay for the boldness of her
feminist demands and longings. Her main aim is to be able to transcend herself,
to eschew her reflection in the mirror, which reveals her egotism and her loneli -
ness, and at the same time find something superior that she may worship; she
goes off with her stranger, because she is somewhat afraid of him, and ultimately
she falls prey to the typical plight of the pregnant girl, left alone and ill in a colony
which still follows the precepts of the Victorian frame of mind. Therefore she dies,
her child dies too, and the only help she can rely on is that of the womanlike
Gregory Rose, who dresses up as a nurse in order to help her in her final days and
to love her until the very end.

Lyndall is thus enthralled by her feminist notions and by a society which is
still not likely to accept them. On the other hand, Waldo is enthralled by his
‘aptitude for burrowing’ (SAF, 163), by his will to ‘sniff after reasons’ (SAF, idem),
as Lyndall tells him in one of their many philosophical digressions, and in this
quest after knowledge and truth lies his disgrace, that is to say, his incapacity to
become aware of his love for her before it is too late. His belatedness destroys
their relationship and annihilates the possibility of a happy ending. After having
been visited on the farm by a stranger who tells him an allegory about a hunter
and his desperate search for Truth, Waldo leaves the farm, hopelessly searching
for the holy grail of Truth and meaningful work, away from the suffocating
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13 See Schreiner, Olive, Woman and Labour (1911), London: Virago Press, 1978, 269-270.



surroundings of a provincial African farm. Nevertheless, he soon falls prey to a
depraved and corrupt emerging material society14, which exploits human beings
until they are almost deprived of their humanity, tending to turn them into mere
links in the huge grinding cogwheel of avaricious capitalism. Thus, in his letter to
Lyndall, Waldo complains about the continuous hardship he has had to undergo
during his adventures outside the farm:

You may work a man’s body so that his soul dies. Work is good. I have
worked at the old farm from the sun’s rising till its setting, but I have had
time to think, and time to feel. You may work a man so that all but the
animal in him is gone; and that grows stronger with physical labour. You
may work a man till he is a devil. I know it, because I have felt it. (SAF, 223)

Having discovered too late that his quest for Truth and Knowledge means
nothing compared to having a beloved one to return to, he realizes that tragedy
must be the ultimate outcome of this belated discovery: the letter he begins
writing to Lyndall, and which he doesn’t finish, ultimately describes a thwarted
relationship in a society which does not desire to cope with idealism. In a
developing South Africa, the high ideals of a young man such as Waldo will
inevitably be defeated, the so-called scramble for Africa15 makes allowances
neither for intellectual quests nor for emotional disarray. Waldo’s and Lyndall’s
inability to make their ideals come true accounts for their emotional non-meeting,
and for that reason they are unable to disenthrall themselves from the webs of
Victorian capitalism and patriarchy.

Lyndall undoubtedly tries to flee the cage that society has put her in: she
longs for exceptionality and excellence in a society which deprives women of
meaningful freedom and labour, and though she admires great intellectuals and
politicians of the traditional patriarchy, such as Goethe and Napoleon Bonaparte,
she nonetheless admits in an eloquent speech that the only way a woman had of
exerting power in life and excelling herself in any dominion of knowledge was
to cling to a man, her companion as the case seemed to be, and rise secretly
through passion and not reason. She even defies patriarchy by asserting that
Napoleon would not have been so excellent and exceptional had he been born
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14 On this subject, see the 1829 essay by Thomas Carlyle in “Signs of the Times”, edited and with
an introduction by Peter Keating, The Victorian Prophets: A Reader from Carlyle to Wells,
Glasgow: Fontana Paperbacks, 1981, 43-68. In this essay, Carlyle draws the reader’s attention to
the inhuman consequences of mechanical work, which tends to deprive man of ethics, aesthetics
and spirituality, therefore making it necessary for him to fight against the moral and artistic
numbness which came with the advent of industrial society.

15 The scramble for Africa was the name given to the imperialistic drive for the exploration and
exploitation of South Africa during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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a woman: he would have had to make his way through life as a woman does,
through cunning and passion:

If Goethe had been stolen away a child, and reared in a robber horde in
the depths of a German forest, do you think the world would have had
“Faust” and “Iphigenie”? But he would have been Goethe still – stronger,
wiser than his fellows. At night, round their watch-fire, he would have
chanted wild songs of rapine and murder, till the dark faces about him
were moved, and trembled. His songs would have echoed on from father
to son, and nerved the heart and arm – for evil. Do you think if Napoleon
had been born a woman that he would have been contented to give small
tea-parties and talk small scandal? He would have risen; but the world
would not have heard of him as it hears of him now – a man, great and
kingly, with all his sins; he would have left one of those names that stain
the leaf of every history – the names of women, who, having power, but
being denied the right to exercise it openly, rule in the dark, covertly, and
by stealth, through the men whose passions they feed on, and by whom
they climb. (SAF, 158)

In a word, Waldo and Lyndall are both misfits in a society where the
Spenserian oscillation between Protestant faith and the emerging Victorian agnos -
ticism, the awareness of the importance of the Woman Question flourishing in a
patriarchal society, and a dormant criticism of the inhuman values of a growing
materialism and imperialism, were beginning to become fundamental issues for
argument and debate in literary and scientific clubs, such as the Fellowship of the
New Life and the Men’s and Women’s Club in England during the 1880s.16

The Story Of An African Farm is a notoriously intellectual novel, strongly
imbued with the growing agnosticism of the epoch, ensuing from the several
scientific discoveries that had ultimately dethroned the figure of God as the 
first and sole origin of existence. In this novel, Waldo embodies the theme of
agnosti cism and religious conflict. Regarding religious conflict, Waldo is
incapable of passively accepting the Christian orthodoxy of his father, because
everything that surrounds him becomes a motive for philosophical speculation
and day-dreaming; even when he is on the farm performing his daily chores, 
he feels an urge to brood continuously over life. Looking at the pigsty, he
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16 Names of select clubs of intellectuals where the ideas of the epoch were enthusiastically
discussed by Olive Schreiner and her circle of friends. Among the usual themes for debate, one
may mention the following: the Woman Question, the progressive human evolution, woman’s
emancipation, political socialism, sexual equality, woman’s sexual instinct, the value of marriage,
the problem of prostitution, the sexual life of the peoples of ancient civilizations and the
relevance of Buddhism, among others.



wonders about the significance of beauty:
Waldo wondered dreamily as he stared why they were pleasant to look
at. Taken singly they were not beautiful; taken together they were. Was it
not because there was a certain harmony about them? The old sow was
suited to the little pigs, and the little pigs to their mother; the old boar to
the rotten pumpkin, and all to the mud. [...] And, he wondered on
vaguely, was not that the secret of all beauty, that you who look on – So
he stood dreaming, and leaned further and further over the sod-wall, and
looked at the pigs. (SAF, 78)

In spite of admitting to Lyndall that he is sometimes ‘weary’ (SAF, 154) of the
few old thoughts that he thinks over and over again, Waldo is unable to let go of
his introspective nature, he must dream and wonder about life and death, beauty
and truth, good and evil, science and the existence of God, over and over again.
From early on in life, he rebels against the hypocrisy and authority of the Church,
feeling like a religious outcast, forever searching God’s favour and never really
obtaining it, Waldo feels like Cain when he offers his meal as a sacrifice on the
Kopje and the divine fire fails to devour it.

‘Oh, God, my father, I have made Thee a sacrifice. I have only twopence,
so I cannot buy a lamb. If the lambs were mine I would give Thee one; but
now I have only this meat; it is my dinner-meat. Please, my Father, send
fire down from heaven to burn it. [...] His heart was heavy. He reasoned
so: ‘God cannot lie. I had faith. No fire came. I am like Cain – I am not
His. He will not hear my prayer. God hates me.’ [...] ‘I love Jesus Christ,
but I hate God.’ (SAF, 6-9)

Being ascribed a decisive role in the very first chapter, the reader encounters
a Waldo who is terrified when he listens to the ticking of a watch. Waldo knows
that at every second that goes by someone dies and this perception of the
evanescence and transience of human life torments him atrociously. Thus, by
associating decadence to the human condition, Waldo reflects over the disap -
pear ance of great past civilizations. The world seems chaotic, inhumane and
statistical to the childish Waldo, and hence it suggests God’s inexistence. No
divine hand could order the universe so, transforming life into infinitesimal units
of time. In order to assuage his troubled spirit, Waldo asks God to manifest
Himself in the sacrificial episode mentioned above, which does not happen,
leaving Waldo in the depths of blank despair.

It is also useful to point out that Waldo tries to undermine much of the
orthodox Christian teaching by asking questions which reveal inconsistencies
between the Gospels:

‘Why did the women in Mark see only one angel and the women in Luke
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two?’(SAF, 33)

Furthermore, the knowledge that Waldo possesses of pre-history also
transforms his understanding of the farm and the arid landscape which surrounds
it. Waldo admires the cave paintings of the Bushmen and he is strongly allured
by them, as he confesses to Lyndall. This confession reminds the reader of the
emergent science of archaeology, as it gives him glimpses of a world which
worked as an alternative to the obsolete Christian orthodoxy, seeing that, in
Waldo’s world-view, the Bushmen’s paintings must also have possessed a
profound cosmic meaning to them.

[... ] and then of the time when the little Bushmen lived there, so small and
so ugly, and used to sleep in the wild dog holes [...] It was one of them,
one of those wild Bushmen, that painted those’ [...] To us they are only
strange things, that make us laugh; but to him they were very beautiful.’
(SAF, 15-16)

When a stranger comes to the farm and tries to buy Waldo’s craft-work,
which is a wooden grave-post he has been unsuccessfully making for his
deceased father, this stranger calls him ‘Poor devil’ (SAF, 138), feeling either pity
or compassion towards him. Nonetheless, Waldo need not be pitied, for he wants
to reach the limits of his capabilities, and, unable to receive a sign from God, he
devotes himself to the building of a sheep-shearing machine, which Bonaparte
Blenkins, the sadistic con-man who tries to take over the farm, ruthlessly crushes,
afraid lest the boy should succeed in life.

There is, however, no denying that Waldo has to come to terms with ‘a
striving and a striving and an ending in nothing’ (SAF, p. 74), so that an attentive
reader may undoubtedly assert that Schreiner swings between an optimistic and
a pessimistic17 world-view in this novel and in her writings in general. In this
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17 In The Story Of An African Farm, the pessimism arises from a certain darkness and a lack of
sensational action, as well as from a growing process of disillusionment on the part of the main
protagonists. Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation presents some parallels
with this novel and with Undine: namely, a realization of man’s impotence in the world and his
position as a victim of the will, an awareness of the world’s meaninglessness and a knowledge
that life is suffering and that there is no end to it. Waldo, Lyndall and Undine eventually fulfil all
three criteria. See “‘A striving and a striving’: Schopenhauerian Pessimism in Olive Schreiner’s
The Story Of An African Farm and From Man to Man” in LeFew-Blake, Penelope, Schopenhauer,
Women’s Literature, and the Legacy of Pessimism in the Novels of George Eliot, Olive Schreiner,
Virginia Woolf, and Doris Lessing, Studies in Comparative Literature, Volume 42, Lewiston et al.:
The Edwin Mellen Press, 2001.



novel, we find this existential pessimism of Calvinistic origin which sees man
and woman as puppets driven about by blind chance and thus incapable of
struggling against an indifferent cosmic power regarding human fate. This tragic
world-view includes both the biblical myth of human unworthiness and the
commonplace of human powerlessness in the face of insurmountable forces.

If the human being is to be considered as the artistic result of an insensitive
craftsman, one should not be surprised that Schreiner should have thought of the
title Mirage for this romance, to which she would add an epigraph of her own:
Life is a series of abortions. Schreiner did not choose this title, as she thought it
announced the intentions of the novel in too obvious a way, that is to say, the
deceitful and delusive nature of existence.

When Waldo finally learns from Em that Lyndall has died, he undergoes a
frightful spiritual laceration in the chapter Dreams. Although the motive of the
dream seems only to be a pretext for beginning this chapter, (seeing that Waldo
awakens from a dreadful and extremely painful dream about Lyndall), during the
entire chapter Waldo never crosses the threshold between dream and reality. As
he wonders about Lyndall’s death, he rejects both the Christian orthodoxy which
deludes him into believing in a future heavenly life and the voice of the tran -
scen dentalist who advises him to see death only as a change of condition. In his
tormented existential delirium, Waldo finally finds peace in a monistic view of
reality: it is only the organism that perishes, the cosmic whole abides; the only
way of achieving immortality is through voluntary dilution into this organic
whole. Only in this way will Waldo regain his beloved:

‘No death, no death,’ he muttered; ‘there is that which never dies – which
abides. It is but the individual that perishes, the whole remains. It is the
organism that vanishes, the atoms are there. It is but the man that dies, the
Universal Whole of which he is part reworks him into his utmost self. (...)
For the little soul that cries aloud for continued personal existence for
itself and its beloved, there is no help. For the soul which knows itself no
more as a unit, but as a part of the Universal Unity of which the Beloved
also is a part; which feels within itself the throb of a Universal Life; for that
soul there is no death.
‘Let us die, beloved, you and I, that we may pass on for ever through the
Universal Life! (SAF, 259-260)

Having taken this firm resolution, Waldo falls asleep, becomes gradually
unconscious and dies under the Karroo’s sun in the novel’s last chapter, (as
Schreiner’s biographers, Ruth First and Ann Scott have underlined, to Schreiner

18 In First, Ruth & Scott, Ann, Olive Schreiner, (Foreword by Nadine Gordimer), New Brunswick
& New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1990, 90.

Ana Maria Parente108



Exceptionality and Otherness in Olive Schreiner’s Writing

the distinction between living and dying becomes irrelevant and death is always
an option).18

Furthermore, the way in which the novel ends with Waldo’s death on a
glorious day under the Karroo’s sun also redeems the novel from a purely obscure
and pessimistic reading, which nonetheless can be traced in the novel as well.
Waldo’s death is merely suggested, Em does not become aware of it at first and
only the chickens that belong entirely to the natural world are able to perceive
what has happened. One may undoubtedly aver that this death is a regression to
Mother Earth, to the womb of Mother Earth: the imagery of the mother hen and
its brood of chickens stresses this notion of motherly snugness. Ironically, this is
the only positive representation of motherhood throughout the novel. Waldo feels
a strange affinity with these little beings and loses consciousness tranquilly while
muttering continuously to himself in his old manner in an attitude that conveys
meditation, fear and longing. And all the while he is sitting in an embryonic
position:

Waldo through his half-closed eyes looked at them. Thinking, fearing,
craving, those tiny sparks of brother life, what were they, so real there in
that old yard on that sunshiny afternoon? A few years – where would they
be? Strange little brother spirits! He stretched his hand towards them, for
his heart went out to them; but not one of the little creatures came nearer
him, and he watched them gravely for a time; then he smiled and began
muttering to himself after his old fashion. Afterwards he folded his arms
upon his knees, and rested his forehead on them. And so he sat there in
the yellow sunshine, muttering, muttering, muttering to himself. (SAF,
269-270)

This open narrative at the novel’s end, in which sleep and death are inter -
mingled, allied to a certain amount of narrative incongruence and fragmenta tion
throughout the novel, especially in its second part when the main narrative breaks
off into embedded stories,19 allegories and long philosophical digressions, after
the only two patriarchs Otto and Blenkins have disappeared from the narrative
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19 An embedded story is an autonomous story embedded in the main narrative, which concerns
characters and events that do not belong to the same narrative continuity. Most narratives contain
a certain amount of sub-plots, independent of the main narrative from the standpoint of their
cause: for example they may be stories told by characters, allegories, allusions to the life of
illustrious men, works of fiction in the second degree and so on. See Angenot, Marc, (translated
by Miguel Tamen), Glossário da Crítica Contemporânea, (Preface to the Portuguese Edition by
Maria Alzira Seixo), (Glossaire Prátique de la Critique Contemporaine 1972), Colecção Estudos
Literários, Lisboa: Editorial Comunicação, 1984: Translation of mine into English of the quoted
material.



plot, typifies Schreiner’s fragmentary style, turning her necessarily into an icono -
clas tic writer who is constantly searching for new social and literary patterns.

These new social and literary patterns that she searches for cannot escape
an existential, as well as a symbolic, perspective, which pervades the two novels,
Undine and The Story Of An African Farm, and which redeems them both from
a constant oscillation between a monistic and pessimistic world-view.

As Schreiner points out in her Preface to The Story of an African Farm, this
novel is neither a treatise on cattle nor on South African agriculture, nor a wild
adventure novel in the manner of H. Rider Haggard, although she does not
mention him directly. In a country that is not yet in possession of a solid historical
and cultural background, Schreiner is inevitably the writer who is in need of an
existential and literary canon that may comprehend and explain her own
philosophy of life in a South Africa clearly undergoing industrialization and
ideological change. This is why she rejects the “stage method”, where, according
to her perspective, everything can be foreseen and fitted into a coherent narrative
whole, and so she resolves to adopt “the method of the life we all lead” (SAF,
xxxix) which seems to her to be the best method of writing, seeing that “Here
nothing can be prophesied” (SAF, Idem). Writing under the pseudonym Ralph
Iron in this Preface, Schreiner sees herself obliged to admit that any writer living
in a colony must “squeeze the colour from his brush” and “dip it into the grey
pigments around him. He must paint what lies before him.”

And what lay before her? The awareness that, to the European colonist, South
Africa was no paradisiacal spot, where manna and happiness abounded, in short
a second promised land, but it represented instead a rather arid and hostile place
that one must get to know and conquer. Schreiner is unable to think of South
Africa as a pastoral and idyllic colony. This perception of a dystopia and
fragmentation also applies to the characters. The notion of an unfulfilled ideal
envelops Waldo, Lyndall and Undine in a striking way. Accordingly, the themes
and the imagery are recurrent in the two novels. Waldo, Lyndall and Undine are
all misunderstood outcasts, who suffer tremendously throughout their earthly
quest and who ultimately try to find an ending that may lift a veil onto some new
beginning, though death is the price they have to pay if they want to open a
doorway to their own self-assertion as individuals. And, after all, in Schreiner’s
world-view, life and death are only a dichotomy that one has to annihilate in
order to enjoy the great flow of human existence.

An imagery of life as a flow as well as a wave and an imagery involving the
sea in general are to be found in both novels. For instance, in The Story Of An
African Farm, Waldo compares the sea to the human being, always striving and
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striving for something without ever reaching it, and always complaining about it.
Waldo’s depiction of the sea thus constitutes the perfect metaphor for the
unfulfilled quest:

“Of all the things I have ever seen, only the sea is like a human being; the
sky is not, nor the earth. But the sea is always moving, always something
deep in itself is stirring it. It never rests; it is always wanting, wanting,
wanting. It hurries on; and then it creeps back slowly without having
reached, moaning. It is always asking a question, and it never gets the
answer. I can hear it in the day and in the night; the white foam breakers
are saying that which I think.” (SAF, 227)

By associating the sea with the human being, Waldo is also underlining the
definition of existence as “A striving and a striving and an ending in nothing”,
which comes up in the novel for the first time when the dog Doss kills a beetle,
after it has been labouring for hours on end, and which is also used as an
epigraph to the second part of the novel.

In Undine, one finds the same imagery of the flow to classify our human
exis tence: already, in this early teenage novel, Schreiner reveals the insight that
death should not be mourned, because even though the human being only
represents a wave in the flow of life, one should not let go of joy, seeing that,
after the dissolution of life, the flow will go on undisturbed, thus perpetuating its
deathless motion:

For, as in our hours of sin and weakness, we weep because the great ever-
changing, many-waved current on which we find ourselves will flow on
just the same when our small wave has spent itself, so, in our moments
of sight and strength, a joy, calm and mighty, comes to us when we see
that the great current will flow on uninjured, unchanged by our loss, in
its deathless progress. (U, 253)

In The Story of an African Farm, there are many other excerpts which denote
Schreiner’s fragmentary and existentialist world-view, such as the one below,
which, by adopting a Darwinist starting point, broods over the significance of
human existence since primaeval times and ends up asserting the intrinsic condi -
tion of decadence enveloping life, and giving it an aura of oneiric hallucination,
as if human existence were nothing but a dream:

Mankind is only an ephemeral blossom on the tree of time; there will be
others after it has fallen. Where was man in the time of the dicynodont,
and when hoary monsters wallowed in the mud? Will he be found in the
aeons that are to come? We are sparks, we are shadows, we are pollen,
which the next wind will carry away. We are dying already; it is all a
dream. (SAF, 184)
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It is curious that it should be Lyndall to utter such thoughts, since she is
mainly concerned with the Woman Question and it even pains her that Waldo
is not:

‘Do you take an interest in the position of women, Waldo?’
‘No’.
‘I thought not. No one does, unless they are in need of a subject upon
which to show their wit. (...) I’m sorry you don’t care for the position of
women: I should have liked us to be friends; and it is the only thing about
which I think much or feel much – (...) (SAF, 153-154)

But once one has successfully gone beyond Lyndall’s curious remark, one
may say that besides the questions of gender, race and empire, Undine and The
Story Of An African Farm are novels which continuously focus on issues such as
the meaning of life and death, good and evil, faith and agnosticism, man and
nature at a wider level; while, at a narrower one, these two novels deal with the
problems of an emerging feminism confronted with an omnipotent patriarchy,
also outlining the beginning of a cultural criticism as far as the issues of race and
imperial domination are concerned.

Regarding the question of race, in her essays and pamphlets, Schreiner
decisively rejects the prevailing racist, ethnocentric and imperialistic world-view
that was typical of the Darwinist trend of thought at that time, though at times she
succumbs all too easily to it in her novels, as one may discover by analysing
Lyndall’s words attentively, when she watches a Kaffir male going home at the foot
of the ‘kopje’. Lyndall does not see the Kaffir as a human being such as she is, but
as a specimen of an inferior race that may disappear as soon as it meets a higher
one in the evolution stage. Hers is positively a dated, paternalistic and
imperialistic view without a doubt:

“Will his race melt away in the heat of a collision with a higher? Are the
men of the future to see his bones only in museums – a vestige of one link
that spanned between the dog and the white man? He wakes thoughts
that run far out into the future and back into the past.” (SAF, 195)

In Undine, the pattern repeats itself: the Bushmen and the Hottentots are merely
extras in a scenario, extras who perform menial tasks and jobs while the most
relevant actions and emotions are left to the white people to be carried out and
felt.

To sum up, Schreiner’s world-view has as its most recurrent themes the
questions of race, gender and empire, which can be considered as minor themes
if one has in mind the all-pervading theme of existentialism and fragmentation:
were Schreiner’s existentialist code to be overlapped with that of everyday life,
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the plight of the men and women who dwell in the South African plains would
ultimately suggest a cultural critique of an annihilating imperialistic patriarchy,
which is still mediated by the uprootedness of the European who uselessly tries
to find a safe haven in Africa.

Whether one bears in mind the quest for knowledge or economic power
(Waldo and Lyndall) or whether one emphasizes the commitment to an expand -
ing feminism (Undine and Lyndall), the individual’s quest is useless: he or she
cannot face up to the adverse cosmic and material forces of the universe. The
blind will that holds sway over everything gives rise to the existential fragmenta -
tion, which, despite every insight of cosmic unity, entails in itself the offspring of
an inherent decadentism. Only through symbolism can the human being catch
a glimpse of his ultimate redemption, as I have already pointed out in the case
of Waldo’s death, for instance.

But it is in her still incipient teenage novel Undine that the theme of excep -
tionality and otherness comes explicitly to the fore. Undine describes herself right
from the beginning as the misunderstood outcast who has been ostracized both
by her family in the Karroo and by the women in Greenwood in England and who
will never fit into the social and religious community that surrounds her. Her
singularity, her uniqueness, her exceptionality, her strangeness and her other ness
will make her wander about the earth without being able to receive the
understanding and acceptance of her fellow citizens. She is branded because
she is different and she herself feels the need to avoid making an agreement with
the pharisaic hypocrisy that she observes about her. An agonizing suffering is the
necessary, though inescapable, outcome of such a frame of mind:

The sweet Sunday bells were ringing loud (...) For all others they were
calling, but they had no world for her; she was one alone, without kinship
or fellowship among men – so she said in her bitterness. Had she been
born with a curse over her head? (...) Or was she really so much worse
than others that, wherever she might go, love and sympathy would be
denied her? Would she have to walk on alone, alone, unloved,
misunderstood, right on to the end? (U, 55-56)

Despite this aura of religious and social dissidence, Undine is, however, a
character that is ideologically twinned. On the other hand, she imitates the
behaviour pattern of the Victorian angel in the house when, for example, she
accepts a marriage without love with George Blair as a way of expiating her guilt
and of exerting self-sacrifice, and, on the other hand, she nurtures typical feminist
views of an embryonic feminism, seeing that she wonders about the causes of
patriarchal dominance and is, at the same time, aware of the private sphere that
encloses her more and more. It is perhaps relevant to stress that Undine only
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displays this attitude after a ruined marriage and that it arises consciously as a
mere interrogation: it does not possess the characteristic of a categorical assertion
or propagandistic creed that it undeniably takes on in The Story Of An African
Farm.

Why should a woman not break through conventional restraints that
enervate her mind and dwarf her body, and enjoy a wild, free, true life,
as a man may? – wander the green world over by the help of hands and
feet, and lead a free rough life in bondage to no man? – forget the old
morbid loves and longings?– live and enjoy and learn as much as may
before the silence comes? (U, 169-170)

This slightly Faustian dimension of longing to escape from the petty bour -
geois sphere of feminine domesticity is accompanied by the perception that she,
Undine, is still and only a woman, and she is thus shackled to the social circum -
stances of the society she lives in, which ensnare her in the webs of dependency,
subservience and frailty:

(...) and how long would she be able to maintain herself without getting
under someone’s thumb? (...) As it was, being only a woman and with the
scent not yet out of her hair nor the softness rubbed from her hands, she
stood there in the street, feeling very weak, bodily, after her illness, and
mentally, after her long life of servitude and dependence – very weak and
very heartsick. (U, 170)

I have recurrently stated that Schreiner’s novels depict the questions of
gender, race and empire and that this is the most immediate reading one may
have of them. Nonetheless, if the reader considers the work of art as something
more profound and less immediate, he or she will inevitable find that Schreiner
also depicts the human quest for a meaningful existence in a fragmentary and
problematic world. Her novels are ultimately linked to the ancestral questions
related to life and death, the affirmation and negation of a superior entity which
ascribes meaning to everything.

To finalize, I would like to point out that the universality of Schreiner’s novels
is to be found in the fact that they may not be restricted by feminist, culturalist,
existentialist, racist, imperialistic, symbolic or even psychoanalytical interpre ta -
tions. The up-to-date nature of Schreiner’s novels is to be found in the cumulative
or manifold characteristics of their themes, which enable them to be alternatively
and progressively analysed in different ways and by different methods by
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successive interpretative communities of readers, while never losing their intrinsic
value. The structural and semantic flexibility of Schreiner’s cumulative and
eclectic20 style is something extremely modern in modern-day literary criticism.
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To the Lighthouse is a narrative in which the representation of consciousness
becomes a priority, both as a theme and as an aesthetic instrument. The
plot is centred on the mental universe, while the action concerning exterior

events is accessory. Nevertheless, the revealed thoughts are not linear ones: they
do not present analytic reasoning on behalf of clear objectives, and, when they
have the shape of memories, these rarely become distinct or explanatory. Ideas,
concepts, images, feelings, emotions and sensations are freely gathered, laying
out patterns and poetic rhythms, establishing peculiar links of complex inter pre -
tation, which become material in an intricate speech. There are succeeding pages
about a woman sitting beside a window knitting a stocking, paragraphs about
another woman painting or about a man strolling back and forth on the terrace,
or even sections about a deserted house slowly decaying. Moments of contem -
pla tion and ecstasy, frustration and hatred, disturbance and serenity, are presented,
always from the subject’s internal experience, which can be the product of either
verbal or inchoate consciousness. To a certain extent, To the Lighthouse is not
only a book about thoughts, but also a book concerning the process through
which these thoughts take shape.

In her essay “Phases of Fiction”, Woolf considers that
one element remains constant in all novels, and that is the human
element; they are about people, they excite in us the feelings that people
excite in real life. The novel is the only form of art which seeks to make
us believe that it is giving a full and truthful record of the life of a real
person. (99)

People in “real life” have the experience of both external and internal events,
and the novel is the means to express them. Throughout this essay, it is argued that
Woolf’s concern for the representation of “the human element” made her write
To the Lighthouse as a novel about the procedures of consciousness during the
aesthetic experience, and that her writing conveys a similar perspective to the one
presented by Immanuel Kant in his Critique of the Power of Judgment.

If one considers this human element as the human soul, an accurate descrip -
tion is to be found in the introduction to Kant’s Critique, in which he says that:



all faculties or capacities of the soul can be reduced to the three that
cannot be further derived from a common ground: the faculty of cogni -
tion, the feeling of pleasure and displeasure, and the faculty of desire. For
the faculty of cognition only the understanding is legislative, if (as must be
the case if it is considered for itself, without being mixed up with the
faculty of desire), it is related as a faculty of a theoretical cognition to
nature, with regard to which alone (as appearance) it is possible for us to
give laws through a priori concepts of nature, which are, strictly speaking,
pure concepts of the understanding. – For the faculty of desire, as a higher
faculty in accordance to the concept of freedom, reason alone (in which
alone this concept has its place) is legislative a priori. – Now between
the faculty of cognition and that of the desire there is the feeling of
pleasure, just as the power of judgment is contained between the
understanding and reason. (III, 64-66 5:177-178)

While theoretical cognition is ruled by the understanding, which provides
concepts and the laws of nature, the faculty of desire of someone who is morally
good is ruled by reason, always following the concept of freedom, which is the
fundamental principle for establishing moral laws, or maxims. In the meantime,
the feeling of pleasure and displeasure from the soul (not the one from sensations)
is ruled by the power of judgment. – The feeling of pleasure arises when one’s
desire for freedom is fulfilled, or when cognition of new concepts occurs. It is the
power of judgment that determines whether pleasure or displeasure is to be felt
when one understands the laws of nature or follows moral laws. (Someone who
feels pleasure from the violation of moral laws is using the faculty of desire
without the use of reason to rule it.)

On its own, the power of judgment is either teleological or aesthetic, pro -
viding the soul with more kinds of pleasure. It is teleological when “The concept
of the combinations and forms of nature in accordance with ends is still at least
one more principle for bringing its appearances under rules where the laws of
causality about the mere mechanism of nature do not suffice” (Kant § 61 234
5:360), i.e. when pleasure arises from the representation of an intentionality in
the events of nature, provided by reason, beyond the cause/effect relations (Kant
§ 61 234 5:361). The power of judgment is aesthetic when it concerns “the
beautiful and the sublime in nature or in art” (Kant, Pref. 57 5:170). The judging
of the beautiful and the judging of the sublime are distinguished as follows:

That is beautiful which pleases in the mere judging (thus not by
means of the sensation of sense nor in accordance with a concept of the
understanding). From this it follows of itself that it must please without
any interest.

That is sublime which pleases immediately through its resistance to
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the interest of the senses. (Kant § 29 150 5:267)

Something sublime provides the feelings of admiration or respect, and
therefore “it deserves to be called negative pleasure” (Kant § 23 129 5:245). These
feelings emerge when the formlessness of an object also represents its limit less -
ness (Kant § 23 128 5:244), in such a way that concepts of reason (maxims) are
evoked. One is compelled to use “maxims for making the intellectual and the
ideas of reason superior to sensibility” (Kant § 29 156 5:274).

On the other hand, something beautiful “prepares us to love something,
even nature, without interest” (Kant § 29 151 5:267). Instead of deriving from
reason, pleasure is determined by taste, and “in a pure judgment of taste the satis -
faction in the object is combined with the mere judging of its form” (Kant § 38
170 5:289). Neither the pleasure from identifying the concept within the object
and finding its relation to predefined logical rules (pleasure from judgments based
on the understanding), nor the pleasure from finding the object’s relation to
predefined maxims to evaluate it (pleasure from judgments based on reason), nor
the negative pleasure from recalling these maxims to face the object’s limit less -
ness and formlessness (pleasure from the judgment of the sublime – based on
rea son and negative sensations), not even the pleasure derived from the agree -
ability the object produces (pleasure from physical sensations) are taken into
account. Form alone provides the feeling of pleasure and displeasure required by
taste to make a judgment on the object.

The judgment of taste determines whether an object is beautiful or not. Kant
defines beauty as “the form of the purposiveness of an object, insofar as it is per -
ceived in it without representation of an end” (§ 17 120 5:236). Kant also defines
an end as “the object of a concept”, as long as the concept is the cause of the
object, and defines purposiveness as “the causality of a concept with regard to
its object” (§ 10 105 5:219-20). A concept being the cause of an object means
that a concept is the representation of the end of an object. The event of finding
the representation of the end of an object is called purposiveness. It is purpo -
siveness that provides the feeling of pleasure from judgments based on the
understanding, while the form of the purposiveness provides the feeling of
pleasure from the judgment of taste. That is why these two kinds of cognitive
pleasure are so distinct from each other. The pleasure from the judgment of taste
occurs in the absence of concepts, remaining a form with an indeterminate end,
which is a cognitive entity by itself, and therefore universal to every human mind.
This way, one “could designate taste as sensus communis aestheticus, common
human understanding as sensus communis logicus” (Kant § 40 175 5:295 Note*).

A form defined by a concept is called a logical idea; a form for which there



is no defining concept is called an aesthetic idea:
by an aesthetic idea, however, I mean that representation of the imag i na -
tion that occasions much thinking though without it being possible for
any deter mi nate thought, i.e., concept, to be adequate to it, which,
consequently, no language fully attains or can make it intelligible. (Kant
§ 49 192 5:314)

Because it is the result of the judgment of forms in the absence of concepts,
“Beauty (whether it be beauty of nature or of art) can in general be called the
expression of aesthetic ideas” (Kant § 51 197 5:320). Several examples of this
form-based knowledge are provided by Mrs. Ramsay’s children, such as this one
regarding James:

James Ramsay, sitting on the floor cutting out pictures from the illustrated
catalogue of the Army and Navy Stores, endowed the picture of a
refrigerator as his mother spoke with heavenly bliss. It was fringed 
with joy. The wheelbarrow, the lawn-mower, the sound of poplar trees,
leaves whitening before rain, rooks cawing, brooms knocking, dresses
rustling – all these were so coloured and distinguished in his mind that he
had already his private code, his secret language […]. (Woolf, Lighthouse,
Part I, section I, 7)

While describing how James keeps in his mind, as a “private code” and a
“secret language”, the cuttings, the details in the landscape he observes and the
sounds surrounding him, Woolf presents a character imbued with an aesthetic
idea, which is recognised as soon as he finds himself facing it again: it could be
said that James has elaborated a vision of a perfect moment, which cannot be
defined by a determinate concept, but can be represented through the already-
mentioned private code, built upon the relationship between perceptions and
the imagination. James Ramsay’s taste is being educated during childhood by
moments of cognitive aesthetic pleasure.

This self-maintaining and disinterested play of the mind could be defined as
follows:

Spirit, in an aesthetic significance, means the animating principle in
the mind. That, however, by which this principle animates the soul, the
material which it uses for this purpose, is that which purposively sets the
mental powers into motion, i.e. into a play that is self-maintaining and
even strengthens the powers to that end.

Now I maintain that this principle is nothing other than the faculty
for the presentation of aesthetic ideas [...]. (Kant § 49 191-192 5:313-314)

In short, beauty is the expression of aesthetic ideas in nature or in art; taste
is the faculty to recognise aesthetic ideas, and therefore to judge beauty; and
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spirit is the faculty to generate aesthetic ideas in the human mind. Both taste and
spirit are active in James’s mind. He simultaneously recognizes and generates
aesthetic ideas, taking the beauty around him as a starting point.

In the description of the events in the mind of children, Woolf exhibits the
role of taste in the combination of sensations in order to provide a representation
of an aesthetic idea. When describing the mind of adults, such as Lily Briscoe and
William Bankes, this combination also includes concepts:

So off they strolled down the garden in the usual direction, past the tennis
lawn, past the pampas grass, to that break in the thick hedge, guarded by
red-hot pokers like brasiers of clear burning coal, between which the blue
waters of the bay looked bluer than ever.

They came there regularly every evening drawn by some need. It
was as if the water floated off and set sailing thoughts which had grown
stagnant on dry land, and gave to their bodies even some sort of physical
relief. First, the pulse of colour flooded the bay with blue, and the heart
expanded with it and the body swam, only the next instant to be checked
and chilled by the prickly blackness on the ruffled waves. Then, up behind
the great black rock, almost every evening spurted irregularly, so that one
had to watch for it and it was a delight when it came, a fountain of white
water; and then, while one waited for that, one watched, on the pale
semicircular beach, wave after wave shedding again and again smoothly
a film of mother of pearl.

They both smiled, standing there. They both felt a common hilarity,
excited by the moving waves; and then by the swift cutting race of a
sailing boat, which, having sliced a curve in the bay, stopped; shivered;
let its sail drop down; and then, with a natural instinct to complete the
picture, after this swift movement, both of them looked at the dunes far
away, and instead of merriment felt come over them some sadness –
because the thing was completed partly, and partly because distant views
seem to outlast by a million years (Lily thought) the gazer and to be
communing already with a sky which beholds an earth entirely at rest.
(Woolf, Lighthouse, Part I, section IV, 20-21)

Lily Briscoe and William Banks are both facing the same beautiful forms of
nature, they are sharing the same aesthetic ideas, and they try, through the voice
of the narrator, to combine concepts to present them. In the first paragraph, Lily
and William are animated by the contrast of saturated colours between the fence
of Ramsay’s terrace and the sea in the bay. This animation of the mind is devel -
oped in the second paragraph, where, through the expression “as if”, Woolf fuses
the characters’ feelings with the landscape they gaze upon. While the mind of a
child such as James Ramsay uses perception in order to enrich a “private code”
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(which is simultaneously universal because it is composed of aesthetic ideas),
the mind of the adults not only uses perception, but also endeavours, with the free
use of the imagination, to translate that code, in order to communicate, through
words, the aesthetic experience. The articulation of concepts to convey an aesthetic
idea, namely by the use of comparisons, metaphors, and symbols, is nothing more
than a way of making communicable the private code formed during childhood.

Kant refers to this use of the imagination associated with concepts to clarify
his definition of an aesthetic idea:

In a word, the aesthetic idea is a representation of the imagination,
associated with a given concept, which is combined with such a manifold
of partial representations in the free use of the imagination that no expres -
sion designating a determinate concept can be found for it, nameable,
the feeling of which animates the cognitive faculties and combines spirit
with the mere letter of language. (§ 49 194 5:316)

Each concept and perception evoked by Lily and William is always pre -
sented among this “manifold of partial representations in the free use of the
imagination”: the water sets “sailing thoughts”; “the pulse of colour flooded the
bay in blue, and the water expanded with it”; and both Lily and William looked
at the dunes and felt some sadness “because things were completed partly, and
partly because distant views seem to outlast by a million years (Lily thought) the
gazer”. Somehow there is in these characters’ minds a conceptual articulation
which can only be materialized among texts with literary attributes. To accomplish
this representation of the characters’ use of understanding, imagination and taste,
Woolf applies distinct modes of narration.

In Transparent Minds – Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in
Fiction, Dorrit Cohn uses the following terminology: a) psycho-narration – the
narrator provides literal, comparative or metaphorical descriptions of the
character’s mental states, feelings and emotions, and the respective physical
manifestations; b) quoted monologue – the character’s speech inside his mind is
presented (in this essay, the term soliloquy will be used to refer to a coherent
speech, and the term inchoative monologue to refer to enunciations previous to
any discursive coherence); c) narrated monologue – the narrator presents in the
third person the character’s latent speech, which he does not elaborate at that
particular moment because it is still in a pre-verbal state (11-14). To clarify what
a narrated monologue is, Cohn adds that the narrator’s elocutions are made “as
if ” he was the character (103), or that the character’s speech is presented “in the
guise” of the narrator (14). The narration without the presentation of conscious -
ness will be referred to in this essay by the term conventional narration.
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If Lily and William’s thoughts were quoted, the result would be an inchoative
monologue. The soliloquy is out of the question because their thoughts are not
discursive, but aesthetic ones. Instead, in the first paragraph, Woolf starts to
describe the landscape using the conventional narration, but somehow pacing
the rhythm of the characters’ minds while they are strolling, finishing it with the
expression “the blue waters of the day looked bluer than ever”, already a narrated
monologue. This narrative mode is maintained in the second paragraph, somehow
fused with psycho-narration. If the content of the text was not originated by the
characters, this could be a narrator’s digression. There is, in fact, a communized
digression, due to the universality of aesthetic ideas, elaborated by Lily and
William in an inchoative way, and the role of the narrator is to convey it for the
readers in an organized speech, as truthfully as possible. Because of this
intervening role, the characters’ conceptualization of aesthetic ideas through the
use of imagination becomes more coherent to the reader. The possibility of
elaborating a text about characters in the act of cognition and translation of
beauty is now open. Beauty itself is also presented to the reader without its
indivisible organic unit being artificially sectioned.

After the fusion of Lily and William’s feelings with the sea, and once this
process is to an extent symbolized by the waves’ foam and the “film of mother
of pearl” left on the beach, Woolf, in the third paragraph, briefly returns to a
conventional narration which enables her to present the transition from the initial
aesthetic ecstasy and inchoative conceptualization to the gradual translation of
aesthetic ideas into coherent statements. There then follows an interweaving with
psycho-narration, ending up with Lily’s narrated monologue. In this paragraph,
the elaborations of the understanding start to impose themselves over perception,
although this does not change the intensity of the action of taste. On the contrary,
taste expands its scope from the perceptive process to the rational one. While, in
the children’s mind, taste acts as a kind of cognition which traces the path
between perception and imagination, in the adults’ mind, taste continues to trace
that path and establishes, through the translation of concepts, branches with the
understanding, once the most intense moment of ecstasy has gone. Nevertheless,
this does not mean that the understanding is superior to taste as a kind of
cognition.

The main representatives of the use of the understanding are Mr. Ramsay
and William Banks, while Mrs. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe are the representatives
of intuition. In order to judge Lily’s painting, William makes a significant effort
with logical conceptualization, which takes him nowhere:

But the picture was not of them, she said. Or, not in his sense. There were
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other senses too in which one might reverence them. By a shadow here
and a light there, for instance. Her tribute took that form, if, as she vaguely
supposed, a picture must be a tribute. A mother and child might be
reduced to a shadow without irreverence. A light here required a shadow
there. He considered. He was interested. He took it scientifically in
complete good faith. (Woolf, Lighthouse, Part I, section IX, 46-47)

The narrated monologues of both William and Lily, which are the thoughts
that occur simultaneously with their discussion, are somehow representative of
the essential distinction of which faculties are to be used in the judgment of art:

If art, adequate for the cognition of a possible object, merely performs the
actions requisite to make it actual, it is mechanical; but if it has the feeling
of pleasure as its immediate aim, then it is called aesthetic art. This is
either agreeable or beautiful art. It is the former if its end is that pleasure
accompany the representations as mere sensations, the latter, if its end is
that it accompany these as kinds of cognition. (Kant § 44 184 5:305)

Thus, the judgment of mechanical art is based upon the faculty of the under -
standing; the judgment of agreeable art is based upon sensations; and “For the
judging of beautiful objects, as such, taste is required” (Kant § 48 189 5:311).
William’s analysis might give him some knowledge about the technique applied
in Lily’s painting, but it does not give him the perception of the beauty (or absence
of beauty) in it, because aesthetic ideas are a kind of cognition which is only
obtainable through the faculty of taste. Although his taste is able to judge beauty
in nature, it has not been prepared for the judgment of beautiful art. He does not
see the act of painting beyond the correct application of scholastic rules, tech -
niques and mechanisms of pictorial representation, which are acknowledged
through the hard and meritorious effort of the understanding. Despite their uni -
versality due to being a kind of cognition, aesthetic ideas, just as happens with
logical ideas, can only be perceived after the acquisition of some basic
knowledge – in this case, basic aesthetic knowledge, which is obtained through
the continuous observation of beautiful things (in nature) and beautiful objects (in
art). William Banks, “in complete good faith”, is starting to learn.

While taste is the faculty to judge the beautiful in nature and art, “for beau -
tiful art itself, i.e. for producing such objects, genius is required” (Kant § 48 189
5:311); in the meantime, although taste exists without genius, there is no genius
without taste:

Taste, like the power of judgment in general, is the discipline (or
corrective) of genius, clipping its wings and making it well behaved or
polished; but at the same time it gives genius guidance as to where and
how far it should extend itself if it is to remain purposive; and by
introducing clarity and order into the abundance of thoughts it makes the
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ideas tenable, capable of an enduring and universal approval, of enjoying
a posterity among others and in an ever progressing culture. [...]

For beautiful art, therefore, imagination, understanding, spirit and
taste are requisite. (Kant § 50 197 5:319-20)

The first three faculties first achieve their unification through the fourth.
(Kant § 50 197 5:320 Note*)

If one considers Lily Briscoe’s work as that of a genius, the corrective role of
taste and the effort of genius to produce beauty (through the pursuit of the ideal
representation of an aesthetic idea) are thoroughly described in the following
passages:

In a flash she saw her picture, and thought, Yes, I shall put the tree further
in the middle; then I shall avoid that awkward space. That’s what I shall
do. That’s what has been puzzling me. She took up the salt cellar and put
it down again on a flower in pattern in the table-cloth, so as to remind
herself to move the tree. (Woolf, Lighthouse, Part I, section XVII, 73)

Quickly, as if she were recalled by something over there, she turned to her
canvas. There it was – her picture. Yes, with all its greens and blues, its
lines running up and across, its attempt at something. It would be hung
in the attics, she thought; it would be destroyed. But what did that matter?
she asked herself, taking up her brush again. She looked at the steps; they
were empty; she looked at her canvas; it was blurred. With a sudden
intensity, as if she saw it clear for a second, she drew a line there, in the
centre. It was done; it was finished. Yes, she thought, laying down her
brush in extreme fatigue, I have had my vision. (Woolf, Lighthouse, Part
III, section XII, 176)

Lily’s pursuit of such faithful representation of an aesthetic idea was a hard
one, in spite of her genius – about ten years were necessary for the finishing of
her painting. That and the probability of the painting being “hung in the attics”
or being “destroyed” are matters of little concern, because she accomplished her
vision. This could be defined as the moment when an aesthetic idea is fully
apprehended, which, in the case of the labours of genius, happens at the end of
the production of a beautiful object. Therefore, a vision is universal and a
meta-historical entity, which stands fast against the passage of time. The most
striking proof of the universality of Lily’s painting, vision and aesthetic idea is
their survival through Part II of the novel: “Time Passes”.

While describing the novel’s features and the novelist’s faculties, such
universality is referred to by Woolf:

A power which is not the power of accuracy or of humour or of pathos is
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also used by the great novelists to shape their work. As the pages are
turned, something is built up which is not the story itself. […] this power
[...] accentuates and concentrates and gives the fluidity of the novel
endurance and strength, so that no novel can survive a few years without
it […]. (“Phases...”, 101)

A direct equivalent to such power is to be found when Kant defines genius
as “a talent for producing that for which no determinate rule can be given, not a
predisposition of skill for that which can be learned in accordance with some
rule” (Kant § 46 186 5:307). And the thing “built up which is not the story itself”
is an indeterminate concept, i.e. an aesthetic idea. When genius is at work, each
of the faculties unified by taste has a defined role: the understanding is used for
the cognition of the represented concepts; imagination provides the free combi -
nation of forms or intuitions (the result of which is an unexpected combination
of concepts); and the spirit conceives the aesthetic idea that will be expressed.
Like “the great novelists”, Lily Briscoe struggled to produce an enduring painting.
Because it actually endures, it is possible to conclude that Lily’s painting is
beautiful, and therefore it is the expression of an aesthetic idea and is the work
of a genius disciplined by taste.

The role of taste in the universality of things goes far beyond the so-called
works of art, like novels and paintings:

taste can be called sensus communis with greater justice than can the
healthy understanding, and that the aesthetic power of judgment rather
than the intellectual can bear the name of a communal sense, if indeed
one would use the word “sense” of an effect of mere reflection on the
mind: for there one means by “sense” the feeling of pleasure. One could
even define taste as the faculty for judging that which makes our feeling
in a given representation universally communicable without the medi a -
tion of a concept.

The aptitude of human beings for communicating their thoughts also
requires a relation between the imagination and the understanding in
order to associate intuitions with concepts and concepts in turn with
intuitions, which flow together into a cognition; but in that case the agree -
ment of the two powers of the mind is lawful, under the constraint of
determinate concepts. Only where the imagination in its freedom arouses
the understanding, and the latter, without concepts, sets the imagi nation
into a regular play is the representation communicated, not as a thought,
but as the inner feeling of a purposive state of mind.

Taste is thus the faculty for judging a priori the communicability of
the feelings that are combined with a given representation (without the
mediation of a concept). (Kant § 40 175-6 5:295-6)
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It is taste that ensures the universal communicability of feelings and intuitions.
The power of judgment is more communal than the understanding because there
is no need for concepts to enable communication. Cognitive feelings and
intuitions are common to all human beings and are recognized aesthetically. In
this kind of communication, the role of the understanding is not to associate
intuitions with concepts. Instead, the understanding regulates the imagination in
order to associate intuitions in accordance with feelings, which are to be recog -
nized by taste – while imagination provides intuitions, the understanding selects
the ones more suitable for the representation of a certain feeling; in the meantime,
taste judges the communicability of the forms resulting from the gathered
intuitions.

The role of taste to judge the form of either art or intuitions is utterly ignored
by Mr. Ramsay, whose notion about genius relies solely on the understanding:

he could see, without wishing it, that old, that obvious distinction between
the two classes of men; on the one hand the steady goers of superhuman
strength who, plodding and persevering, repeat the whole alphabet in
order, twenty-six letters in all, from start to finish; on the other the gifted,
the inspired who, miraculously, lump all the letters together in one flash
– the way of genius. He had not genius; he laid no claim to that: but he
had, or might have had, the power to repeat every letter of the alphabet
from A to Z accurately in order. Meanwhile, he stuck at Q. On, then, on
to R. (Woolf, Lighthouse, Part I, section VI, 32)

Mr. Ramsay defines genius as the ability to understand all the rules of a
determinate knowledge at one stroke. But actually this is only a matter of degree,
instead of talent: “In the scientific sphere, therefore, the greatest discoverer differs
only in degree from the most hard working imitator and apprentice, whereas he
differs in kind from someone who is gifted by nature for beautiful art” (Kant § 47
188 5:309). The ambition of Mr. Ramsay is to have a very developed logical skill,
instead of having an aesthetic one. His aim is to learn the mechanisms of reality
in nature, art or even in the human mind. The possibility of using the power of
judgment without the restraints of the understanding is inconceivable to him. He
even considers unethical that departure from the constraining laws of concepts:

There wasn’t the slightest possible chance that they could go to the
Lighthouse to-morrow, Mr. Ramsay snapped out irascibly.

How did he know? she asked. The wind often changed.
The extraordinary irrationality of her remark, the folly of women’s

minds enraged him. He had ridden through the valley of death, been
shattered and shivered; and now, she flew in the face of facts, made his
children hope what was utterly out of the question, in effect, told lies. He
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stamped his foot on the stone step. “Damn you,” he said. But what had
she said? Simply that it might be fine to-morrow. So it might.

Not with the barometer falling and the wind due west.
To pursue truth with such astonishing lack of consideration for other

people’s feelings, to rend the thin veils of civilisation so wantonly, so
brutally, was to her so horrible an outrage of human decency that, without
replying, dazed and blinded, she bent her head as if to let the pelt of
jagged hail, the drench of dirty water, bespatter her unrebuked. There was
nothing to be said.

He stood by her in silence. Very humbly, at length, he said that he
would step over and ask the Coastguards if she liked.

There was nobody whom she reverenced as she reverenced him.
(Woolf, Lighthouse, Part I, section VI, 30)

James Ramsay is eager to go to the lighthouse, but his father does not hesitate
to demolish his hopes. For Mr. Ramsay, his exactness and implacability are the
practice of a maxim which must be respected at all costs. His valuation of the
understanding is high to the point of his considering his mockery about not going
to the lighthouse to be pedagogical, because the emphasis and casting of ridicule
on people’s mistakes are, in his view, the best way to assure no repetition. The
fundamental thing is to stoically hold on to adversity, even if that means the
deprivation of comfort of any sort to ease the pain of a growing child. This is an
absolute outrage to Mrs. Ramsay, his wife: he does not tolerate lies and the
misrepresentation of facts; she does not tolerate the lack of consideration for other
people’s feelings and emotions. Instead of demolishing hopes, Mrs. Ramsay does
not hesitate to neglect factual truth in order to spare people from suffering.

Mr. Ramsay’s efforts, both in developing his intellectual skills and in raising
his children, are governed by the maxim “To think for oneself”, which is “the
maxim of the unprejudiced way of thinking”, consisting on the “Liberation from
superstition” and “is called enlightenment” – it is the “maxim of the understand -
ing” and he is very proud of his accomplishments. Actually, he is proud to the
point of being unaware of his insignificance when compared to his wife. Mrs.
Ramsay not only achieved the same maxim, but also the second in Kant’s
hierarchy: “To think in the position of everyone else”, which is the maxim of the
“broad-minded way of thinking”, from a “universal standpoint (which he can
only determine by putting himself into the standpoint of others)”; such a maxim
is “that of the judgment”. And considering the consistency of Mrs. Ramsay’s
behaviour, along with her effortless way of maintaining it, and the endurance of
its effect on that of the other characters, Mrs. Ramsay undoubtedly achieves the
last one – “The third maxim, namely that of the consistent way of thinking, is the
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most difficult to achieve, and can only be achieved through the combination of
the first two and after frequent observance of them has made them automatic” –
which is the maxim of reason (Kant § 40 174-5 5:294-5).

Taste and reason could therefore be considered as the main faculties used
by Mrs. Ramsay. Using taste to judge her intuitions, Mrs. Ramsay recognizes other
people’s feelings and strives as best she can to provide them with un for gettable
moments of beauty and happiness. Geneviève Sanchis Morgan maintains that:

Mrs. Ramsay specializes in the art of creating the moment; […] in its
creation of momentarily static, paintable scenes, Mrs. Ramsay’s art […]
recalls the tableau vivant […]. It is this quality of giving shape, of brack -
eting or framing the experience or scene, that designates art, and Lily and
Mrs. Ramsay both attempt to shape the moment in their various genres.

Of course, Mrs. Ramsay’s central feat of domestic artistry is her
dinner party. (270)

In the same way as Lily Briscoe does while finishing her painting, Mrs.
Ramsay has a vision when the dinner party achieves its climax:

Everything seemed possible. Everything seemed right. Just now (but this
cannot last, she thought, dissociating herself from the moment while 
they were all talking about boots) just now she had reached security; 
she hovered like a hawk suspended; like a flag floated in an element of
joy which filled every nerve of her body fully and sweetly, not noisily,
solemnly rather, for it arose, she thought, looking at them all eating there,
from husband and children and friends; all of which rising in this profound
stillness (she was helping William Bankes to one very small piece more
and peered into the depths of the earthenware pot) seemed now for no
special reason to stay there like a smoke, like a fume rising upwards,
holding them safe together. Nothing need be said; nothing could be said.
There it was, all round them. It partook, she felt, carefully helping Mr.
Bankes to a specially tender piece, of eternity; as she had already felt
about something different once before that afternoon; there is a coherence
in things, a stability; something, she meant, is immune from change, and
shines out (she glanced at the window with its ripple of reflected lights)
in the face of the flowing, the fleeting, the spectral, like a ruby; so that
again to-night she had the feeling she had had once to-day already, of
peace, of rest. Of such moments, she thought, the thing is made that
endures. (Woolf, Lighthouse, Part I, section XVII, 88-89)

One could say that this is the narrated monologue of a genius once her work
is finished, considering above all “that the beautiful is the symbol of the morally
good” (Kant § 59 227 5:353), and that “taste is at bottom a faculty for the judging
of the sensible rendering of moral ideas” (Kant § 60 230 5:356). Mrs. Ramsay’s
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genius consists in providing beauty to Woolf’s human element by creating
moments that symbolize freedom. Without such moments, the soul weakens and
chaos emerges, as happens to the Ramsays’ summer house in “Time Passes”:

The house was left; the house was deserted. It was left like a shell on a
sandhill to fill with dry salt grains now that life had left it. The long night
seemed to have set in; the trifling airs, nibbling, the clammy breaths,
fumbling, seemed to have triumphed. The saucepan had rusted and the
mat decayed. Toads had nosed their way in. Idly, aimlessly, the swaying
shawl swung to and fro. (Woolf, Lighthouse, Part II, section IX, 117)

The death of Mrs. Ramsay and the absence of her genius are a tremendous
loss, and become a fatal interruption of Kant’s “propaedeutics of taste”, and
“cultivation of moral feeling” (Kant § 60 230 5:356). Undoubtedly, the feeling of
participation is undermined:

The propaedeutic for all beautiful art, so far as it is aimed at the highest
degree of its perfection, seems to lie not in precepts, but in the culture of
the mental powers through those prior forms of knowledge that are called
humaniora, presumably because humanity means on the one hand the
universal feeling of participation and on the other hand the capacity for
being able to communicate one’s inmost self universally, which properties
taken together constitute the sociability that is appropriate to humankind,
by means of which it distinguishes itself from the limitations of animals.
(Kant § 60 229 5:355)

Mrs. Ramsay embodied humanity, genius and beauty. Her use of taste
enabled her to communicate moral goodness through the beautiful art of infusing
each moment with the highest features of the human element.

With careful use of narrative techniques such as narrated monologue and
psycho-narration, Woolf provides the reader with a novel that represents all the
dimensions of Kantian taste. The connection between aesthetic cognition and
moral feeling is presented through Mrs. Ramsay’s art and genius. The narrator’s
digression in “Time Passes” presents the gravity of the disappearing of such
genius, both from an aesthetic and a moral perspective. Fortunately, once the
house is inhabited again, both the characters and the reader discover that the
aesthetic of Mrs. Ramsay still endures.

That is the way of beautiful art; that is the way of genius.
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Although Angela Carter became discontented when referred to as a post -
modernist, this has not impeded recent criticism from labelling her work
in such terms. This occurs mainly because of her interest in eccentric

matters, as well as the way she writes from within the interior of a dominant
culture, exposing it as it becomes undermined. Other critics avoid such a label,
but analyse Carter’s work as typically post-modern. Resulting from the excesses
of a popular fiction, the Gothic novels, and the theatre and cinema industries,
even her conscious mannerism can therefore be pointed to as the most obvious
postmodernist feature in her fiction.1 Thus, Carter’s fiction becomes an example
of a post-modern cultural practice that questions its own limiting rules, simul -
tane ously exploiting them for fictional purposes. Because Carter resists the
constraints of old forms and traditions, it is possible to place her in a post-modern
context.

One of the principal means through which Carter tries to subvert any
culturally determined unequalness is by laying claim to the treatment as well as
to the constant redefinition of stereotyped forms of representing the masculine
and the feminine, along with its inter-relations. When dealing with the notion 

1 During the interview with John Haffenden, Carter stated:
I had spent a long time acquiescing very happily with the Borges idea that books were
about books, and then I began to think: if all books are about books, what are the other
books about? Where does it all stop? Borges is happy with the idea of a vast Ur-book,
which is a ridiculous proposition. I think that fiction in Britain, and in the USA, is going
through a very mannerist period. I think the adjective ‘post-modernist’ really means
‘mannerist’. Books about books is fun but frivolous. (79).

Nevertheless, in this same interview, Carter seemed to recognize herself as mannerist and
therefore post-modernist: ‘I started off being an expressionist, but as I grew older I started treating
it more frivolously and so I became a mannerist. It’s the only way I can write.’ (91). In the previous
year, 1984, Haffenden had considered Carter as mannerist in his review “Magical Mannerist”.



of gender, Carter’s second novel, The Magic Toyshop (1967), illustrates such
culturally determined unequalness through Melanie’s progression, especially
during the puppet show, as Gina Wisker points out:

Carter’s pastiche, her intertextual and palimpsestic use of myth, image,
symbol, literary, artistic and popular culture representation in this
realistic/Gothic tale confronts the reader with a tightly woven web of links
and relations. We perceive at every turn how high and popular culture
continually invest certain myths of subordination and oppression, both
gender and race/religion related. (110).

The idea of differences inherent in women’s writing and the avoidance of
exclusive opposition – or even resistance – to men’s writing is therefore implied
in Angela Carter’s novels. Thus, while arguing how specific women’s writing
becomes, she shows that there is no need for seclusion concerning what men
write, including those at the centre of the canon. When Carter builds characters,
female as well as male, subject to multiple interpretations through an established
identity in terms of either nationality, socio-economic and cultural status or
gender, she also underlines the universality of female experience as a fictional
notion that masks true power relations.

On the other hand, Carter is frequently considered a feminist, even when it
is also known how heavily criticized she was by the feminists themselves. But
Carter always opposed bourgeois individualism and liberal humanism, through
an intertextuality that seeks to criticize western representational practices, which
are basically patriarchal. Modernism is often defined as having become separated
from the representational models of art, rendering obsolete the idea that literature,
or any other art, represents life. However, the structure of representation in itself
seems to return, according to the symbolic relationship between the act of
representing and representation. Hence, the post-modern culture is frequently
conceived as the era of hyper-representation, in which reality itself starts to be
experienced as an endless net of inter-acting representations, as Mitchell’s essay
underlines:

Suffice it to say that concepts such as the identity of the text, the deter mi -
nacy of meaning, the integrity of the author, and the validity of inter- 
 pretation all play a role in the representational (or antirepresentational)
character of literary texts. (17).

In this manner, one can consider Carter’s fiction as a certain form of meta-
literary reflection on the concept of representation in terms of literary criticism.

Even though Carter has been mainly read as a feminist writer, she empha -
sizes her belief that nothing should be sacred, not even feminisms. The general
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acceptance of Carter’s feminism, in opposition to the reluctance to consider her
as post-modern, is well summarized in a biographical note by Elaine Jordan in
her 1990 essay “Enthralment: Angela Carter’s Speculative Fictions”. Despite this
tendency to consider Carter as a feminist, one should not forget the criticisms
made of her by the feminists themselves. It is known that Carter wrote to Lorna
Sage, in 1988, when she was teaching at the New York State University,
mentioning how she had been boycotted by the women’s studies department.
Paul Barker comments on it by giving an example:

Her new versions of fairy-tales – most famously in The Bloody Chamber
– might drip with blood, but they could still permit the princess to marry
her prince and live fairly happily ever after. In her novels, rape is just one
of those things that happen, not a definition (as radical feminists preferred)
of the essential nature of the relationship between women and men. (…)
Nothing sacred. Not even feminism. (16).

This last idea that nothing is sacred was also emphasized by Alison Lee: 
‘In her style as in her intellectual probings, nothing is sacred.’ (14). In fact, Carter
stands for a new concept of women – thinking of women as a multiple, and even
internally contradictory, category – in contrast to the traditional model of Woman.
Carter thus tries to redefine the notion of feminine identity. Recognising that the
category of a feminine identity is plural in its character, she denounces the 
start of a different stage in Feminism, i.e. by denouncing the oppositions and
polarities between woman and man constructed by certain theories, she achieves
a simul ta neous deconstruction of these theories which have oversimplified and
constricted the options in women’s lives.

One should recall that what the term feminism means varies significantly,
ranging from direct political activity, such as the campaigns for equal rights, to
academic projects, whose aim is to redefine a cultural tradition. Therefore,
feminisms and postmodernisms are phenomena that are consciously oriented by
an opposition, which is resistance. This posture, shared by them both, seems to
indicate an affinity that is, however, difficult to characterize. In seeking to
challenge and, at the same time, subvert this culture, the diverse post-modern
and feminist manifestations reveal a need to remain on the margin of what is
instituted, with the aim of trying to avoid any process of assimilation. However,
the feminist manifestations regard western culture not only in terms of something
that needs to be challenged and subverted, but also in terms of resistance in the
light of an economic, socio-political and cultural conception that has always
been dominant in the West. Indeed, the political manifestations of postmod -
ernisms and feminisms continue to be subtly marginalized by the power that
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predominates in western culture. John Sears argues that, as cultures of the
marginal, the positions of postmodernism and feminism are determined by self-
manoeuvring, as well as by the excluding strategies of the ‘dominant’ culture, as
it defines itself by the exclusion of the ‘other’, and adds:

This paradoxical situation is, I feel, concretised within the contradictory
representation of identity both as a desired (and by implication attainable)
condition and as a fictional construct within both postmodernism and
feminism. For while an explicit shared concern is the refutation of the tra -
di tionally imposed definition of identity as unitary, coherent and consistent,
both postmodernism and feminism are simultaneously engaged in an
ongoing and self-reflexive examination of their own identities, and of their
representations of identity within their own discourses. (5-6).

In this same manner, Angela Carter, in “The Language of Sisterhood” (1980),
underlines the co-respondent affinity between the most diverse women:

(…) freemasonry exists because of certain basic similarities between the
experience of all, or almost all, women as women. Indeed, anywhere I go
in the world, I can, given a few basic words in common, have perfectly
splendid conversations with other women about babies, cooking, sex,
and what dolts men are. (Carter, The State of the Language, 229).

However, in that same essay, she also points to the dangerous implications
of a feminism that overemphasizes what is elementarily common between
women – ‘The sense of an emotional bond is created by ignoring the dis-
parate circumstances of social reality (...).’ (231). For Jane Miller, the recognition
of this plural feminine categorization indicates the beginning of a new era in
feminism by deconstructing the theories that emphasize the women/men antag -
onisms and polarities which have oversimplified and constrained women’s life
options (250).

The idea that differences are intrinsic to women’s writing is visible in Carter’s
novels. Nonetheless, these differences are not in opposition (which is the same
as resistance) to men’s writing. Therefore, Carter’s defence of a certain specific -
ness of women’s writing does not imply a necessary isolation of what they write
relative to what men write, even those central to the canon, or relative to the
hege monic representations of Women, or even to the feminine stereotype. Carter
constructs characters, whether male or female, originating multiple interpre tations
which stem from a defined identity. For example, when dealing with nationality,
socio-economic and cultural status, and of course the notion of gender. These
characters also operate, in a continued form, against the speech systems that
deny any kind of individual feminine subjectivity. Although Carter, intelligently,
avoided the Utopian leap that would allow her to surpass the normative
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representations of women, she reached what Sally Robinson consid ered the ‘(...)
uncontaminated representation of women (...).’ (117). This argument can be found
in the way her characters Nora and Dora, from Wise Children, frequently reveal
their need to worry about an image of Woman relative to Man, typical of the
stereotyped representation of the feminine. However, it is also Nora and Dora
who perpetuate the matrilineal tradition that is found in Grandma Chance. This
tradition is characterized by the physical absence of a male figure, whether it is
that of a grandfather, father, brother, husband or son. Thus, Carter’s novels end up
subverting the Woman stereotype by constructing feminine characters that imply
a differentiated plurality of women.

As a post-modern writer, Angela Carter also creates female characters that
present themselves as readers of the central narratives of their culture: this is the
case with Melanie, in The Magic Toyshop, who reads Lady Chatterley’s Lover by
D. H. Lawrence, Lorna Doone by Richard Doddridge Blackmore and Gulliver’s
Travels by Jonathan Swift; Charlotte, in Several Perceptions, mentions Life of
Blake by Gilchrist and Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll; Mrs. Green, in
Heroes and Villains, knows Great Expectations by Charles Dickens and Marianne
remembers authors that worked on the concept of society, such as Teilhard de
Chardin, Lévi-Strauss, Weber and Durkheim, amongst others; Albertina, in The
Infernal Desire Machines of Dr. Hoffman, quotes the Marquis de Sade; Fevvers,
in Nights at the Circus, knows Baudelaire, and Mignon sings the poem “So we’ll
go no more a roving” by Lord Byron; and Dora, in Wise Children, makes an
oriented incursion that focuses upon various writers, like William Shakespeare,
Percy Bysshe Shelley, Robert Burns, Marcel Proust and Henry James. By con -
struct ing characters as readers, Carter does not seek to avoid the stereotype of
Woman that is expressed by the narratives mentioned, which are basically
masculine, but rather, deconstructs it, and substitutes it with a plurality of
representations of women that are different from those that are established by
men. This process becomes even more evident in the first part of her work, for
example, in The Magic Toyshop and in Several Perceptions, in which the female
characters act in cultural and socio-economic contexts where the patriarchal
dimension is particularly emphasized.

But it is in Nights at the Circus (1984) that one can detect a special preoccu -
pation with the presentation of contradictions between Woman as the object of
central narratives and women as subjects of their own narratives. The novel
expresses the conflict between the presentation that the female protagonist
(Fevvers) gives of her own story and the one that the journalist (Walser) constructs
and tries to transmit about the former. While Fevvers is placed as the object of
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various male views in the text, she, simultaneously, places herself as the subject
of her own story, as asserted by Sally Robinson:

Her strategy to this end is to turn the gaze on herself by actively staging
her difference and by intervening into the hom(m)osexual economy that
requires Woman to be made into a fetish-object to safeguard male
subjectivity. This is the economy that characterises Carter’s earlier novel
(The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman from 1972), and Nights
at the Circus disrupts it through what feminist film theorists have called
the subversive potential of the feminine masquerade. This strategy is akin
to what Irigaray calls mimicry: a self-conscious performance, by women,
of the place traditionally assigned to Woman within narrative and other
discourse. It is by this and other similar strategies that Fevvers appropriates
the gaze herself as an index of her subjective agency, and simultaneously,
gains control over her narrative. In both of these novels, Carter demon -
strates how becoming a woman can mean becoming naturalised. (23-24).

However, by centring herself on the notion of gender as intrinsically related
with performance, Carter subverts this act of naturalization, and shows the idea
of the universality of the feminine experience as ‘(...) a clever confidence trick.’
(Carter, Sadeian Woman, 12).

As Judith Butler concludes, the critical project of feminism does not consist
in establishing a vision that is outside those already constructed, but rather to
find within them strategies of repetitive subversion, activated by already existing
constructions. This critical project is fulfilled when it points to the possibilities 
of intervention in the repetitive practices that, on the one hand, allow for the
construc tion of identities, but also, on the other hand, due to repetition, allow for
them to be contested (147). Therefore, the problem is in knowing whether the
relationship between feminisms and Carter’s posture has, at root, a pre-supposed
subversion that stems from inside the canon itself. According to Lorna Sage, the
answer will conform, in part, to the following presuppositions:

(...) a problem [literature’s impureness] she addresses through the use of
pastiche, parody, quotation marks, representations. ... As it turned out, she
was by temperament and by self-invention a tale-spinner, interested not
in ‘not writing’, but in conjuring up the power of voices in the dark. (58).

Thus, this scholar reveals the way in which Carter works the basically male
tradition.

One of Carter’s strategies in her novels is to choose what a precursor wrote,
along with what others also wrote in relation to that person, and to rewrite it by
establishing and exploring a web of relations between them all. According to
John Sears, textual autonomy and the writer’s authority are in this way denied
and replaced by the intertextual web from which results another way of writing,
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similar to the polyphonic novel described by Bakhtin. These approaches to
writing are paradigms of a certain feminist strategy springing from theoretical
debates and involving the review of the traditional canon, the opening of closed
spaces within it and the exposure of the omissions and repressions on which the
canonical process is itself based. Therefore, rewriting also implies redefining the
present canon, or even the existence of any canon, by setting the female perspec -
tive in opposition to it. Such is the freedom that writers believe to be inherent in
rewriting: the opportunity to re-present old issues under new forms. By redefining
what was previously written, a vast space for intervention is opened in the
dominant canon (28-29). So, for some feminist writers, rewriting becomes an act
of reclaiming an area from which they have been excluded and it simultaneously
becomes a challenge for that exclusion. However, an interesting aspect of
rewriting is its implicit act of submission, since the identity of what is written
seems to come from what the precursor wrote. Thus, Sears’ conclusion seems to
be relevant: ‘Rewriting and the difference it asserts serves to undermine the
autonomous identity of the canonical text as a coherent, self-contained artefact
just as it asserts the incompleteness of the rewritten text.’ (29).

Accordingly, the violence of the events represented in the first novels, such
as the rapes and the physical and mental abuse of women, or the aggressiveness
implicit in them, are not a priority in Carter’s Nights at the Circus and Wise
Children. Although events of that type are also represented in these latter novels,
the emphasis is laid upon the ridiculously explosive imitation of the cultural
stereotypes that restrict the female characters’ actions (since these are being
deconstructed), as in the celebration of the simple capacity of the protagonists to
survive free of sexist ideologies. One can say that Carter’s feminism evolved
throughout her work. She acknowledges this in various interviews, as well as in
her cultural essay, and it is also visible in the following passage from “Notes from
the Front Line” (1983):

The Women’s movement has been of immense importance to me
personally and I would regard myself as a feminist writer, because I’m a
feminist in everything else and one can’t compartmentalise these things
in one’s life. My work has changed a good deal in the last ten or fifteen
years (...) since (...) growing into feminism was part of the process of
maturing. (24).

In fact, in her first novels, the representation of women is more susceptible
to continue submitting to stereotypes, instead of deconstructing them, and it is a
much more complex and sophisticated feminism that appears in the novels of the
seventies. However, it is also in “Notes from the Front Line” that Carter affirms that
she does not observe any difference in the emotional content, or in the basic
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themes of her first novels, when she rereads them. In other words, the writer
claims that the problems that were treated remain the same, but the formal
solutions can now vary, recognising that she now expresses herself in a different
way. Robert Eaglestone concludes his essay by underlining this same aspect:
‘Angela Carter’s work as a whole is not an orthodoxy (...). It is an evolving, moving
series of gestures and thoughts, a series of questions asked, answered and asked
again (...).’ (205). An example of this evolution from the earlier novels to her later
ones can be found in Wise Children, where Dora is the paradigm of the female
characters who instead of submitting to stereotypes deconstruct them. But, at the
same time, Dora shares with the other characters in earlier novels the obstacles
that they face at the cultural, social, and economic level. However, Dora is
conscious of the capacity to control the narrative and the concomitant difficulties
– ‘There I go again! Can’t keep a story going on a straight line, can I? Drunk in
charge of a narrative.’ (158). Already in 1985, in reply to a question asked by
John Haffenden about her possible tendency to subject fiction to an idea of
feminism, Carter had stated:

No. I write about the conditions of my life, as everyone does. You write
from your own history. Being female or being black means that once you
become conscious, your position – however many there are of you – isn’t
the standard one: you have to bear that in mind when you are writing. You
have to keep on defining the ground on which you’re standing, because
you are in fact setting yourself up in opposition to the generality. (93).

In this way, it is pertinent to consider Carter as one of the first English writers
to intervene openly in the feminist critique and in the women’s movement. 
She is conscious of belonging to a female literary tradition. However, she refuses
to be nostalgic about women’s writing or to share any feminist myth of
victimization.

It is in Carter’s first texts, published until 1978 (Shadow Dance, 1966; The
Magic Toyshop, 1967; Several Perceptions, 1968; Heroes and Villains, 1969;
Love, 1971; The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, 1972; and The
Passion of New Eve, 1977) that the objective of analysing and demystifying is
more evident. As such, the themes that most preoccupied her, in this phase, were
related to the process through which one constructs the notion of gender and to
feminine cultural production, to masculine power in patriarchal society and to the
myths and institutions that guarantee this. Carter, frequently, represents a woman
as ‘(...) a puppet, performing scripts assigned to her by a male-suprema cist
culture.’ (Palmer, “Gender as Performance”, 31). The character Ghislaine, in
Shadow Dance, is built as the first paradigm of this type of female representation:
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even after she is mutilated by Honeybuzzard, she continues to follow him
submissively and is then murdered by him.

Carter’s insistence on characters that celebrate the subversion of female
behavioural stereotypes, and on the Utopian fashion in which they do so,
constitutes a new phase in her fiction, present in what she published at the end
of the 1970s and 1980s. Such is the case with the collection of stories The Bloody
Chamber (1979) – in particular “The Bloody Chamber”, “The Tiger’s Bride” and
“The Company of Wolves” – as Dee Goertz demonstrates: ‘Although the women
in these stories live in a culture where the male claims the right to objectify them
through his gaze, they learn ways to overcome this oppression.’ (217). This
happens in the novels Nights at the Circus (1984) and Wise Children (1991),
where the writer addresses themes that refer to women’s freedom of action in
societies dominated by male values, as well as themes relating to the change in
the educational and cultural formation of women and correlatively to their private
and social lives. In addition, the puppet is no longer the central image of Carter’s
fiction in this phase of her writing, in view of its having been replaced, in Nights
at the Circus, by Fevver’s wings, which symbolize her freedom, and by the egg
from which this character claims that she originated. The egg being a symbol of
a new order and of a rebirth. On the other hand, throughout this same narrative,
the hierarchy of the male artists that act in the circus arena and the various phases
of the circus performance become a symbol of the imposed order in a patriarchal
society. Consequently, by liberating themselves from the institutions dominated
by men, some female characters, from this novel, are presented, to a certain
extent, as challenging the division of labour and the roles that are destined to
them in a patriarchal society. Therefore, Carter’s novels published prior to 1978
are characterized by a brilliant and precise analysis of the oppression generated
through the hierarchical structures of society, representing these structures as
even more closed and impenetrable than they are in reality. Although, in her first
narratives, the motives and symbols she constantly chose pointed to the closed
and self-perpetuating character of patriarchal structures, her last novels (Nights at
the Circus and Wise Children), on the contrary, denote more optimism.

In seeking to discover the relationships that can be found between Carter’s
first novels and her most recent ones, I started from the idea put forward by
Paulina Palmer (1987) in relation to sexual politics. From a feminist perspective,
in The Magic Toyshop, Heroes and Villains and The Passion of New Eve, the
writer simultaneously problematizes the position of women within the family
unit and the relationship between the sexes which constitutes the central pillar
of family life. In drawing attention to the fissures and gaps that exist in patriarchal
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institutions, Carter chooses themes related to feminine specificity – seen as central
in Bloody Chamber and Nights at the Circus. The writer emphasizes the possi -
bility of women transforming societies dominated by male values. Furthermore,
I should also point out that, while she questions herself about these themes,
Carter’s objectives seem to converge with contemporary feminist objectives.
Feminist studies have emphasized the idea of sex as constructus, underlining,
amongst others, the fact that the models of sexual practice, promoted by male
culture, possess a certain degree of violence that characterizes them. It is the way
in which Carter approaches the relationship between the sexes in her books that
contributes, sometimes in a controversial way, to the feminist analysis; thus, her
essay The Sadeian Woman analyses the process of constructing sexual desire and
the notion of gender.

In problematizing the relations between men and women, underlining the
inequalities and violence that are subjacent to them, Carter also considers the
ambivalent and controversial nature of the relations between women. As such,
she supports the feminist analysis that points toward the divisions created among
women by a patriarchal culture. Given their subordination, it is more probable
that women identify with the interests of the dominating group, the group of
males. This is, in general, the case with the first female protagonists created by
Carter. Although the theme of the relations between women is not the central
one in narratives like The Magic Toyshop or Heroes and Villains, there is always
an episode whose symbolic significance and implicit emotional tension stem
from the exploration of the contradictions in the contacts between women. In
this manner, one may conclude that because the theme of the complexity of the
relations between women is not developed in any of these novels, this may imply
the recognition of the problematical aspects of the relations in a patriarchal
society; or it may be conditioned by the writer’s own ambivalence when faced
with the question surrounding women’s identities; or it may, finally, be related
with the dominant heterosexual culture of the sixties.

Later, in Nights at the Circus, Carter addressed themes relating to women’s
freedom of action in patriarchal societies, and focused on topics that, although
absent or marginalized in her first books, were indirectly addressed through the
analysis of the contradictions and violence that are characteristic of the structures
of society dominated by masculine values. Although Palmer had as yet no knowl -
edge of Wise Children when she wrote the conclusion of “From ‘Coded
Mannequin’ to Bird Woman: Angela Carter’s Magic Flight”, it is important to
observe what she wrote about the evolution in the way that Carter constructs her
female characters:
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She completes the movement from the representation of woman as
‘coded mannequin’, trapped in conventional feminine roles and positions,
to the representation of her as ‘bird-woman’, courageously exploring new
realms, both personal and political. (201).

An example of this form of facing a predominant tradition is Carter’s attitude,
undermining it from the centre, making it explode through laughter. This happens
in her last novel, Wise Children, where the notion of influence,2 in relation to
William Shakespeare’s drama, implies that Carter recognizes his centrality in a
non-destructive way. Such centrality becomes progressively more evident until
her last novel, but its recognition entails two stages: firstly, a de-constructive
phase, and, secondly, a reconstructive or re-creative one.

One may briefly review how the different types of woman present in Carter’s
novels are evidenced through a high number of comparisons and some metaphors
built from allusions to Shakespearean titles of plays, names, and speeches. They
point to Carter’s image-based style, along with an emphasis on the use of adjec -
tives. However, when compared to her two last novels, the allusions in the other
seven can be considered incipient, either stylistically or in terms of their relevance
to the action. In Nights at the Circus, there is an increasing number of references
to Shakespeare’s drama in a clearly more complex way. As for Wise Children, the
allusions are even more complex as they become a fundamental part of the
action, where certain characters are themselves actors in a theatrical setting.

Yet, despite the diverse ways in which Carter’s novels transform the allusions
to Shakespeare’s drama, one may reduce them to two types when referring to the
depiction of women: either, firstly, her characters represent the feminine,
reinforcing the way Shakespeare’s drama does this, or, secondly, the feminine is
represented in a way which intentionally deviates from the plays.3 To illustrate the
first type, as an escape from the stereotype, the strength of Shakespeare’s
Cleopatra is brought into play in order to typify Marianne’s (Heroes and Villains).
But it is still the stereotype that is implied in order to characterize Mary Anne
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2 For a clear and brief summary on this matter, see Abrams’ “Influence and the Anxiety of
Influence”.

3 In the second part of my MA thesis, Angela Carter responde a William Shakespeare num
contexto de pós-modernidade (2002), this work has already been done. Furthermore, in this
same thesis, there is an annex consisting of an index of references to Shakespearean theatre in
Wise Children with every quote properly listed in alphabetical order. More recently, a similar
listing of references became available at Wikibooks <http://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/Wise_
Children/Allusions_to_Shakespeare> [2007, December 18].



(The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman) through a certain passivity
that is typical of Ophelia. As for the second type of transformation, where 
the feminine is depicted as intentionally deviant from what is found in
Shakespearean theatre, Fevvers’ (Nights at the Circus) voluntarism is contrasted
with a certain inability on the part of Hamlet to decide, or Marianne’s (Heroes
and Villains) witty intelligence is set well apart from Miranda’s unworried
innocence. Besides, the depiction of the masculine in the novels may also apply
to Shakespeare’s feminine characters by subverting their kind of stereotyped
nature, as Honneybuzzard (Shadow Dance) is portrayed with the typical frailty
of the mad Ophelia. Therefore, the intention with which Carter’s English novels
approach Shakespeare’s Renaissance drama in the post-modern second half of
the twentieth century in order then to deviate from it just shows the will to choose
it as an influence and to respond to it. Moreover, the remarkable literary maturity
with which these novels come to terms with the powerful centre certainly testifies
to the overcoming of any anxiety that may have been felt at the beginning of the
responding process.

In conclusion, Carter’s strategy manifests itself in the way she contests the
basic habits of thought, making them explode from within, when she rewrites
the glories and myths that are considered to be central and dominant in diverse
western cultures. For Carter, reading is as creative as writing and it is upon the
new interpretations of previous texts that a new intellectual development is based:
‘I am all for putting new wine into old bottles, especially if the pressure of the new
wine makes the old bottles explode.’ (Carter, “Notes from the Front Line”, 24).
According to the writer, the rewriting of myths is due to the fact that these are
easier to denounce and deconstruct than history, a discourse that results from
evidence. Therefore, the notion of the universality of human experience had
already been pointed out by Carter as a strategy that stems from cultural
mechanisms which allow for these historical conceptions to assume that
universality. Later, she added that the notion of the universality of the feminine
experience would be an even wittier strategy.
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A woman is for a man both more and less than a person: she is something
terribly necessary and necessarily terrible.

Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born

Being, however, nothing but a woman, condemned to patience, propriety,
and petticoats for life, I must try to compose myself in some feeble and
feminine way.

Wilkie Collins, The Woman in White

According to A.S. Byatt, Morpho Eugenia is “a kind of Gothic fable about
Darwinian speculations about sexual selection, breeding true to type, inbreeding
and outbreeding, which opened up into the terrible anxieties of the time about
what human nature was, within Nature, ruthlessly selecting the fittest, red in tooth
and claw.”1 Bearing in mind that the Gothic has been theorized as “an instru -
mental genre, reemerging cyclically, at periods of cultural stress, to negotiate the
anxieties that accompany social and epistemological transformations and crises”2

and that Morpho Eugenia is shaped by the Gothic by way of its post modern
equivalent – namely the anxiety over human nature (also signalled by Byatt), I will
pay special attention to the two leading female characters, Eugenia Alabaster and
Matty Crompton. I want to emphasize the way they rewrite the wonder tale
opposition between Snow White and the Queen by equating power and female
(dis)obedience with sexuality. The symbolism of the colour white will also be
conveyed as a Gothic reminiscence of a particular representation of female
identity in Byatt’s novella. Eugenia’s deviant sexuality will be equated in its triple
condition of Victorian female sexual activity, breaking the incest taboo and

1 A.S. Byatt, “Introduction to Angels and Insects”, Essays by A.S. Byatt. After initial footnoted
references, all subsequent page references to this and other works cited will be given
parenthetically in the text by means of the abbreviations supplied in the bibliography for A.S.
Byatt’s works, or after the author’s last name if it is not Byatt.

2 Kelly Hurley, The Gothic Body: Sexuality, Materialism, and Degeneration at the Fin-de-Siècle,
5. 



breaking the virginity taboo. Finally, I will argue that the embedded wonder tale
“Things Are Not What They Seem”, actually the novella’s motto, is a way of
getting closer to the female tradition of wonder tale writing.

It has been established that the revival of Gothic fiction at the end of the
nineteenth century was a reflection of the religious crisis and the general anxiety
over human identity that permeated fin-de-siècle Victorian culture (which, inci -
dentally, was to recur a century later). New scientific discourses such as Darwin’s
evolutionary theory, psychiatric theories on insanity and sexual perversions and
pre-Freudian psychology broadened the anxiety by demolishing Victorian con -
ven tional notions on the human condition as radically as their contemporary
Gothic fiction, thus emphasizing the interdependence of scientific and fictional
discourse: “in place of the possibility of human transcendence, the prospect of
an existence circumscribed within the realities of gross corporeality” (Hurley, 3).
On the other hand, the Gothic fragmented human subjectivity, which was now
characterized by moving away from a human condition towards what, in The
Gothic Body: Sexuality, Materialism, and Degeneration at the Fin-de-Siècle, Kelly
Hurley calls an “abhuman”3 condition (3): the prefix ab- signals here pre cisely the
movement beyond a place or condition (in this case, humanity), thus signifying
loss as well as a threat or a promise at the same time, since “moving beyond” is
also moving towards a still unspecified place or condition.

I shall now look more closely at Eugenia Alabaster by borrowing the concept
of abhumanity that I previously detailed.4 Before meeting William Adamson,
Eugenia had been traumatized by her fiancé’s death (only later is the reader ac -
quainted with her part in that suicide), and her identity was seemingly fragmented
from then on into an inner paralysis outwardly manifested by the obsessive use
of white clothes. The colour white may be placed at the two extremities of the
chromatic range and “means at times the absence of colours, whereas at other
times it means their sum; that is why it sometimes appears either at the beginning
or at the end of diurnal life and the perceptible world. Nevertheless, the end of

Alexandra Cheira154

3 This term, coined by William Hope Hodgson, who wrote on the supernatural, was later used by
Kelly Hurley to refer to a subject who is not quite human and is characterized by its morph
variability, running the risk of becoming “not I” or other. See Hurley, 3-7.

4 According to Kelly Hurley, fin-de-siècle Gothic fiction in the nineteenth century portrays an
ambivalence that is doubly shaped into the nostalgia of a fully human entity (which, however,
is systematically destroyed) and the dawning of a hypothetical time to come that is sheathed in
a monstrous form and can still be multiplied into an infinitude of morph variations. The abhuman
condition thus conveys the paralysis caused by trauma which human beings were subjected to
(3-20).
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life, or the moment of death, is also a transitional moment, placed in the twilight
zone of visibility and invisibility, being thus another starting point.”5 In Morpho
Eugenia, white makes its crossing from shiny to lustreless. It is no longer the sum
of colours but rather their absence.

Thus, in this novella, female identity is structured around the unfolding of a
dual opposition. There are here two distinctive ways of being, and calling oneself,
a woman: on the one hand, there is the woman whose beauty is so over whelm -
ingly seductive that she dazzles the senses “as a boat is inside the drag of a
whirlpool, or as a bee is caught in the lasso of perfume from the throat of a flower”
(53). This woman has the morph representation of the colourful butterfly that
nonetheless conceals a harmful secret6 and whose outer radiance is quenched by
the white inner blankness of death and mourning. On the other hand, there is the
woman whose colour is that of the earthly soil. She lacks the outer brilliance of
female butterflies (although the reader later perceives her as the owner of a live,
multicoloured soul) and represents the sobriety of someone who doesn’t need to
show off in order to assert herself and be the chosen one, in spite of her discretion,
which contrasts with the colourful ostentation of a dangerous and artificial
brightness.

Colour therefore unveils Eugenia’s less than human condition: the movement
beyond a condition, life, is simultaneously a movement towards a still unspecified
condition, which might be inner death or the fragmentation and loss of identity.
Eugenia uses the perennial “white muslin” or “white taffeta” (21) as a symbol of
the bride she once was and as the mark of the spectre she has now become,
notwithstanding her outer perfection. Using white is thus Eugenia’s outward
manifestation of the inner mourning that permanently engulfs her. White therefore
has a negative value in this instance: if, in symbolic thought, death precedes life,
white being the primitive colour of mourning, “under its ill-omened semblance,
ashy white is the opposite of red as the colour of the vampire that seeks precisely
blood, which epitomizes the diurnal world that has run before the vampire.”
(Chevalier & Gheerbrant, 128), Eugenia’s white clothes as the colour of the
vampire who is looking for life, the mortal condition that he is denied and which
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5 See Jean Chevalier and Alain Gheerbrant. Dicionário dos Símbolos, 128. Unless otherwise
indicated, all translations from Portuguese into English are my own responsibility.

6 This secret may assume two different guises, both related to the natural world and both explored
in Eugenia’s figuration: while, on the one hand, bright colours are a way of showing off in order
to propagate the species through the fittest, on the other hand, they signal danger, as happens
with some species of snakes, toads and carnivorous plants. 



dooms him to a half life, signal precisely Eugenia’s lack of life and are suggestive
of the shroud that envelops her inner self. By her articulating this symbolism of
the colour white with what was previously defined as abhumanity, it is valid to
state that Eugenia assumes such a condition.

Just as the vampire momentarily forgets the curse of being undead when, by
desiring in the other what he himself lacks, a life of his own, he is ephemerally
sated by the life that courses through his victims’ veins, so Eugenia also leads a
half life: placed in a borderline condition between (outer) visibility and (inner)
invisibility, she moves towards a new and still unidentified condition which carries
the double load of promise and threat. Eugenia tries to symbolically appropriate
life through the love of Adamson, who significantly claims “I shall die if I cannot
have her” (12), as if the victim were fused into the vampire in that desperate need
of the other, in what, for the one, would constitute life itself and, for the other, life
brought forth by love. Therefore, throughout Eugenia’s engage ment, there is the
progressive replacement of white dresses with violet sashes and ribbons by white
dresses with blue sashes and ribbons, in what constitutes a meaningful gradation
of Eugenia’s appropriation of William’s life, the same William who had made her
a symbolic offer of life by way of his cloud of butterflies.

The association of white with death reaches its peak with the description of
Eugenia’s wedding. Using Freudian terminology, this description is uncanny7:
rather than a marriage, the reader is confronted with a ghastly mise en scène in
which a dead woman is dressed as a bride; however, one knows that, behind the
feigned animation of the flesh, a spectre is actually hidden. It is not the funerary
character that impresses one in this wedding, since the reader never actually feels
he/she is witnessing a funeral. The really outstanding feature in the description of
the wedding is its veil of the supernatural, moreover enhanced by a wedding
which, by way of contrast, I will call “natural”:

Eugenia and Rowena were dressed like sisters, but not like twins, in white
silk dresses with long lace trains, one trimmed with pink rosebuds all
over, and one – Eugenia’s – with cream and gold (…) Rowena was flushed
with excitement, and Eugenia was wax-white, most colourful in the gold
of her downcast lashes, her lips pale, her cheeks smoothly, evenly,
colourless (…) When he [William] took her hand, to put on the ring, he
had to push, to manoeuvre, as though the finger had no will or life of its
own (…) Eugenia’s hand was very still in his, her face white, her breathing
faint. (64-65, my italics)
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7 See Sigmund Freud, “O Sentimento de Algo ameaçadoramente Estranho”, 209-242. 
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These are consequently the two opposite boundaries of the colour white,
placed at the two extremities of the chromatic range: glossiness and opacity.
Eugenia, the “Western white is death’s matt white, lead[ing] to absence and
blankness”, is opposed to Rowena, the “Eastern white…the white of the dawn…
the source of all energy.” (Chevalier & Gheerbrant, 128)

The whiteness that envelops Eugenia will define her body as well as her
name:

[M]y heroine was called “Eugenia” (well-bred) from early on, but it was
very late on that I found in Bates a description of a real Amazonian
butterfly, Morpho Eugenia, the shapely, the beautiful Eugenia – Morpho
is one of the names of Aphrodite. (IAI)

Thus does Byatt self-consciously use names as another link in the chain of
identity and this is multiplied in suggestive reinforcements or alterations by
building and ordering a reality that (un)veils its secrets: “Names, you know, are
a way of weaving the world together, by relating the creatures to other creatures
and a kind of metamorphosis, you might say, out of a metaphor which is a figure
of speech for carrying one idea into another.” (ME, 131-132)

In the Linnaean naming system, Eugenia is defined as “beautiful” and
“shapely” or, as Eugenia accentuates by parodying herself, “the opposite of amor -
phous” (21). As the outward representation of Aphrodite, Eugenia will conquer
Adamson’s love by parading her shapeliness, just like the beautiful homonymous
butterfly. This is precisely what Darwin calls “sexual selection”, the successful
breeding of the species on the part of some individuals of the same sex, which is
opposed to “natural selection”, in which the propagation of the species depends
on the success of both sexes with regard to general living conditions8. In Morpho
Eugenia, this is articulated as follows:

Mr Darwin believes the beauty of the butterfly exists to attract his mate,
and the beauty of the orchid is designed to facilitate its fertilisation by the
bee. (58)

The personal autonomy that leads one to choose a single individual among
several individuals of the same sex is clearly evinced by William’s choice. In fact,
William chooses Eugenia for her beauty, not out of any moral reasoning.
Metaphorically speaking, the defender of Darwinism, himself a determinist, is
determined to marry the butterfly only to discover that he has married the Queen
Ant by mistake.
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8 See Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species, 67-106.



However, Eugenia is also Alabaster, “a kind of funerary urn”. Like the stone,
Eugenia Alabaster is characterized by her marble whiteness, which effaces every
living trait in her and intensifies even more Eugenia’s bond with death, her way
of steadfastly divesting herself of her inner self and her fall into the white chasm.
If this whiteness, which according to Kelly Hurley is analogous with the whiteness
of some female Gothic bodies, either victims or torturers (117-141), reinforces the
already established connection of Eugenia with death, it also points to the vul -
ner ability of the white body as far as the refinement of the race is concerned: it
is evocative of the double meaning of “well-bred”, as someone who, on the one
hand, is educated and has a polished social behaviour, and, on the other hand,
has the pedigree of a good animal race. This white body contrasts pointedly with
a darker body, supposedly at a lower or less evolved stage, as Edgar Alabaster, a
fair-haired man, contemptuously tells William Adamson, who has a dark com -
plex ion: “You are underbred, Sir, you are no good match for my sister. There is
bad blood in you, vulgar blood” (62).9

William associates Eugenia’s white body with an analogous white sexual
experience. White is thus the colour of the candidate or initiate in this instance.
In analyzing Eugenia’s sexual behaviour, however, the reader is aware that she
does not subscribe to the sexual passivity assumed to be the typical sexual role
of the woman categorized as the angel in the house, which is even more to be
expected in Eugenia the less she is depicted as a carnal or voluptuous woman.
This is actually her first deviation:

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, and her little moans and cries and
intimations of pleasure and invitation increased in urgency as she twisted,
laughing, first against him, then away. He followed her for a while,
meeting her hot little hands with his, gathering courage to touch her
breasts, her belly, the small of her back, and she answered with little sighs
– of fear, of content, he did not know. And when, finally, his own urgency
overcame him, and he went into her with a shivering cry, he felt her sharp
little teeth on his shoulder, as she took him in, throbbing, aching and
falling away. “Oh,” he said, in the warmth and the wet, “you are honey,
you are so sweet, my dearest.” He heard a strange chuckle, something
laughing and weeping together, in her throat... She was darting her hot
face, the cold white Eugenia, into his neck, and kissing him repeatedly
where his vein pulsed… And she chuckled, and rolled on her back, and
pulled at him, and asked for more. And when they slept, uneasily, he
woke in the dark dawn to see her huge eyes fixed on his face, and found
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9 The concept of eugenics is also apparent here and will be elaborated upon later on.



Things are (not) what they seem

her hands touching his private places, and the little sobbing sounds
starting again, asking for more, and more, and still more. (68-69)

In Of Woman Born, Adrienne Rich emphasizes that women’s polarization
throughout history served the purpose of further enhancing the dichotomy that
opposes (male) power to (female) powerlessness: it was male imagination that
categorized women as good or bad, fertile or sterile, pure or impure, by seeing
them as good or bad, and making them see themselves that way10. The Victorian
wife who was angelically asexual and the Victorian fallen woman are thus
institutions of such duplicity that, however disconnected they were from real
female sensuality, were totally related to the male subjective experience of
women. Victorian representations of female sexuality polarized women in a
conventionally repressive way as either Snow White or the Queen11. By relating
this image of angelic wife to the taboo of female virginity, it is once again made
clear that Eugenia’s was not the expected sexual behaviour of a virgin: in “The
Taboo of Virginity”, Freud considers that, however normal it is for a woman to
embrace a man and hold him to her during orgasm, this is not the rule for the first
sexual act, which for a woman is often synonymous with frustration. It is therefore
necessary that some time should elapse and that the sexual act should be
repeated in order that her original frigidity may vanish and she may start to feel
sexual pleasure alongside her male partner.12

If the Victorian representation of women tends to divide them into angels or
demons, pushing them into the polar extremes of asexual beings or sexual
predators, guardians of domestic bliss or anti-natural monstrous temptresses, it is
certain that these two incompatible perceptions of femininity can sometimes be
found side by side in the same text – and sometimes also in the same character.
The contradiction that fragments this double conception of the feminine during
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10 See Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, 34.
11 See Bram Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of Feminine Evil in Fin-de-Siècle Culture, 145:

“It was inevitable that the unyieldingly dualistic requirement of the mid-century – which held
that woman must be incessantly all-giving, and that she must be the embodiment of altruism to
balance the economic necessity of the egotistic ambitions of the male – should lead to its
opposite: the myth of the completely self-sufficient and hence completely egotistical woman,
whose only wish was to gaze in the mirror and spend herself in autoerotic contemplation.”

12 See Sigmund Freud, “The Taboo of Virginity”, 274. Bearing in mind that this essay was written
in 1917 (although it represents what Foucault calls the medicinal discourse about sex since it is
based on a rational approach, not a moral one), it certainly conveyed a situation that was already
thought of, but which had not been theorized so far. (See Michel Foucault, Histoire de la
Sexualité: La Volonté de Savoir, 33.)



the Victorian period is evinced in Eugenia as well. She is the fluid embodiment
of discordant meanings: on the one hand, her marble white body leads at least
William to assume that she is the guardian of a chaste and contained sexuality
with all the traits of propriety; on the other hand, the reader knows through
William that Eugenia is sexually active.13

She will, moreover, transgress what Bataille calls “universal prohibition”,
which is opposed to the “animal freedom of sex life” in humankind (Bataille, 43-
44), thus stepping away from the conventional model of feminine bashfulness.
Sexually aggressive female desire (which, in Eugenia’s case, purposefully hides
two secrets) is depicted as a primary animal instinct that turns the male into an
object, both with regard to sexual pleasure and procreation, and saturates the
female body with sexuality. In this way, Eugenia’s first subversion is inscribed:
female sexuality is acknowledged, but it is not repressed, and Eugenia is the
subject of the sexual act, the doer instead of the done to.

Both Freud, in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, and Havelock Ellis,
in Studies in the Psychology of Sex, argued against the inadequacy of the term
“perversion” as censorious: Freud tried to demonstrate that, far from being
restricted to the category of abnormal people, the sexual traits associated with
perversion are indeed common to human sexuality, and Havelock Ellis proposed
the notion of “sexual deviation”. In Psychopatia Sexualis, Von Krafft-Ebing
conveyed an important distinction between “perversion” and “perversity”: the
first term referred to a disease, perversion of the sexual instinct, whereas the
second meant the manifestation of a vice, perversity in the sexual act.14 It is in the
light of this distinction that another aspect of Eugenia’s sexual behaviour – incest
– will now be analysed.

To Von Krafft-Ebing, the perversion of normal sexual behaviour, primarily
understood as a sexual expression that aims at procreation, was perceived as a
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13 The dominant discourse on sexual identity depended chiefly on the understanding and
acceptance of a fixed relationship that opposed women to men, in which sexual roles were
antagonistically but, at the same time, complementarily understood as male activity and female
passivity. Nevertheless, it is also a fact that such a notion was contested, especially at the end of
the nineteenth century, with the emergence of the new woman, whose aim was to make women
become educational, political, economic and sexual agents by reclaiming, in this last instance,
the right to sexual freedom, both in and out of wedlock. However, Eugenia is not a new woman.

14 See Sigmund Freud, On Sexuality: Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality and Other Works, 74-
76, Havelock Ellis, “Biological Foundations”, 146-147, and Richard Von Krafft-Ebing, “Perversity
and Perversion”, 149.
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disease that had poisoned the subject very early on in life, thus inhibiting his
moral response with regard to feelings that would normally provoke a horror of
sexual pleasure. In the context of Gothic fiction, this perversion would express
the paralysis that was mentioned before as divesting human beings of their inner
selves, thus turning humans into abhumans. Eugenia’s explanations in this regard
fit such a category:

“I know it was bad,” said Eugenia. “I know it was bad, but you must
understand it didn’t feel bad – it grew little by little, out of perfectly
innocent, natural, playful things – which no one thought wrong – I have
never been able to speak to any other living soul of it, you must forgive
me for speaking to you – I can see I have made you angry, though I tried
to make you love me – if I could have spoken to anyone, I might have
been brought to see how wrong it was. But – he thought it wasn’t – he said
– people like making rules and others like breaking them – he made me
believe it was all perfectly natural and so it was, it was natural, nothing
in us rose up and said – it was – unnatural.” (158-159)

The individual is therefore beyond taboo: even knowing that taboo, as
defined by Freud15, is a very ancient prohibition, something quite intangible that
is mainly manifested by interdictions which are imposed from the outside against
the most intense desires of humankind, it is also accepted that taboo puts shackles
on human wishes that have been censored, because it is guided by a law that
forces one into abstention instead of action. Eugenia experiences neither the
physical horror nor the psychological repugnance that are prominent features in
the notion of incest, but which are nonetheless contested by anthropology16: “The
prohibition against incest simultaneously possesses the universality of tendencies
and instincts and the coercive character of laws and institutions” (Lévi-Strauss,
quoted by Simonis, 30).

Eugenia is seemingly at a stage which is prior to the conscience of taboo, a

161

15 See Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo, 35.
16 According to Lévi-Strauss, however much one considers primitive societies to be an exception,

the study of them demolishes any certainty about such alleged instinctive repugnance, and it is
indeed hard to explain the physiological abnormality of incest. See Claude Lévi-Strauss, As
Estruturas Elementares do Parentesco, 31. 

17 Although this formulation refers to the dissolution of the Oedipus complex, I think it may also
be applicable to the taboo of incest: if the ego has just been able to repress the complex, this
will unconsciously remain in the id and will later display its pathogenic effect, since the complex
was not totally destroyed and abolished. See Sigmund Freud, “Dissolution of the Oedipus
Complex”, 319.



“borderline between the normal and the pathological”.17 Eugenia reminds the
reader that she was a little child when her incestuous relationship with her half-
brother Edgar started, in which case the ego would not yet be totally formed and
the individual would thus be guided by the id. Reason would not at that age have
been able to influence the passions to replace the principle of pleasure with the
principle of reality, to which it prudently adapts.

According to Lévi-Strauss, “all human universal features belong in the natural
order and are characterized by spontaneity… all the things which are subjected
to a law are cultural and evince relative and particular attributes.” (Lévi-Strauss,
quoted by Simonis, 32) The prohibition against incest is thus a privileged synthesis
among natural and cultural characteristics18: it is a rule, which belongs in culture,
but a universal one, which belongs in nature. The explanation for this prohibition,
which is the emergence of a new order, “reveals the passage of the natural fact
of consanguinity into the cultural fact of alliance, since it is precisely alliance
which provides the hinge, or, moreover, the notch which the hinge must be
fastened to: nature imposes alliance but does not determine it, and culture receives
it so as to define its modalities on the spot” (Lévi-Strauss, quoted by Simonis, 34).19
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18 History tells several stories about exceptions to the taboo of incest, namely between half-brother
and half-sister, brother and sister. In ancient Egypt, pharaohs instituted incest as a means of
asserting their own legitimacy: at the religious level, such a relationship symbolized the
reconstitution of the couple of divine siblings, Isis and Osiris; at the economic level, the marriage
between siblings had in mind precisely the protection of the royal family’s patrimony, because,
according to Egyptian law, the family estate and possessions belonged to the husband, but
inherited property was bestowed on the wife’s blood relations, a fact that invested women with
more power. On this subject, see José Pacheco, “Da Família Incestuosa ao Tabu do Incesto”,
131-136.

19 This is to say that the union which joins a woman to a man, both nature’s imposition and a sign
of a random alliance, characterizes the prohibition against incest: since nature is overtaken by
events when it does not impose the alliance to a particular spouse, this is a social rule, a rule of
alliance. Lévi-Strauss defines the theory of alliance as a rule of reciprocal exchanges, which are
allowed by the interdiction on incest: “The prohibition against incest is not just an interdiction:
it commands while it forbids. Like exogamy, its extensive social expression, the prohibition
against incest is a rule of reciprocity. The woman we refuse, the one who is refused us, is offered
because of that. Whom is she offered to? She is either offered to a group defined by the
institutions or to an indeterminate and always open collectivity that is only confined within the
limits of the exclusion of one’s next of kin, as our own society (…) The fundamental outcome of
the prohibition against incest is the same: from the moment I forbid myself to use a woman,
thus made available to another man, there is somewhere a man that renounces a woman who
is thus available for me. The content of the prohibition against incest is not depleted by
prohibition: this prohibition is established so as to guarantee and found an exchange, direct or
indirect, mediate or immediate.” (Lévi-Strauss quoted by Simonis, 37)
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Eugenia circumvents these limits, though, and her major subversion lies
precisely in that escape: on the one hand, she seems to go through an unconscious
self-censorship by her own admission that there are some things which ought
not to be done, but that are actually done and kept secret, thus being maintained
at the level of the unconscious; on the other hand, from the moment that her
former fiancé commits suicide, she is forced to face reality, although she never
acts on it. To infringe on the prohibition against incest means one both denies the
theory of reciprocity and breaks the interdiction of speaking on the subject. In
Eugenia’s case, it also means she is committing adultery by denying that “marriage
as a status makes it possible for humankind to get on with a life based on the
respect of the prohibitions which oppose the free satisfaction of one’s desires”
(Bataille, 194). Finally, Eugenia’s transgression of the prohibition against incest is
deeply connected to another previously mentioned20 fundamental taboo in
western culture: female virginity.

In Eugenia’s case, it can be stated that there is the perversion of normal
sexual instinct: although the sex act aims at reproduction, there is also a double
link between Eugenia and eugenics as the study of methods to facilitate human
reproduction and improve breeding – which, incidentally, is quite clear in the
Portuguese language since Eugenia as a female name and “eugenia” as the
science are homonymous words. When the references to breeding (which, as I
mentioned before, are inscribed in Eugenia’s own name) are again considered,
and bearing in mind that most anthropologists decline the notion that incestuous
relationships are a taboo because the offspring may be deformed, insane or in any
other way markedly ill, the reader is confronted with a progeny of physically
perfect children. They are probably the heralds of a new evolutionary stage, only
that it is still unknown whether this is higher or lower, or more or less human, than
their mother’s. In this way, the binary opposition between humanity and
abhumanity is resumed once more.

Eugenia is ultimately subversive because she does not show any regret, seek
redemption or evince any feelings of guilt, even when she is fully aware of the
implications of incest. This is the proof that the interdiction was not broken, since
expiation, which is absent here, implies that the taboo also involves renunciation,
and it is unclear whether or not it actually took place (although the odds are that
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20 According to Freud and Bataille, this taboo is linked to the horror of blood that characterized
primitive races who regarded blood as the origin of life, as well as to the prohibition against
murder, thus forming a protective filter against the human primeval blood lust and killer instincts.
Freud also wrote that this taboo is linked to the pain of deflowering, on the one hand, and more
importantly, to the awareness of the loss of sexual worth caused by the destruction of an organ. 



it did not):
She was lovely, and complacent, and amoral, and he sensed that she was
now waiting for him to go, so that she could resume her self-nurture and
self-communion. At some level, what had happened was inconvenient
to Eugenia, and he was about to remove the inconvenience, himself. He
said, “Morpho Eugenia. You are very lovely” – “It has not done me good,”
said Eugenia, “to look pretty, to be admired. I would like to be different.”
But William could not take that seriously, as he watched her compose
her mouth, and open her wide eyes, and look hopefully up at him. (159)

To be a woman and to have transgressed all prohibitions but always to keep
her inner good and bad self to herself is an agglomerate of major subversions.
Could there be a greater one? Perhaps to be a woman and to refuse the mantle
of invisibility, the signal of effacement and death, by asserting herself in a hostile
environment by means of metamorphosis and to thus celebrate “the survival of
the fittest”, as Matty Crompton does, is an even greater subversion.

I will now refer to the second female image that I want to discuss in Morpho
Eugenia. Matty Crompton, who shares Eugenia’s ingrained ambivalence on the
nature of female sexuality, rejects marriage as the highest goal of a woman’s life.21

To unveil herself, Matty will use the millennial strategy of storytelling. The
embedded wonder tale22 “Things Are Not What They Seem” also serves Byatt’s
explicit purpose of ironically exposing an erroneous assumption with regard to
wonder tales that she wishes to demolish: “There is a belief, strong enough by
now to have become a cliché or a stereotype, that the fairy story is the province
of disregarded or neglected women and their wisdom – and both I and Matty, two
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21 The rejection of such a notion can also be found in late Victorian novels such as The Woman
Who Did or Jude the Obscure. Just as Grant Allen’s and Thomas Hardy’s female protagonists had
done, so also did Matty Crompton, once William had found Eugenia out, offer herself to the
man she had elected as her equal as his sexual, emotional and intellectual partner – not as his
legally wedded wife. For the analysis of this notion in the above-mentioned novels, see
Kimberley Reynolds and Nicola Humble, Victorian Heroines: Representations of Femininity in
Nineteenth-Century Literature and Art. 

22 See Marina Warner’s definition of wonder tale: “The French conte de fées is usually translated
as fairy tale, but the word Wundermärchen was adopted by the Romantics in Germany and the
Russian folklorists to characterise the folk tale or fairy tale. It’s a useful term; it frees this kind of
story from the miniaturised whimsy of fairyland to breathe the wilder air of the marvellous.”
(Marina Warner, “Introduction”. Wonder Tales: Six Stories of Enchantment, 5.)

23 Some Victorian women writers of wonder tales, spinsters that fitted conventionally into the
category of “disregarded and neglected women and their wisdom” although they were far from
being so, used this stereotype and worked from the inside in order to express their rejection of
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tough and clever women, are exploiting that stereotype in this story.”23 (IAI).
However, in the province of the wonder tale, the précieuses24, the educated

aristocratic women of seventeenth-century France who wrote several wonder
tales on female freedom, evade this definition, so much so that Matty Crompton
will assume, like the précieuses before her, the role of a “new fairy”. She writes
herself and writes William Adamson as her emotional and intellectual equal in
the tale she gives him to read. Moreover, Darwinian theories and the universe of
A Thousand and One Nights, which are articulated by Byatt as “narrate or die”25,
are also cleverly interwoven in her tale.

To narrate or die should be taken literally in both cases: the embedded
narrative of Darwinian inspiration “Things Are Not What They Seem”, which is
narrated by Matty as a counterpoint for her own life, is effectively a way out of
invisibility, her way of competing against other individuals of the same sex and
making sure that, just as in the natural world, she will be able to pass on her
genes by finding her mate. Darwinian elements can be perceived in the recurrent
use of mythical themes such as transformation and metamorphosis as “(a) way 
of showing, in riddles, that we know we are part of the natural world” (P, 280):
people are metamorphosed into animals, caterpillars are transformed into
butterflies (the exact case of Eugenia and Matty, respectively). It should also be
empha sized at this point that the concept of metamorphosis was from the start a
fundamental aspect of wonder tales, and that Matty had chosen precisely this
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the way marriage was conventionally instituted. Matty Crompton followed in the footsteps of
both the French seventeenth-century conteuses and the Victorian women writers of wonder
tales, in that she would rather be a spinster than marry out of convenience.

24 In her 1999 essay “Fairy Stories: The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye”, A.S. Byatt acknowledges
the précieuses’ insistence on motives she uses in her own fairy tales, as well as their overall
contribution to the wonder tale’s elevation from the province of non-literary to the domain of the
literary: “The literary fairy tale is a wonderful, versatile hybrid form, which draws on primitive
apprehensions and narrative motifs, and then uses them to think consciously about human
beings and the world. Both German Romantic fairy tales and the self-conscious playful courtly
stories of seventeenth-century French ladies combine the new thought of the time with the
ancient tug of forest and castle, demon and witch, vanishing and shape-shifting, loss and
restoration.” (A.S.Byatt, “Fairy Stories: The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye”). Byatt has moreover
translated “Le Serpentin Vert” (“The Great Green Worm”) from French into English. This is a tale
by one of the most famous conteuses, Marie Cathérine d’Aulnoy, and the translation is included
in Marina Warner’s Wonder Tales.

25 This refers to the original name of the chapter “The Greatest Story Ever Told” in Byatt’s On History
and Stories, 165-171, first published as an independent article called “Narrate or Die: Why
Scheherazade Keeps on Talking”.



type of tale in order to achieve her own metamorphosis: “Magic expresses itself
above all in shape-shifting, and indeed, metamorphosis could be said to be one
of the distinguishing marks of this protean genre.” (Warner, 5) The Darwinian
conception of natura naturans or Great Mother is also evinced in Matty’s repre -
sentation of nature and the garden as an element of a creation myth (Beer, 7). On
the other hand, this narrative is inscribed in the vaster universe of A Thousand and
One Nights as a creative act that postpones death26:

Like Scheherazade, most of the protagonists are creative types, who save
themselves and fulfil their destiny because they can weave the threads of
their lives together in narratives that bring their desires in harmony with
divine and social laws. Narration is raised to an art par excellence, for
the nights are paradoxically moments of light, epiphanies, through which
the listeners gain insight into the mysteries and predicaments that might
otherwise overwhelm them and keep them in darkness. (Zipes, 57)

If Jack Zipes’s reading is to be taken into account, the oriental tales, and
above all A Thousand and One Nights, are indeed a link in the chain of women’s
storytelling, listening to tales and actively participating in wonder tales, thereby
carrying out a critical reflection on a specific society at a given time and simulta -
neously introducing social change. Moreover, Gillian Beer argues that there are
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26 In view of the patriarchal nature of Arabian culture, Scheherazade’s primacy in these tales might
seem quite odd, unless one recalls, as Jack Zipes does, that in Muslim culture women were
rather more powerful in medieval Cairo and Baghdad than they are thought to have been (54-57).
Women had indeed the last word on everything connected to their homes, where they were the
economic equals of their husbands, their slaves and their children. They were responsible for
their children’s education and were also to lead them to and through the paths of religious belief,
marriage and occupation. To sum up, the process of socializing children was in women’s hands,
so much so that if A Thousand and One Nights is also to be considered a history of the acquisition
of Muslim behavioural rules and values, Scheherazade’s role becomes quite evident. The frame
narrative, which details Sharyar’s betrayal by his wife and his subsequent misogynous revenge
on all his one-day wives, finally cancelled by Scheherazade, explained the several embedded
tales: while she cured Sharyar’s homicidal madness, which was incidentally caused by another
woman, by means of her narrative (so that he would be able to trust women again and understand
that they are as different on the inside as they are outside), Scheherazade passed on the millennial
wisdom of her tales, both to her younger sister Dunazade and to the implied reader of her time,
and of our time. She intended to prepare her sister to deal with the likes of Sharyar, so that
Dunazade might change a male code into a female advantage. The narrator Scheherazade’s final
role was to socialize Muslim readers of her time, and also present readers, as well as non-Muslim
readers who were/are not acquainted with Muslim cultural beliefs and traditions. On this subject,
see Jack Zipes, When Dreams Came True: Classical Fairy Tales and Their Tradition, 56-58.

27 See Beer, 7: “In [evolutionary ideas’] insistence on chance as part of a deterministic order [they]
perturbed in the same mode as The Arabian Nights – though more profoundly, because
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links between A Thousand and One Nights and Darwinism27, which Byatt will
explore in Matty’s “Things Are Not What They Seem”, since this narrative also
draws a moral and hides a warning: appearances are deceptive. The lovely and
kind Dame Cottitoe Pan Demos is first identified as a prodigal fairy, but later turns
out to be a demonic Circe, just like her correlative Eugenia in the longer narrative;
on the other hand, the unimportant Mistress Mouffet, Matty’s alter ego, occupies
herself with naming natural elements under the cover of invisibility. Names thus
indicate the veil that mediates denotation and connotation: if Morpho is indeed
one of the ways to name Aphrodite, she is also Pandemos, the earthy Venus,
therefore signalling the relationship between Eugenia and Dame Cottitoe Pan
Demos. On the other hand, Mouffet is Thomas’s family name, the same Thomas
Mouffet that is connected to the universe of Lepidoptera because he once named
two butterflies. William Adamson and Eugenia Alabaster’s relationship is
ultimately mirrored by Matty in “Things Are Not What They Seem” starting with
the male name: the shipwrecked Seth, who incidentally does not let Dame
Cottitoe Pan Demos metamorphose him into a pig as she does to the rest of his
fellow mariners and is rescued by Mistress Mouffet in a garden, receives the name
of Adam’s last son. He is thus Adam’s son/ Adamson, the one who names and
attributes human characteristics in the longer narrative to the new life forms that
he has found in the ambiguous paradise, or green hell, of Amazonia. (IAI)

It should, moreover, be stated that Byatt’s connection with the wonder tale
universe is not exhausted, in Matty’s “Things Are Not What They Seem”, by the
triple resonance of A Thousand and One Nights, the précieux fairy tale and the
Victorian tale written by women. This connection is effectively reinforced by way
of the narrative form Byatt has chosen for her frame story, the novella. As a matter
of fact, the genesis of the twentieth-century novella goes back to Italian and
French tales written between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, such as
Boccaccio’s prose narratives in Decameron or Marguerite de Navarre’s
Heptameron. These tales, which traditionally focused on a specific conflicting
situation that was moreover marked by surprise and finally solved by the
protagonist after a considerable interval of narrative suspense, ranged between
two and fifty pages and were embedded in the frame story, which explained the
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claiming the authority of science not exotic fiction…Such tales – and The Arabian Nights was
at the height of its imaginative influence at that period so that, for example, we find George Eliot
one evening enjoying “music, Arabian Nights, and Darwin” – rouse some of the same elated
dread as the idea of minute random mutations with their uncontrollable consequences. But
Darwin’s theories did not pleasurably assuage the dreads.” 

28 See Ross Murfin and Supriya M. Ray, The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms, 253.



reason why the several interior tales were recounted28. It is fair to say that this 
was precisely the characteristic that had the greatest influence on the précieux
wonder tale, which Byatt recaptures in her novella: the précieux wonder tale was
generally formed by a frame story that, on the one hand, evinced the connec tion
between several seemingly disparate stories and unified them in a wider coherent
structure, and, on the other hand, conveyed the fact that the narrator could also
be a character.

Thus did Morpho Eugenia interweave all these elements: after some narrati -
ve suspense, the conflicting situation, Eugenia’s ambivalence, was worked out
by the male protagonist who, helped by the anagram of insect/incest, discovered
Eugenia and Edgar’s incestuous relationship, thereby disclosing Eugenia’s
figuration as Queen Ant. The embedded tale was actually the metaphorical expla -
nation of the frame story29: Matty devised “Things Are Not What They Seem” so
that William Adamson could be aware that women have several faces. A true
bite on the apple of knowledge, this was the only way the entomologist might
understand that his garden of Paradise actually concealed an engulfing quicksand
and that Matty was not the asexual worker ant she seemed to be, the same Matty
who wished to be an autonomous subject and managed to be both rational and
sexual:

You do not know that I’m a woman...You have never seen me...You have
no idea who I am... “My name,” she said, “is Matilda. Up here at night
there is no Matty. Only Matilda. Look at me.” “I only wanted you to see
me,” said Matilda, less confidently, once she saw that he had indeed seen
her. (156-157)

For Matty, the act of seeing equals looking beyond outward appearances so
as to peer into the shadowy side of self, thus revealing her inner self and unveiling
her secrets by allowing herself and simultaneously wishing to be penetrated by
the male gaze. Byatt says in this instance that “Matty...would like to be seen as a
thinking being, but at the moment when she says that, it’s the sexual Matty, who’s
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29 Byatt moreover lifts another end of her narrative veil when she pulls one of the threads of the
frame story: “In the fairy tale Kind sends Seth back with a moth (a genuine one) called Morpheus
Caradris to freeze Dame Cottitoe and her retinue with dream-dust – Morpheus, the god of
Dreams, is also called Phobetor, the terrifier, and shares his “morph-”root with Aphrodite
Pandemos as Morpho because he is a shape-changer. I realised unexpectedly that from the
beginning I had set up Morpho Eugenia, the aphrodisiac butterfly of sexual selection against
Matty, the Sphinx, the night-flyer, who “hath both kinds in one”, lion and woman, and sets and
answers the riddle William must solve to be free – sending him an anagram, insect/incest in a
word-game.” (OHS, 121)
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been completely repressed, suddenly rushing to the surface and shouting, ‘There
is this other side to me! We have been friends and colleagues and worked
together throughout the whole of this novel and suddenly I now require you to
see me as a sexual being.’ But quite often it’s the other way round.” (IAI) Byatt,
who moreover claims she could never see why Paris had chosen the love trap
embodied by silly Aphrodite instead of Athena’s wisdom30, will rewrite this option
in a postmodern context and, just like a benevolent fairy godmother, endows her
Athena-like Matty Crompton with, besides wisdom, the sexual allure (but not
outward loveliness) that the Greek goddess lacked, thus defeating Aphrodite:

I enjoyed the didactic form of this story, with its etymologies and ento mo -
logical information about the lives and metamorphoses of moths. But like
good Victorian fairy stories the myth ran away with me – I got into deep
water with the Sphiringidae, the Sphinxes, who include the Death’s Head
Hawk Moth, and discovered a fearsome female deity outside the confines
of the walled garden, who was the Sphinx, or Kind, or Dame Nature – the
female force who, according to Gillian Beer, Darwin had such trouble
not to personify as a goddess. Eugenia was already related to the beautiful
Amazonian butterfly, Morpho Eugenia, and Matty now became related to
the dark enigmatic moths of night, the Sphinxes. “Morpho”, or “shapely”,
is another name for Aphrodite, and the Sphinx is related to all the
goddesses of wisdom, and so I suddenly rediscovered the “Three Caskets”
myth in an unexpected form. (IAI)

The polar opposition between passive Snow White and active Queen is
subverted in Morpho Eugenia when female sexuality enters front stage. The ideal
Snow White candidate, because of her snow white skin and her passivity with
regard to everything that is not comprised in her sexual responses, Eugenia is not
what she seems. She extricates herself from the Victorian figuration of the wifely
angel in the house by way of her long-term incestuous relationship and her
sexually charged figuration as William’s wife, portraying a sexual eagerness that
was on the antipodes of the passivity conventionally attributed to Victorian wives.
On the other hand, Matty Crompton shares the Queen’s intellectual pursuits,
clearly evinced by her scientific interest in ants and by her fairy tales that, just like
her foremothers the précieuses, vindicated the right to be her own woman (both
for herself and for her characters). She is also the owner of the chaste sexuality
championed by the ideal of the angel in the house and will only reveal her
passionate side when her chosen prince kisses her. William Adamson had already
noticed Matty due to her peculiar smell, not because of her physical appearance,
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30 A.S.Byatt, “On the Writing of Possession”. 



thus simultaneously establishing another connection with the natural world, in
which scent is a vital sense for some species to find their mate, and implying
from a very early stage in the novella the sexual chemistry that will be established
between them:

William found himself suddenly sharply inhaling what must have been
her peculiar smell, a slightly acid armpit smell, inside the cotton sleeves
in the sunlight, mixed with a tincture of what might be lemon verbena,
and a whiff of lavender, either from her soap, or from the herbs in the
drawer where her shirts were laid up. He breathed more deeply. The
hunter in him, now in abeyance, had a highly developed sense of smell…
He sniffed again, secretly and quietly, the scent of Miss Crompton’s
outdoor identity. Later in Eugenia’s bedroom, when she had reclaimed
him, and he was buried in the smells of her fresh sheets and her fluid sex,
her hot hair and her panting mouth, that sharp little smell returned briefly
like a ghost of the outdoors, and he puzzled for a moment, as he pressed
Eugenia into the plump mattress, over what it could be, and remembered
the severed feelers and Matty Crompton’s busy wrists. (96)

Matty’s sexual signature thus belongs in the invisible realm and the animal
kingdom, in a highly unconventional representation because it is erotically
charged. Eugenia’s sexual ambivalence is counterpointed by Matty’s sexual
androgyny31: Matty combines some so-called male pheromones revealed in the
acrid smell of perspiration and some so-called female ones, such as lemon
verbena and lavender. Byatt argues this point when she comments on Matty’s
personification of Dame Nature:

“A more powerful Fairy” than Dame Cottitoe, [s]he is in a veiled cavern,
has a face like a fierce lion and a beautiful woman, and is spinning
continuous gold thread like a cocoon…She was Spenser’s Dame Nature,
who “hath both kinds in one” – and whom I need as I need Sophia and
Lilith as images of the female Creator. (OHS, 120)

Power and powerlessness are metamorphosed into their opposite, since the
power of smell transcends the power of vision; submission and rebelliousness
are entangled and swap identity in these two female figurations, in which the
seemingly submissive Snow White is indeed a demonic Queen, whereas the
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31 Byatt shares Virginia Woolf’s concept that the artist’s mind should be androgynous, as she thinks
gender should not be a relevant criterion in both literature and literary criticism. Androgyny is
thus perceived as the release of creative energy by refusing the polar extremities of sexual
identity. For a reading of the importance of androgyny in Byatt’s work, see Olga Kennyon, “A.S.
Byatt: Fusing Tradition with Twentieth-Century Experimentation,” 51-84.
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pseudo-rebel Queen is actually a chaste Snow White. Definitely things are (not)
what they seem.
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