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This thesis provides critical strategies for examining 

the gothic novel. Traditionally, the gothic has been 

canonically marginalized as a genre, and furthet displaced 

from novelistic discourses of power by the critical practice 

of placing gothic writings by wonen in a separate genre ghetto 

entitled *@The Female Gothic. The critical methodology 

utilized here understands the gothic as deserving.of a major 

place in textual practice because of the ways in which the 

intersecting discourses of psychoanalysis and feminism-or 

alternative constructions of their dominant versions--impact 

on the writing. 

Seven woman-authored gothic novels (or texts which 

manifest traditional gothic thematics) are explored for their 

recessed narratives of female subjectivity in the patriarchal 

order. The texts examined range from late seventeenth-century 

works of Ann Radcliffe, to those of contemporary writers. In 

each of the six  chapters, particular strategies are pursued 

through separate readings of the individual texts. In the 

first chapter, for example, the semiotic theory developed by 

Julia Kristeva is utilized as a aeans of identifying the 

recessed mother at the heart of the gothic text. Again, in 

chapter five, Mikhail Bakhtin's influential analysis of the 

nove18s roots in carnival is valuable as a way of 

comprehending the theory of disguise as a major textual trope. 



Two of the textç analyzed have been made into films. 

These are looked a t  briefly as examples of the ways in which 

textual representations of women are mapped ont0 popular 

culture. However film theory is used throughout the thesis, 

largely because its feminist practitioners have made it their 

business (and pleasure) to make their work gender specific, 

thus keeping the discourse relatively honest. 

The oedipal complex, through which gender-coding and 

consequently heterosexual narrative is accomplished, is seen 

to be negatively informed in this Vernale gothic," thus 

revealing this writing as a challengeto patriarchal ideology 

with its easy assumptions about womenrs place in the social 

order. The gothic noval's various mysterier, in fact, may be 

the several ways in which these texts permit the heroines to 

scrutinize, and sometimes reject, patriarchal practice. 

understanding the gothic in this way opens the genre to 

questions concerning the codes/tropes of female desire. 
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Introduction: Louning the (T)ropem 

Requests for a definition of the gothic novel usually 

elicit from me a standard response beginning, "you know those 

books with cover illustrations of a woman running away from a 

castle.. .?@O Required now to produce a definition more 

detailed (and less f l i p )  then the above, 1 f ind myself in 

d i f  f iculty. How is the gothic novel def ined? 1s it a romance? 

Sonietimes. 1s it horror? Most of the time. 1s it tragedy, 

comedy, science fiction? Check one or al1 of the above. 

For me, the gothic novel evolved from literature8s 

attempts to define the social order through fictive 

constructs. Classical realist fiction, the nove18s 

traditional form, documents the narrative of individual 

subjectivity from the private/family realm to the 

public/social one in the case of the male. The female 

gothic,' with which f am concerned, positions the female in 

the fatherOs house and from there negotiates her movement into 

the materna1 position in yet another family; in other words 

from one private sphere to another, through acquisition of her 

own means of production, the male. 

The transition is circuitous and iraught with danger. To 

effect it, the gothic utilizes certain narrative tropes 

traditionally associated with the genre. These include 

madness or other forms of unreason, masquerade, semantic 

practices involving the insertion of other genres into the 

'~ee Juliann Fleenorts discussion of this term in her 
introduction to The Female Gothic (Montreal: Eden Press, 
1983), 3-28. 



novel (poetry, Song, fable) the thematic castration of the 

male characters (who nevertheless retain their phallic 

potency), vast textual spaces where the henaeneutic code 

operates in ex ces^,^ and a petsistence in fore-grounding the 

space that critic Julia Kristeva designates the semiotic 

position,) a locus critically assigned to the pre-oedipal 

phallic mother , 

Furthemore, the culmination of these narratives 

represents closure only at the socio/cultural level, not the 

emotional one. There is enough dis/ease on the  part of the 

female protagonists (and indeed of the texts as they 

themselves are written by their traditional oedipal plots) to 

generate a sub-plot of narrative displeasure. Women s 

inscription in patriarchal culture and the oedipal drama 

through which its subjects are constituted masculine or 

feminine has always and already k e n  a complex and uneasy one. 

Freud's formulation of the oedipus complex situates the male 

as the inheritor of the father position culturally sanctified 

by the Law, destabilized by lack, and supported by the 

superego and the (never realized) promise of the phallus. For 

the female, the journey to the symbolic is different; in fact 

An explanation of the herneneutic code is found in 
Roland Barthes8 S / Z :  An Essay, trans., Richard Miller (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1974),  19. 

Leon Roudiez explains this term in his helpful 
introduction to Julia Kristevats Desire in Language: A 
Semiotic Approach to Llterature and Art, ed., Leon S, 
Roudiez, trans., Thomas Gora et al. (New York: Columbia UP, 
1980), 6. 



it marks her difference from the male. The desire of both 

sexes is constituted in the mother; however only the female, 

attracted to the phallic potential signified by the penis, is 

required to turn away from her own sex towards the male other, 

thus experiencing a more intense caetration/loss than that 

sustained by the male sub ject. 1 emphasize here that 

anatomical difference is understood as deficiency only in 

relation to culture. As Kaja Silvennan uncompromisingly 

states: 

What is at issue here is not the female subjectfs 
biological inferiority, but her synbolic exclusion 
or lack--her isolation, that is, from those 
cultural privileges whf ch def ine the male sub ject 
as potent and sufficient. (Sub jec t  of Semiot ics  
42)  

The result of female desire for plentitude is fear (and 

sonetimes loathing) for the mother and a reification of the 

father as the parental figure of value. The paternal figure 

thus becomes symbolically privileged, while the materna1 

figure occupies the margins of signification, patticularly the 

unconscious as i t  manifests itself in dreams and discursive 

lapses. This, of course, has tremendous significance for 

language and its most important manifestation, writing, 

specifically as it relates to the critical reading/writing 

practf ce of this culture8 8 always and already gendered 

sub j ects . 
4~ere  and elsewhere 1 am indebted to Silverman for her 

extremely elucidating analysis of female subjectivity, 
particularly as it relates to the negative oedipus conplex. 
See The Subjec t  of Semiotics (New York: Oxford UP, 1983) . 



However, finding the appropriate mate is neither the 

beginning nor the end of female desire in these discontented 

and indeed disconnected discourses. Desire is rather 

imbricated in negotiations through the minefield of tangled 

emotional and familial relationships that constitute the 

gothic heroine's quest for subjectivity. For me, gothic 

narrative in the aggregate documents women's unease in the 

social order: in the particular, 1 read it self-reflexively- 

as autobiography. 

1 grew up in the 1950%. haditional family values were 

being nailed into place even as 1 groped my adolescent way 

through the relations that marked and marred my own 

dysfunctional home life. Rreryvhere 1 looked, in magazines, 

on radio, on newly-emergent television shows, and in 

literature, there were happy families, al1 more or less alike. 

  ut every now and then an eclectic reading practice (my 

privileged means of escape from family dynamics) would turn up 

something different. Some novels had peculiar plots thatwere 

not proper plots at all, but rather represented some kind of 

evasive narrative tactics for which 1 had no name. 1 loved 

these texts. They terrified ne, but they also validated my 

unease with what 1 vas later to cal1 the gap between the 

signifier and the signif ied; the working family 1 was supposed 

to have versus the one 1 was stuck with. 

I became a gothic junkie, deliberately seeking out these 

dysfunctional tales in order to consuma again and again the 



story of the girl/woman in danger and atraid, yet somehow able 

to overcome soie pretty powerful people. The gothic heroine 

in process/on trial fascinated me. 1 didn't much cate whether 

or not her story culminated in marriage; 1 was more interested 

in seeing how she managed her great escape from the menacing 

authority figures that interpolated her at every bend in the 

narrative, 

By the time 1 got to university, old enough and scarred 

enough to be at least politically sagacious, 1 was a feminist. 

By the time 1 reached the thesis-writing stage, my feminism 

was no longer rooted in the essentialist theories of radical 

feminists like Mary Daly, Andrea Dworkin, Susan Griffin et 

1 ,  whose work 1 once privileged. 1 had become enamoured 

of post-structuralist theory, and of the writings of feminists 

re-working psychoanalytic theory in particular. 1 began to 

understand that there was more to feminism than ~orporeality,~ 

that Vernale* was a signifier like any other, and feminism a 

political position occupied by women and men of good-will, 

rather than by biological women only. 

Radical f eminist writers have been thoroughly critiqued 
for situating particular f eminine characteristics in the 
female body, thus feeding into the already overdetermined 
notion of women as the Linder, gentler sex. 1 do not wish to 
chastise them furthet. They were my mothers in theory and 1 
appreciate, even with reservations, a discourse that provided 
me with ny first critique of liberal humanism. 

At the same tirne, 1 root my o n  feminism in the real 
world of real women doing real things. Theoretical constructs 
of wwomanw have a way of obfuscating actual women and their/my 
concerns . 



Nevertheless, 1 continued, and continue, to privilege 

women writers in my critical practice. While 1 believe male 

authors capable of situating women at the center of the gothic 

narrative, they have not done so to any great extent, nor do 

1 think them likely to do so in future. In Western culture, 

middle-class white women, as traditional inhabiters of the 

private reali, have a vested interest in working out their own 

gendered subjectivities as these are shaped by domestic 

concerns, and 1, who sharetheir culture, class and sex, have 

a vested desire in examining the ways in which they do it. 

Basides, Ifm old enough and cranky enough to choose the sex 1 

wish to privilege, political correctness notwithstanding. 1 

like women. 1 like the way they write and think and inscribe 

themselves in their texts in the world. For purposes of this 

thesis, they are my chosen people. 

My readings in psychoanalytic and feminist post- 

structuralist theory led me straight (back) to the f emale- 

authored gothic novel. Those mazy plots, f eaturing fictive 

heroines whose hold on subjectivity vas chancy at best, seemed 

tailor made for Freudian readings/deconstructions involving 

the negative oedipus complex and other male-crafted obstacles 

to female socialization. 1 also found psychoanalytic and 

feminist discourse invaluable as it impacts on film theory 

largely, 1 suspect, because of my own epistomological bias. 

1 need to see what Ifm doing. A cinematic mise-en-scene is 

for me a learning site that facilitates my own intellectual 



process when words fâil to make cognitive sense. 

Visualization makes the workings of ideology clearer than in 

the written text. Show ne a movie with a woman-centered gothic 

plot, and ICll show you the negative oedipal complex mit 

large. 

My thesis s a bricolage; borrowings, adaptions and 

adoptions from a variety of theorists whose work hast one way 

or another, facilitated the âropping of the proverbial 

cognitive penny in terms of my own accessing of post- 

stnictutalist theory. While 1 don't always agree with al1 

positions held by the theorists 1 privilege, 1 nevertheless 

f ind some of their insights invaluable. 1 take my methodology 

from critics like Nancy Armstrong who states that, "in 

adopting various critical strategies, 1 have made no effort to 

be faithful to any particular theory* (27). Thus, while 1 

agree with critics who find Julia Kristeva8s privileging of 

the materna1 in language problematic in terms of biological 

motherhood, 1 utilizé her concept of the chora as one way of 

accessing the elusive mother tonguem7 

Again, while Luce Irigaray's notion of the f emale body as 

a multilocal site of linguistic erotic play strfkes me as 

selfdefeating in its valorization of a special position for 

' In fact, Ksisteva's own interrogation of the concept of 
jouissance mitigates against an indictment of her work as 
essentialist . In Desire i n  Languaqe, her chapter on 
nMotherhood According to Bellinin 237-270, locates the 
madonna's desire away from the child and towards an other 
(underdeterninad) site -of female ecstasy. 



women outside of the symbolic order, 1 nonetheless find her 

work on mimicry, mime and mirroring useful and delightfully 

subversive. So too with the work of Halène Cixous, whose 

vritings on Bcriture feminine 1, in Company with Sandra 

Gilbert, understand as "a fundamentally political strategy, 

designed to redress the wrongs of culture through a 

revalidation of the rights of naturemmg 

There is a sense in which al1 narrative is oedipal, in 

that it inscribes subject positioning in detail v i t h i n  its 

textual thematics. Moreover, as has been critically pointed 

out, narrative serves as the conveyor of dominant ideological 

values. In citing the fanale gothic as a subversive genre,9 

I do not mean to imply that the uneasiness of women within the 

patriarchal oedipal paradigm is always deliberately encoded in 

the texts.'O Rather the gothic provides strategies for 

See Sandra S. Gilbert's introduction to The Newly Born 
Woman, by H B l h e  Cixous and Catherine Cl&nent, trans., Betsy 
Wing (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), W .  

Michelle MassB sees the gothic novel per se as 
subversive, since ggmasoehistic fantasy-or the Gothic novel- 
allows the spectator t o  move from what Stoller calls 
'unprotected traumat to a place where she tcontrols the action 
herself . ' See In the Name of Love : Women, ~asochism, and 
the Gothic (Ithaca: Corne11 UP, 1992),  47. 

Nancy Armstrong, in Desire and Domesti c Fiction: A 
Political History of the Novel (New York: Oxford UP, 1987), 
39., has a difierent reading *takew on the gothic. She 
understands that wby representing social conflict as persona1 
histories, gothic tales of sensibility, and stories of 
courtship and marriage, a relatively few eighteenth century 
authors were allowed to displace an entire body of fiction in 
which political conflict was not 80 thoroughly transforned by 
middle-class lovew (39). 1 nevertheless read the gothic as, 



reading against the classical realist textual grain with its 

prescribed happily-ever-after oedipal dynamics into which 

women, however discomfited, are willy-nilly sutured. T h e  gaps 

between the (marginalized) gothic and the (canonized) 

traditional realist text may be read as the unconscious of the 

text, its way, to borrow Oscar Wilde's pithy phrase, of 

"kicking against the pricks. (For example, the f oregrounding 

of the domestic realm in this genre marks an area of 

difference from the male-authored gothic text that in  itself 

may be read as subversive). In M e  hands of female authors, 

the gothic becomes not simply a document of subjectivity but, 

in Teresa de Lauretis' words, 

narative and Oedipal with a vengeance ... working, as 
it were, with and against narrative in order to 
represent not just a female desire...but working, 
instead, to represent the duplicity of the oedipal 
scenario itself and the specific contradiction of 
the female subject in it. (Technologies of Gender 
108) 

Out of the plurality of texts at my disposal, 1 have 

chosen seven which represent both a loosely chronological 

. sampling and my own persona1 preferences. 1 begin with Ann 

Radcliffe whose eighteenth-century texts inaugurated the 

female gothic (and served also as the site of critical 

difference for originary arguments about male versus female- 

if not always thematically tevolutionary, at leait as a method 
of deconstructing the ways in which ideology works to inforin 
these texts. 



authored gothic textsL1). In Radcliffe s two best-known 

novels, The Mysteries of Udolpho and The I tal ian,  the 

contradiction to the social order represented by the female 

subject and her tale takes place, again in de LauretisO words, 

"in the tension toward rather than the attainment of the 

object of love; in the delays, the displacements, the 

def errals" (Technologies of Gender 7 1 )  . contradiction is 

here, in other words, represented by desire for the always and 

already unobtainable, that which is not figured in the text as 

representation, thatwhich is never articulated as the object 

of desire per se. However much a Radclif fean heroine protests 

devotion to her lover/father. her articulated desire to 

embrace the patriarchal order is undercut/castrated by a 

series of delaying tactics that more often represent a self at 

variance with its literary quest. Radclif fa8 s heroines are 

narratively constituted more by thelr latent textual traces 

than by their manifest themes. They not only avoid 

heterosexual closure, they refuse to take control of spoken 

language, so that desire must be read in the text's silences. 

Willy-nilly, they proceed towards narrative closure through a 

series of digressions marked by a longing to run in place. 

Always there is a pulling back towards the place of plenitude, 

the mother position which both attracts and repels them. 

l1 See Montague Summers The Gothic Quest: A Bistory of 
the  Gothic Novel 1938 (New York: Russell and Russell, 
1 9 6 4 ) ,  232-44; Devanàra Vamaos The Gothic Flame (London: 
Arthur Baker, 1957). 110; and Leslie Fiedler0s Love and Death 
in the American Novel (London: Jonathon Cape, 1967). 107-09. 



Probably the signifier which most encodes female eroticism in 

these early texts is the word 88melancholy8g whose meaning(s) 

(certainly sensual in Radcliffe) is othewise freighted with 

sexual innuendo. 

Desire in these early texts is potentially danqerous, 

both rhetorically (when it threatens the narrative) and 

thematically (when it threatens the character). 1 understand 

even fictive female desire, both critically and textually, as 

disruptive to the patriarchal order. That  is what makes the 

gothic, in my opinion, a revolutionary rather than a 

reactionary literature (notwithstanding criticism to the 

contrary12) which may account , perhaps , for its marginalizad 
position in relation to the literary canon. 

The revolutionary significance of Radcliffe's early 

texts13 is highlighted in the later employment of gothic 

%achineryW by Charlotte Brontë, whose Villette, although not 

traditionally gothic, nevertheless deploys gothic techniques 

l2 Elizabeth . Napier, for example, .remarks that "the 
genre% preoccupation with subterranean settings does not, in 
contrast to what some commentators have hopefully argued, 
necessarily point to a concern with human psychology, female 
physiology, or the unconscious.~ Quoted in The Failure of 
Gothic: Problems of Disujunction i n  an Bighteenth-Century 
Literary F o m  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 39. 

As an added factor in the argument for the gothic as 
revolutionary , Nancy 2bmstrong points out that "the explicitly 
female narrators of Pamela, Eveline, or The Mysteries of 
Udolpho are more effective in launching a political critique 
because their gender identifies them as having no claim to 
political powern (29) . 1 would make this same claim for most 
female narrators, including those of contemporary texts. 



in a singularly provocative way.14 m e n  read as a documentary 

of the search for female subjectivity, a kind of bildungsroman 

of socialization, Villette assures primary significance in the 

literature of female de~ite,~"articularly in the way its 

understanding of male privilege points to female lust for the 

economic power phallic space endows. 

In choosing Atwood's Lady Oracle as a bridge text, I 

foreground the ways in which the mother, only traces of whom 

may be found in the earlier gothic, occupies the central 

position in the qothic quest, the place from which the 

protagonist's ambivalence to femininity originates and to 

which she returns, again and again, as to the origin of her 

own split self. Here 1 will have something to Say about 

Lacan's mirrot stage, the Imaginary place from whence the 

Other is constituted, emanates and disappears in desire. Lady 

Oracle points backwards to motifs in Radcliffe, forward to the 

terrible mother/maternal space so accurately and terrifyingly 

demarcated by Shirley Jackson, particularly in The Hauntfng of 

Hill House. 

Jackson's accomplished and' disruPtive use of gothic 

techniques shatters entirely the myth of the happy patriarchal 

family with its Hproperlyw oedipalized womenfolk. Jackson~s 

See Ellen Moers' chapter on "The Female Gothic" in 
Literary Womn (London: The Women's Press, 1978)'  90-110. 

lS 1 disagree with Armstrong's indictment of the Brontësf 
novels wherein she finds that nsenial repression obscures the 
fact of social oppressionH (193). In Villette particularly, 
both sexual and social oppression are foregrounded. 



heroines always clccupy the margins of discourse, always 

function as improperly subjectivized characters in ways that 

highlight the female subject8s "normalu response to culture 

and signification as hazardous at best. In both The Haunting 

of Hill House and We Have Mways Lived in the Cast le ,  the  

female protagoniste have access to modes of being that 

transgress the noms of female subjectivity (including 

sexuality) and include, in their figurations of desire, 

homosermal love and a drive towards dominance in excess of 

femininity. Jackson's texts, in contras+ to Radcliffe's, also 

figure madness as a kind of textual strength, a way of 

speaking about/through difference that makes an "insanew 

response to acculturation not only understandable but 

mandatory. Again, in both these texts, the materna1 position 

dominates the rhetoric; it may, in fact, be said to 

structurally inform The Haunting of H i l l  House. 

Ilousekeeping, the final text ,  elucidates clearly one way 

of comprehending the position of the female on the edges of 

the social order and, congruently, linguistic signification. 

The narrative begins with the demise (if not death) of 

patriarchal culture, yet posits its heroine as refusing a 

subjectivity that would require her to assume a ferninine 

position. Sylvie, the nove18s protagonist, functions as 

sontething of a loose signifier on deck, the woman as 

unrepresentable, beyond representation and meaning. 

Ilousekeeping ie remarkable both for its complete denial of the 



worth of allowable female positions, and for its use of what 

1 cal1 the mother function as a signifier of (non)value. TO 

articulate both these positions the text employs the same 

gothic nachinery utilized by Radcliffe centuries earlier; 

however, Robinson's heroine chooses a position beyond 

signification. While 1 realize that this is a choice 

available only to fictive heroines 1 also recognize that in 

making it textually available, weaknesses and gaps are made 

manifest in a narrative governed by an oedipal paradigm that 

dominates the life of each potentially 

speakinglreadinglwriting newcomer to subjectivity. 

These seven texts, then, will be analyzed and discussed 

for the various ways in which they open up the signification 

process for women.16 1 have chosen them subjectively and 

indeed arbitrarily. Many of them have been denied a place in 

the literary canons of English Departments, which have yet to 

discard both their sexist practices regarding texts by women, 

and their elitist attitude towards popular culture. Shirley 

Jackson, though little known outside of her short story "The 

Lottery," has been a favourite writer of mine for years. Anne 

Radcliffe is, on the other hand, an acquired taste, not least 

l6 ~ichelle Masso, whose fascinating analysis of the 
female gothic's imbrication in Freud's beating fantasy came to 
my attention just as 1 was completing this text, notes that 
"the Gothic plot is not thus an 'escape' from the real world 
but a repetition and exploration of the traumatic denial of 
identity found therew (18). 



because the Oxford edition of her texts invites the readership 

of those whose eyesight is better than my own. Margaret 

Atwood has always interpolated my desire; we define our shared 

culture through a feminist political ideology. Charlotte 

Brontë's Villette, while less favoured than Jane Eyre, is a 

wonder of a text whose shape-shifting techniques 1 admire 

enormous ly . Marilynne Robinson's Housekeeping is 

extraordinary. The writing iulls and alarms me, paradoxically 

cathecting me towards, and abjecting me f rom, the materna1 

site of desire. Each of these texts (as from my readings in 

the female gothic 1 suspected they would) open up the 

signification process for women in various ways. Each 

stresses. particular gaps in the social order through which 

women8s desire may be understood differently than men's. 

It may be that, in some texts more than others, 

signification points to a particularly nameable goal at the 

end of the quest. 1 want to emphasize, however, that desire 

itself remains outside signification. This is truer for women 

than for men, who have been culturally positioned to desire 

the female as other/object, and whose quest for signification 

is already overdeterrrried in language. What is at stake, of 

course, is women8s place in the social/symbolic order, if 

indeed she/we may be said to have a place in male-manipulated 

discourse at all. Whethorthis locus is particularized or not 

is beside the point. Mary Ann Doane, whose discursive 

practice locates womengs erotic economy within %he desire to 



desire," states, 

And what often gets lost in the process s the 
issue of women8s pleasure. This partially 
explains, 1 think, the temptation to return to 
genres specifically demarcated as ferninine in order 
to retrieve something for the woman, something 
which belongs to her alone and escapes this 
patriarchy. (Desire to Desire 180) 

1 do not doubt that women, as good and oedipalized 

subjects, have a place in the social order. 1 do, however, 

misdoubt the sleasure they are so frequently depicted as 

taking in their prescribed gender roles. Desire, even for 

feminized subjects, lies not in patriarchal signification 

(which to a feminist translates as patronage) but in 

marginalized sub-genres like the gothic whete, to paraphrase 

Doane, the desire to de/sire becomes operative; al1 of which 

helps explain why that ubiquitous woman on the cover of the 

gothic text is running from the castle in the first place. 



Tho 1Ioth.r ?unetion 

l . .ah. g8s.d upon Olivia with an intentaar. thrt 
p ~ t o o k  of ~ i I b n m 8 ~  At lmagth .ha 8.id 
al~wlp..~It is rp iothor, than, whoi 1 8eW man 
vil1 th888 disaovosia8 and!' 

hrery human subject comes to culture by way of 

oedipalization. The traversing of that complex enables the 

biologically-sexed female or male to take up a subject 

position within the social order which is either ferninine or 

masculine. That position is constituted by language, whose 

most significant manifestation is writing. Refusal to take up 

a subject position marks a refusa1 to signify in the social 

order; in other words, a refusa1 to make sense, to be, in 

effect, mad. The process by which a subject comes into being 

is analyzed by the psychoanalytic discourse formulated by 

Sigmund Freud and later elaborated upon, with particular 

ramifications for language theory, by Jacques Lacan. Kaja 

Silverman conflates the dual importance of their discourses 

when she asserts, in The Subject of ~emiotics, that 

Both Freud and Lacan place a heavy emphasis on 
those events in the life of the subject which could 
be grasped under the Oedipal rubric. Freud insists 
that not only the subject8s sexuality, but its very 
identity is entirely determinad by these events. 
Lacan reiterates this point, translating it into 
more recognizably semiotic terms; he asserts that 
the signifying activities of both the unconscious 
and the pre-conscious are centered in the Oedipal 
experience, and that the Western symbolic order 
derives its coherence from the phallus or paternal 



signifier. (130-131) 

The most important influence in the early development of 

the human subject, regardless of biological sex, is that of 

the parent who nourishes the child, who performs, in effect, 

the work of mothering. The most important loss/castration 

sustained by the subject is therefore that of separation from 

the body of the mother. That event constitutes a profound 

lack in a narration inscribed by lack throughout the subject's 

history. The infant-in-utero experiences itself as whole and 

sufficient unto itself. The history of the subject after 

parturition narrates an attempt to return to that state 

without lack, where al1 needs were met before demand, and al1 

binary oppositions non-existent, a state of absolute 

plenitude. After parturition, when desire attempts to 

accommodate lack, yet before awareness of the other which 

institutes object relations, the subject receives pleasure 

through objects it perceives as part of itself: the mother's 

gaze and voice, the breast, faeces, whatever augments and 

sustains its well-beingO2 These not-yet-ob jectif ied 

reifications, little signifiers of pleasure, function later as 

narrative traces, figurations of desire which metaphorically 

' See The Subject of ~emiotfcs  (New York: Oxford UP, 
1983), 130-131. This complex process is explained brilliantly 
in the chapter on "The S~bject.~. 

* 1 focus on the mother as the parent most likely to 
nourish the infant in Western culture. In fact, the child is 
indebted to the caregiver who fulfils its needs, regardless of 
sex.  



and metonymically point towards plenitude. These traces, 

which the infant initially understands as emanating from 

itself, are rather mediated by an (ex)centric nourisher, 

usually the mother, who Freud understands as the powerful pre- 

oedipal phallic mother and source of al1 pleasure. 

With the advent of the Lacanian-designated mirror stage, 

however, the subject loses its self as source of pleasure and 

becomes a split subject, separated from its own desires. The 

mirror stage, which inaugurates the subject into the Imaginary 

(Lacan's te-) is congruent w i t h  the oedipal stage and 

continues to signify after the subject's entry into language. 

It marks the point of departure from the self as autoerogenous 

to the self as plural. When the subject sees itself mirrored 

for the first tirne, it perceives itself as split, as both self 

and other. The mirror ref lects an ideal that ushers in the 

f irst comprehension of other/opposition --the 1 and the not-1, 

a recognition which is, for Lacan, also a mis-recognition. As 

Silverman explains, 

As a consequence of the irreducible distance which 
separates the subject from its ideal r&flection, it 
entertains a profoundly ambivalent relationship to 
that reflection. It loves the coherent identity 
which the mirror provides. However, because the 
image remains external to it, it also hates that 
image. (Subject of Seaiotics 159) 

Silverman moreover comprehends the mirror stage as 

culturally mediated and therefore within the symbolic order, 

a point which argues convincingly against biological 



determinism. 

The mirror stage, then, separates the child from the 

enceinte constituted by the mother-child dyad, and inaugurates 

the Imaginary which, again according to Silverman, conplements 

the sy~nbolic.~ Further identifications by the subject may 

remain, to a greater or lesser extent, coeval with identity 

and loss, reminiscent of both pleasure and deprivation linked 

through the metaphorical and metonymical slippages and 

Figurations of language to the materna1 space on the margins 

of signification. If the oedipal paradigm is not 

wsuccessf ullyw5 traversed, the sub ject remains under the 

influence of the ~maginary/mirror, caught in her own 

narcissistic gaze. 

The oedipal àrama is activated with the intrusion of the 

llCareful scrutiny of M e  account given to us of the 
mirror stage reveals undeniable traces of cultural 
intervention, most notably in the tern 'ideal' by means of 
which Lacan qualifies the pronoun 1 ,Ideal' is a term 
which has meaning only in a system of values. It indicates 
that social noms play an important role in the mirror stage, 
and that the child8s identity is from the very beginning 
culturally mediatedm (Subject ofsemiotics 158). 
~ilvhan's insistence on cultural mediation means that the 

female subject is always and already inscribed in language. 
Moreover, her emphasis on the cultural foregrounds the 
importance of literacy and literature in the construction of 
the Imaginary. The character of Emma Bovary, as Silverman 
points out, exemplifies the way this process works. 

"The two registers complement each other: the symbolic 
establishes the differences which are such an essential part 
of cultural existence, and the imaginary makes it possible to 
discover correspondences and homologiesm (Sub jec t  of 
Semiotics 159). 

Success here denotes success within the patriarchal 
order. 



father into the mother/child dyadic site. His coming 

signifies yet another distance and displacement of the subject 

from its own source of pleasure, for the father represents 

culture and the law that governs the patriarchal nuclear 

family paradigm. The f iat "thou shalt not possess the mother" 

infonns the incest taboo, upon which patriarchal civilization 

is predicatedm6 The penalty for breaking the taboo is 

castration/lack/loss of the phallus/penis which is, for Lacan, 

the primary signifier around which sexualization i s  ordered. 

The reward for obeying the law of the father is phallic power 

embodied in/through the penis of the biological father and the 

promise of a subject position in the social order which, for 

the male, translates into the father position. As a reward 

for good behaviour the male is petnitted, no+ his own mother, 

but a mother substitute, one who represents materna1 

signification. For the male sub ject , then, oedipalization 

represents a recognition of the threat of castration as a 

barrier to sexual ownership of the mother, acceptance of a 

subject position analogoua to the biological father's, and an 

awareness that the female/mother, hitherto conceptualized as 

potent, is in fact the embodiment of lack and therefore the 

bearer not of phallic power but of children. 

The scenario for the f emale subject dif fers considerably 

See Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Elementary Structures of 
Kinship ,  ad., Rodney Needham, trans., James Harle Bell, and 
John Richard von Sturmer (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969) , for 
the anthropological account that has become so influential in 
recent literary criticism. 



from that prescribed for the male. She too is subjected to 

the law of the father, but with the assimilation of the incest 

taboo she incorporates the concept of her own 

dephallicization/lack which translates as an awareness of 

herself as already castrated. Like the male, she must abandon 

the mother, but in doing so she chooses as her love object not 

homogeneity but alterity; her desire must cathect towards the 

male, whose penis represents phallic potency. She therefore 

takes up a subject position culturally coded as Peminine, with 

al1 the semiotic baggage that heterosexuality requires in 

Western patriarchal culture. In this concept lies the 

significance of Simone de Beauvoir's precept that none is not 

born a woman, one becomes onen (Marks and de Courtivron 7). 

The focal point in the oedipal drama, the one on which 

theories of semral division rests, isthe castration complex. 

For Juliet Mitchell, 

the issue of female sexuality always brings us 
back to the question of how the human subject is 
constituted. In the theories of Freud that Lacan 
xedeploys, the distinction between the sexes 
brought about by the castration complex and the 
different positions that must subsequently be taken 
up confirns that the subject is split and the 
object lost. (Mitchell and Rose 25) 

However, the female subject does not labour under the 

threat crf penile castration and therefore does not suffer from 

the same intensity of castration anxiety as does the male. 

Her relationship to the mother is not mediated by the law of 

the father to as excessive an extent. She is, as it were, 

culturally permitted access to a relationship with the 



mother/maternal denied the male subject; while her desire is 

conditioned towards alterity, there remains a considerable 

amount of uncathected harking bacR towards the maternal space, 

oedipalization notwithstanding. 

Like the male's, female subjectivity depends on a 

recognition of the paternal signifier, the phallus, as that 

which structures access to acculturation. However, as 

Jacqueline Rose explicates, 

... sexual difference is constructed at a price ... it 
involves subjection to a law vhich exceeds any 
natural or biological division. The concept of the 
phallus stands for that subjection, and for the way 
in which women are very precisely implicated in its 
process. (Mitchel and Rose 26) 

In other words, to speak is to subject oneself (be spoken 

by) language that is phallus-dominated, to imbricate oneself 

in a syiabolic order which itself signifies the acceptance of 

lack, encodes desire without f ulf ilment, and posits the mother 

as impotent. Al1 access to the lBrealn is lost in the 

symbolic, including the powerful phallic mother, but without 

that realn there is no subjectivity. To take up a position 

within culture is, for most women, t o  assume a position in the 

social order as feminine with attendant loss of the powerful 

pre-oedipal maternal position. 

Yet since speech is a mandatory part of subjectivity, the 

moment the pronoun Va is spoken, the elements of desire are 

repressed, available only through the reading of dreams, 

linguistic lapses, and writing, particularly fictional texte. 

Catherine Belsey encapsulates the signiiicance of 
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speaking/witing for the subject in language. 

To swunarize very briefly what in Lacan is a 
complex and elusive theory, entry into the symbolic 
order liberates the child into the possibility of 
social relationships; it also reduces its 
helplessness ta the extent that it is now able to 
articulate its needs in the form of demands. But 
at the same time a division within the self is 
constructed. In offering the child the possibility 
of formulating its desires the symbolic order also 
betrays them, since it cannot by definition 
formulate those elements of desire which remain 
unconscious. (w~onst~cting the Subject" 50) 

What is open to the female subject within language, 

however, is even less enticing than M e  rewards that entry 

into the symbolic offers to the male. Certainly within 

feminist discourse it is a truism that the ferninine position 

lacks potency, that signification for the female includes the 

internalization of the characterietics less privileged than 

those accruing to the male in patriarchal culture. Again 

according to Belsey, 

with the taking up of the *IW in language, the 
subject learns to recognize iteelf in a series of 
subject-positions ('he8, or 'she', 'boy8 or 'girl8, 
and so on) which are in the positions from which a 
discourse is intelligible to itself and others. 
(@'Constructing the Subjectw 5 0 )  

When, for a female, the available positions are "sheW and 

@@girl' the difficulty becomes apparent, and the enticement of 

the Imaginary, as a place where power may be (mista2enly) 

repossessed, becomes comprehensible. 

These "optionsN for women are no+ only comprehensible but 

foregrounded in language by women writers of the gothic who 

document, through narrativity, the struggles, tensions and 



contradictions inherent in female oedipalization. As 

collectively admitted by Kahane, Garner and Sprengnether in 

their pref ace to The (M)other Tongue, 

on the whole, oedipally organized narrative (as 
well as interpretation) that is based on the 
determining role of the father and of patriarchal 
discourse tells a different story from preoedipal 
narrative, which locates the source of movement and 
conflict in the figure of the mother. (10) 

Freud himself recognized the female as an unwilling 

participant in the oedipal ârama. In his essay on 

îo~emininityw he states that, 

The castration complex prepares for the Oedipus 
complex instead of destroying it; the girl is 
driven out of her attachment to her mother through 
the influence of her envy for the penis and she 
enters the Oedipus situation as though into a haven 
of refuge. In the absence of fear of castration 
the chief motive is lacking which leads boys to 
surmount the Oedipus complex. Girls remain in it 
for an indeterminate length of tirne; they demolish 
it late and, even then, incompletely. (29) 

It is Feninist discourse, however, that offers a 

plurality of positions regarding female desire and its 

manifestations in language. Soma of this theory foregrounds 

the negative oedipus complex, named but not developed by Freud 

in his essay on "Fernale Sexualityn where he temarks that, 

". . . the f emale only reaches the normal positive Oedipus 

situation after she has surmounted a period before it that is 

governed by the negative complexn (226). It is this theory 

that 1 privilege for my textual readings. 

Kaja Silverman situates the negative oedipus conplex in 

Freud's *The Ego and the Idn in the passage that states: 



One gets the impression that the simple Oedipus 
complex is by no means its commonest form but 
rather represents a simplification of 
schematization which, to be sure, is often enough 
justified for practical purposes. Closer study 
usually discloses the more complete Oedipus 
complex, which is twof old, positive and negative, 
and is due to the bisexuality originally present in 
children. (Acoustic Mfrror 120) 

She further goes on to priorithe the importance of the 

negative oedipus complex for the female subject within 

language, which is to posit female desire for the mother as 

part and parce1 of Female subjectivity within the social 

order. In as much as castration is certainly as symbolic for 

female acculturation as it is for male, 1 concur with her 

thoroughly plausible statement that, 

... desire for the mother is in i t ia ted  only through 
symbolic castration, Le., only through the entry 
into language. It is, after a l l ,  impossible for 
either subject to enter into desire until 
linguistic inunersion, since it is only through the 
consolidation of the signifier that the lack 
necessary to desire0s functioning is opened up, and 
that the object a s  such both cornes into view and 
sli s beyond the subject0s reach. (Acoustf c Mirror P 122 ) 

Moreover, s i iveman goes on to conceptualize language as 

the site where the oedipus complex is situated, which 

explains, for me, why the novel so persistently demarcates the 

oedipal paradigm as plot. 1 camot overemphasize the 

importance of understanding the part the oedipal complex, in 

al1  its mise-en-scenes, plays in culture and the codes of 

See The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in 
Psychoanelysf s and Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1988) , 
210-225, for a full account of Silverman8s theory vis-a-vis 
this complex. 



representation that speak us. Recognizing the powerful forms 

that structure our reality, our text on and in the world, goes 

a long way towards facilitating an understanding of how 

patriarchy (re)produces those structures and, consequently, 

clones itself. If the gothic represents a rupture in/from the 

patriarchal order, a blip on the symbolic, then one of the 

ways it does so is through its figurations of the maternal in 

these women-authored texts, since women represent the 

imperfectly sexualized subject(s) most likely to mite under 

the influence of the negative oedipus complex. 

The wpmtetiam of udolpho8 

My reading of the mother function in ~adcliffe~ is 

influenced by the work of both Kaja Silverman and Julia 

Kristeva-the former for her pin-pointing of the importance of 

the negative oedipua complex, the latter for her work on the 

maternal in language as a kind of rhythmic drive that 

interrupts and weakens the symbolic at various textual loci. 

Kristeva locates this process in the force she calls semiotic 

activity and its manifestations in poetic language. In her 

formulation, 

Ann Radcliffe, The Mysterfes of Udolpho, ed. and intro 
by Bonamy Dobreé, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980. Al1 
further references will be to the text of this edi t ion ,  
soietimes referred t o  as Udolpho. 

Montague Summars* affectionate appellation for Ann 
Radcliffe, "Mother Radcliffen (The Gothfc Quest 396), is of 
interest in this context . 



The semiotic activity, which introduces wandering 
or fuzziness into language and, a forteori, into 
poetic language ie, from a synchronie point of 
view, a mark of the workings of drives...and, from 
a diachronie point of view, stems from the 
archaisms of the semiotic body. Before recognizing 
itself as identical in a mirror, and, consequently, 
as signifying, this body is dependent vis-d-vis the 
mother. At the same time instinctual and maternal, 
semiotic processes prepare the future speaker for 
entrance into meaning and signification (the 
symbolic) . . . . Language as symbolic f unction 
constitutes itself at the cost of repressing 
instinctual drive and continuous relation to the 
mother . On the contrary, the unsettled and 
questionable subject of poetic language (for whom 
the word is never uniquely sign) maintains itself 
at the cost of reactivating the repressed 
instinctual , maternal element . (Desire in Lmguage 
136) 'O 

Kristeva thus understands, in poetic language, a 

disruptive drive coming from within the semiotic and imploding 

against the thetic barrier which structures the symbolic. Her 

metaphor for this irruption is incest, in that the semiotic 

represents a violation of the paternal law which propels the 

subject into language and is, therefore, both unspeakable and 

unrepresentable. Furthemore, semiotic activity is focussed 

by the chora,ll itself structured by rhythmic drives 

signifying repressed desire for the maternal. 

On a textual level 

particularly evident in 

the operations of the chora are 

The Mysteries 

'O Both this text and 
trans., Margaret Waller 

her Revol ut ion  
(Colunbia UP, 

elaboration of this theory. 

of Udolpho whose 

in Poetic Laquage ,  
1984) ,  provide an 

l1 Again, see Leon Rudiez8 helpful glossary in the 
introduction to Desfre in Language for a definition of this 
and other of Kristevats terms. 



heroine, Emily St. Aubert, spends a great deal of time both 

composing and reciting poetry. This not only serves to defer 

closure, but also functions as a kind of sexual comforter for 

the heroine acconpanied, as it frequently is, by a feeling of 

nzelancholy. Both in The Mysteries of (rdolpho and in The 

~ t a l f a n ,  a suspicious amount of textual space is taken up by 

poetry . If head-notes and the prose-poetic descriptions are 

included, the texts are not concerned with story at all, but 

rather represent disniptive techniques per se, where phallic 

signification gains very little ground. 

Of particular note is the concept that the chora is a 

place of silence--drives do not spealt; they signify in other 

ways, in this case through repression of the phallic/thetic12 

paternal voice which marks oedipal signification. There is, 

in The Mysteries of Udolpho, one poetic utterance composed by 

Emily that, if read as repreeenting the materna1 function, 

speaks a dissatisfaction with the paternal order. Emily, with 

her aunt and Montoni in a villa overlooking the Adriatic, 

sublimates her anxiety by composing laThe Sea-Nymphm ( 179-8 1) , 

a lengthy lyric wherein the poet luxuriates in her power to 

Save ship-wrecked sailots, for which activity she is tied to 

the rocks by Neptune. As a discursive act the poem represents 

an utterance of the seniotic, which itself thematically 

l2 Kristeva associates the thetic phase with the symbolic 
(the law and the father). A detailed analysis of this drive, 
which works in oppositon to, and with, the chora, may be f ound 
in ~evolution in Poetic Language (43-44) . 

29 



manifests the operation of the negative oedipus complex in its 

resistance to the law. In the economy of the text's plot, this 

signifies nothing, since Emily composes and recites to and for 

herself . 
In fact, the many melancholy moods that inspire poetic 

rhetoric in both The Mysteries of Udolpho and The I ta l ian  have 

to do with silence and the signification of nature, not the 

articulation of the patriarchal symbolic which attests to 

acculturation and oedipalization. To Say that female is to 

nature as male is to culture i a staple  of feminist 

disc~urse,'~ and a thematic truism of the female gothic. 

Feminist critic Clare Kahane asserts that, 

Because the mother-woman is experienced as part of 
Nature itself before we learn hot boundaries, she 
traditionally embodies the mysterious not-me world, 
with its unknown forces. Hers is the body awesome 
and powerful, which is both our habitat and our 
prison, and while an infant qradually becomes 
conscious of a limited Other, the mother remains 
imaginatively linked to the realm of Nature, 
figuring the forces of life and death. (336-37) 

~adcliffe~s gothic heroines are spoken to and by nature; 

the maternal/natural voice is heard in the music of the 

sphereo and in the Romantic vistas that interpolate the 

heroine back towards a place where the sound of silence 

signifies materna1 safety and plenitude. f open The Mysteries 

of Udolpho at random and find: 

l3 see, for example, Sherry Ortner s inf luential essay , 
"1s Female t o  Male as Nature 1s to Culture?,* in Women, 
Culture, and Society,  eds., Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo, and 
Louise Laamphare (Stanford: Stanford vP, 1 9 7 4 ) ,  86-97. 



So soothingly beautiful vas the scene around her, 
and so strikingly contrasted the gloomy grandeur of 
those, to which she had long b e n  confined, and to 
the manners of the people, who moved among them, 
that she could almost have fancied herself again at 
La VallBe, and, wondering why Montoni had sent her 
hither, could scarcely believe, that he had 
selected so enchanting a spot for any cruel design. 
(411)  

In fact, the whole movement of Udolpho invokes a 

dialectic on the part of the male towards movement, 

acculturation and symbolic signification and, on the part of 

the female, resistance in the form of silence, naturalization 

and stillness. Although the villain Montoni may be understood 

as the possessor of the phallus (he presides over a kingdom 

within hi8 culture wherein he commands the law and a 

startlingly large military force) , he is nevertheless resisted 
by Emily as having nothing of significance to offer. So, in 

effect, is the hero Valancourt, as are al1 male lovers in the 

female gothic, narrative context to the contrary. No gothic 

heroine wants to marry; she is, au contraire, forced into 

heterosexual bonding by textual practice. Not coincidentally, 

in The Mysteries of üdolpho, Emily speaks her vows against the 

background of a medieval tapestry depicting scenes of w a r .  

Thematically, the person of significance in Udolpho, the 

person who prepares the heroine for the mysteries of paternal 

signification, is neither villain nor lover. It fs, instead, 

Emily*s deceased maternal auntwho signifies maternal presence 

and who passes on the female role in the oedipal paradigm to 

her niece through the veil offered by the servant Dorothée. 



As the text informs us, 

Dorothee, wept again, and then, taking up the veil, 
threw it suddenly over Emily, who shuddered to find 
it wrapped round her, descending even to her feet, 
and, as she endeavoured to throw it off, Dorothée 
entreated that she would keep it on for one 
moment . $1 thouqht,' added she, 'how like you 
would look to my dear mistress in that veil; may 
your life, mam'selle, be a happier one than hersef 
(Udolpho 534) 

The veil, of course, is Lacanese (Lacants tem) for lack,14 

the figure that marks the phallus as an empty signifier, and 

the mother as powerless behind it." 

Materna1 signification in The Italian is figured with 

rather more stress placed on manifest content, l7 though the 

materna1 function, as in Udolpho, also operates in the aporias 

l4 For a concise analysis of Lacants use of the term, see 
Juliet Mitchell and Jacqueline Rose, Ferninine Sexuality: 
Jacques Lacan and the Bcole freudienne, trans. , Jacqueline 
Rose (New York: Norton, 1982), 42-43. 

l5 The veil is ubiquitous in Udolpho. It sequesters the 
rotting wax figure that so terrifies Emily, curtains 
significantportraits, and qenerally functions as both wedding 
gown and shroud. For Claire Kahane, veiling in this novel 
acts as @#a prinary trope for understanding the horror of the 
textw (339). See NThe Gothic Mirror, fi in The (M)other 
Tongue: Bssays in Feminist Psychoanalytical Interpretaton, 
eds., Shirley Nelaor. Gardner et al. (Ithaca: Corne11 UP, 
1988), 334-351. 

l6 Ann Radcliffe, The Italian, (Oxford: Worldts Classic 
Paperback, Oxford University Press, 1968). Al1 future 
references will be to the text of this edition, sometimes 
referred to as Italian. 

17 1 draw attention here to Freud's conceptualization of 
manifest and latent unconscious processes revealed in dreams. 



of the text. The lover Vivaldi, for example, glimpses Ellena 

for the first time when her guardian (an aunt who functions as 

a materna1 figure) slips, actually loses her footing (surely 

an instance of literature fore-closing on theory) so that 

~ivaldi, the third t o m  in this particular oedipal triangle, 

is introduced metaphorically by way of a semiotic stumble. 

The novel's main sub-plot, however, is given over to a 

mother/daughter quest which takes place amid much veiling and 

unveiling and which establishes the mother as a religieuse, 

forced to f ind refuge in a convent to escape the attentions of 

the villainous monk Schedoni, her dead husband's brother. 

This impossibly good mother has an evil doppelganger in the 

person of the Marchesa, mother to the lover Vivaldi. 

fnterestingly enough, it is the bad mother who upholds the 

patriarchal order while the good one warns against it. The 

Marchesa's distaste for her son's alliance with Ellena (she is 

not his class equal) is revealed in the following exchange 

between the Marchesa and her confesser Montoni: 

'...the woman who obtrudes herself upon a family to 
disposses it,' continued the Marchesa, 'deserves a 
punishment nearly equal to that of a state 
crininal, since ehe injures those who best support 
the state. She ought to suf fer. ' Not nearly, but 
quite equal,' interrupted the Confessor, 'she 
deserves.,death!' ( I ta l ian  168) 

This is tantamount to saying that any disruptor of the 

oedipal order is guilty of treachery punishable by the final 

castration which is loss of life. The wonan here is only 

permitted to occupy a position in the social order within a 



strictly prescribed paradigm. 

The shakiness of the oedipal contract-in-process, 

however, may be read in the shadow of incest cast by this and 

other early gothic texts. In The Italian, the attentions paid 

olivia by her brother-in-law ~chedoni, while not strictly 

speaking a violation of the incest taboo, work as a reminder 

that the kinship structures that underlie the patriarchal 

family are subject to change. Illustrative of this is the 

monk's nocturnal v i s i t  to Ellenae s bed-chamber , phallic 
poniard in hand. Though his intent is iaurderous, the passage 

carries a charge erotic enough to support a libidinous 

reading. Gazing at the sleeping girl, Schedoni muses, 

H e r  dress perplexed, it would interrupt the blow, 
and he stooped to examine whether he could turn her 
robe aside, without waking her. As the light 
passed over her face, he perceived that the smile 
had vanished--the visions of her sleep were 
changed, for tears stole from beneath her eye- 
lids, and her features suffered a slight 
convulsion. (Italien 234) 

Concealed in the folds of the gannent Schedoni draws aside is 

a portrait which he reads as representing his own face, so 

that for a while he functions as father both biologically and 

spiritually. With kinship structures so circuitously defined, 

the narration threatens t o  coïlapse upon itself. 

Ellena is, further, protected by textual representations 

of the convent as a valid alternative to signification. In 

fact the good mother, herself a convent resident, symbolically 

proffers the site as, perhaps, one of least linguistic 

resistance. 



After a pause of deep consideration, Olivia said, 
'in every avenue of the convent we are now liable 
to meet some of the nuns; but my veil, though thin, 
has hitherto protected you, and we must hope it may 
still assist your purpose.' ( I t a l i e n  133) 

Although the veil is worn as masquerade, as a disguise for 

fleeing the convent, it may still, nevertheless, function as 

a maternally invested signifier of silent space, for the 

convent, like the country where nature *speaks," demarcates an 

area where dumbness is favoured over discursive practice. 

1 want again to stress the maternal function as painting 

towards silence and, congruently, non-signification. Both The 

I ta l ian and Udolpho encode the heroine as nature orientated, 

and bath present the convent as the space presided over by 

nuns, veiled maternal figures whose discourse is textually 

insignificant. Furthemore, head-notes in The I ta l ian  

highlight the mother's imbrication in the castration complex. 

Leslie Fiedler emphasizes, 

What is this secret sin; this uritold tale, that art 
cannot extract, nor penance cleanse?' asks the 
question quoted from Walpole8s The Mysterious 
Mother by Mrs. Radcliffe in The Italian. The 
answer in the original play is incest-incest of 
brother and sister-bred out of an original incest 
of mother and son--the breath of the prima1 taboo 
which underlines the gothic and motivates its 
plots. (109) l8 

In the gothic, it is as though the mother function serves 

to warn the heroine away from alignmsnt with the symbolic. 

Thematically this is underlined in The Italian when the 

'"he prevalence of mother/daughter desire in the f emale 
gothic points to a latent lesbian sub-text making the incest 
gender-specific, an insight that escapes Fiedler. 



heroinefs marriage is consented to by the biological mother 

only conditionally, pending the recognition of the daughter's 

worth by the Vivaldis, père et fils. 

... she [Olivia] never could consent that her 
daughter should become a member of any family, 
whose principal was either insensible of her value, 
or unwilling to acknowledge it; and that in this 
instance it would be necessary to Vivaldi's 
success, not only that he, but that his father 
should be a suitor; on which condition only, she 
allowed him to hope for her acquiescence. (Italian 
4 10) 

In both novels, then, female oedipalization is 

signif icantly retarded by the mother function in the text. 

The marriagas of Ellena and Emily are facilitated more by a 

need to confornr to the mechanics of patriarchal closure than 

by desire as imbedded in textual practice. 

vil let td9 

Villette is not a gothic novel in the traditional sense. 

It dispenses with much of the supernatural machinery, there is 

no villain comparable to either Montoni or Schedoni, and the 

protagonist possesses a degree of insight into the nature of 

her quest for subjectivity in excess of more traditional 

gothic heroines. Nevertheless it contains enough gothic 

elements for at least two critics of the genre ta have 

Charlotte Brontë, Villette 1853 (Harmondsworth, 
Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1979). Al1 future references will 
be to the text of this edition. 



analyzed it extensively. 

It is particularly useful for its thematization of the 

female search for signification, wherein Lucy Snowefs 

examination of the subject positions available to women 

incisively demonstrates the dangers adhering to the female 

vis-&-vis patriarchy, and the ways in which subjects are 

always and already spoken by culture, Furthemore, although 

the tex t  mocks the figure of the n u  as one of the gothic's 

central tropes, it does so in a way that imbricates her as 

inimical to the workings of the oedipal paradigm-a maternal 

function hindering subjectivity. 

There are no biological mothers in this text, and few 

good mothers at all, at least in the sense of role-models for 

the quester. Orphaned Lucy Snowe is isolated from the family 

paradigm; the only person who night serve as a maternal figure 

is her goàmother Louisa ~retton," who is textually situated 

in the place of pre-oedipal plenitude, before the rupture of 

difference initiated by laquage. Unlike the shipwreck 

figurations that tellingly open and close Lucy's narration, 

Lucy recollects that "tirne always flowed smoothly for me at my 

godmother8s s ide:  not with tumultuous swiftness, but blandly, 

" Both Ellen Moerst Literary Women and Judith Wilt's 
Ghosts of the Gothic: Aust in ,  Miot and Lawrence (Princeton: 
Princeton UP, 1980), privilege Villette as a gothic text. 

*' In one of the many instances illustrating the gothic's 
penchant for recycling the same names, 1 note that Louisa 
Bretton shares her Christian name with yet another mother 
figure in the novels under discussion, Louisa Delacourt of 
Margaret Atwood's Lady O r a c l e .  



like the gliding of a full river through a plaing* (62). Lucy 

herself, in fact, encourages a reading of her early years as 

though they constituted a pleasant voyage, a period of placid 

childhood undisturbed by the traumas of signification, 

although the passage where she does so abounds in tongue-in- 

cheekiness. Responding to an imaginary reader's imaginary 

question, Lucy affirms, 

... 1 will permit the reader to picture me, for the 
next eight years, as a bark slumbering through 
halcyon weather, in a harbour still as glass-the 
steersman stretched on M e  little deck, his face up 
to heaven, his eyes closed: buried, if you will, 
i n  a long prayer. A great many women and girls are 
supposed to pass theit lives something in that 
fashion; why not 1 with the test? (Vi l le t te  9 4 )  

The fact that the Lucy bark has no steersperson speaks, 

of course, the opposite of quietude. Friendless, homeless and 

economically disadvantaged, Lucy's voyage is fraught with 

obstacles to subjectivity, not the least of which is 

linguistic inaccessibility. Tony Tanner tellingly notes in 

his introduction that none crucial factor in Lucy's extreme 

isolation is that she i a  for a long time out of her own 

language, indeed out of language itself (42) . 
Lucy exists, then, i n  a kind of liminal state, which is 

rather more analogous to the Imaginary than to the symbolic 

(although her several attempts to establish identity through 

the use of the mirror results only in a series of spectral 

reflections). Lucy's awareness of her shifting status as a 

female signifier in search of a subject position may be read 

in her response to Ginevra Fanshaw8s irritating attempts to 



place her in the social order. 

' B u t  are you anybody?, persevered she, pushing her 
hand, in spite of me, under my a m ;  and that a m  
pressed itself with inhospitable closeness against 
my side, by way of keeping out the intruder. 
Yes, I said, 1 am a rising character: once an 
old lady's companion, then a nursery governess, now 
a school-teacher . (Villette 394) 

It is the problematical (et least to Lucy) figure of 

Madame Beck (herself, interestingly enough, the mother of a 

daughter Desirée) who activates (beckons, if you will) Lucy's 

thwarted desire for signification. Lucy does not like Madame 

Beck, but she yearns for her position in the social order, and 

respects her competency. Cunningly, she notes the marks of 

phallic authority apparent in Madame Beck8s modus operandi 

and, coding them accurately as masculine, rejects them as 

inappropriate for herself. However, the text credits Madame 

Beck with ushering Lucy into a position of phallic potency in 

a passage that, for this reader, is startlingly illustrative 

of the oedipal dynamic. 

At that instant, she [Madame Beck] did not Wear a 
woman8s aspect, but rather a man's power of a 
particular kind strongly limned itself in al1 her 
traits, and that power was . not my kind of power; 
neither sympathy , nor congeniality , nor submission, 
were the emotions it awakened. 1 stood-not 
soothed, nor won, nor overwhelmed. It seemed as if 
a challenge of strength between opposing gifts was 
given, and 1 suddenly felt al1 the dishonour of my 
diffidence-al1 the pusillanimity of my slackness 
to aspire. 

'Will you,, she said, ,go backward or fornard?, 
indicating with her hand, first, the small door of 
communication with the dwelling-house, and then the 
great double portals of the classes of 
schoolrooms . 
'En avant,, 1 said. (Villette 141) 



This is the phallic and powerful mother writ large whon 

Lucy, sly observer of the social scene that she is, 

rejects/abject~,~ as if aware that signification, which 

entails bonding with the male, and the begetting of a male 

child, is missing in Madane Beck (whose daughters connote 

lack)? Lucy repains, then, bereft of a modal whose position 

within the social order is one she may herself access. 

Moreover, Madame Beck is Lucy's rival for Monsieur Paul, 

a position which places her firmly as the maternal figure in 

the oedipal paradigm. In one remarkable passage, she is 

revealed as both rival and empty f ive-behind-the-veil, which 

links het, appropriately enough, again with the pre-phallic 

mother who must be overcome. Lucy, in a brief assumption of 

power, states, 

Two minutes 1 stood over Madame, feeling that the 
whole woman was in my power, because in some moods, 
such as the present-in some stimulated states of 
perception like that of this instant-her mask and 
her domino, were to me a mere network of 
reticulated holes; and 1 saw underneath a being 
heartless, self -indulgent and ignoble. (Villette 
544) 

Not a good mother, then, but a terrible mother, Madame 

Beck stands revealed as the wielder of power inhibiting Lucy's 

search for signification, and, moreover, one who in Lucy's 

" See Julia misteva's Powers of Horror: An Essay on 
Abjection, trans., Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia UP, 
1982) for a full account of abjection and the maternal. 
Madame Walravens represents another abjected mother. 

Freudian theory requires that the mother produce a son 
in lieu of the missing phallus. See Silverman, The S u b j e c t  of 
Semiotics (143) . 



imagination is habituated rather like a nun, thus 

foregrounding the convent as another (unacceptable) site for 

signification. 

Nuns in this text have the power to frighten Lucy from 

the moment she enters Villette and the Pensionnat de 

Demoiselles presided over by Madame Beck. H e r e  the spectral 

nun appears amid the gothic terrors of the gamet, and again 

in the garden in connection with letters, linguistic 

passports to patriarchy sent like messages from the symbolic 

to the deprived Lucy. The nun's initial appearance occurs 

when Lucy is reading her precious letter from Graham Bretton; 

her second coming coincides with Lucy's burial of these 

letters. The letter connection, of course, marks a link with 

signification; subjectivity requires-in fact is contingent 

upon-the acquisition and manipulation of letters as 

languagea, and it is no accident that fluency in speech cornes 

to Lucy with her successful traversa1 of the oedipal triangle. 

Although Madame Beck and the ghostly nun are not thematically 

connected, the text establishes them as paradigmatically 

linked in Lucy's disclaimer, on first seeing Madame Beck, 

that, "No ghost stood beside me, nor anything of spectral 

aspect, merely a motherly, dunipy little woman, in a large 

shawl, a wrapping-gown, and a clean, t r i m  night-capqD (127). 

See, for example, Jacques Lacan's 'The Insistance of 
the Letter in the Unconscious, in Modern C r i t i c i s m  and 
Theory: A Reader, ed., David Lodge (London: Longman, 1988), 
79-108. 



Hard upon the heels of Lucy's recognition of Madame Beck 

as a rival cornes the break-through in the park, stimulated, 

appropriately enough, by the affects of a d N g  administered by 

Madame Beck. Slipping ( like the elusive signifier " ~ o m a n ~ ~ )  

through a gap in the fence, the text enacts Lucyr s break- 

through from the ~maginary to the symbolic. O f  the space of 

slippage, Lucy observes, 

A man could not'have made his way through that 
aperture, nor could a stout woman, perhaps not 
Madame Beck; but 1 thought 1 might: 1 fancy 1 
should like to try, and once within, at this h o u  
the whole park would be mine--the moonlight, 
midnight park! (Villette 547) 

Once within the park, the discourse of the other 

characters becomes available (butnot yet accessible) to Lucy. 

The nun manqu6, ~ustine-Marie, hitherto thought by Lucy to be 

M. Paul's fiancée, and thus a barrier to his appropriation by 

Lucy, is deconstructed in yet another oedipally significant 

encounter marked by Lucy with the words, @@It is over. The 

moment and the nun are corne. The crisis and the revelation 

are passedg@ (562). The nun is revealed as no barrier to the 

symbolic after all, and it is this realization that empowers 

Lucy in her encounter with the nun of the attic. Returning to 

her dormitory in the pension, she narrates, 

My head reeled, for by the faint night-lamp 1 saw 
stretched on my bed the old phantom--the Nun. . .Wam 
from the illuminations, and music, and thronging 
thousands, thoroughly lashed up by a new scourge, 
1 defied spectra. In a moment, without 
exclamation, 1 had rushed on the hàunted couch; 
nothing leaped out, or sprang, or stirred; al1 the 
movement was mine, so was al1  the life, the 
reality, the substance, the force; as my instinct 



felt, 1 tore her up--the incubus! 1 shook her 
loose-the mystery! and d o m  she fell--dom al1 
around me--dom in shreds and fragments-and 1 
trode upon her. (Villette 569) 

Flushed with her victory over this displaced terrible 

mother, Lucy then turns to the 'rea18 obstacle to desire, 

Madame Beck, and demolishes her with the help of Monsieur 

Paul, whose 'Femme! sortez d 1 'instant! ' suggests he has a 

crisis of his own. With @@the haunted couchgg and pre- 

linguistic female space behind her, Lucy is free to articulate 

desire vis-à-vis Monsieur Paul in a passage remarkable for its 

analyst/analysand connotations: 

'I.want to tell you something,' 1 said; '1 want to 
tell you all! ' 
'Speak, Lucy; came near; speak. Who prizes you if 
1 do not? Who is your friend, if not Emmanuel? 
Speak ! ' 
I spoke. Al1 leaped from my lips. 1 lacked not 
words now; fast 1 narrated; fluent 1 told my tale; 
it streamed on my tongue. (Villette 590-91) 

The text, however, speaks otherwise than to/for the 

stability of the heterosexual encounter. Aqainst the Ighappily 

ever a f t e P  of one ending i s  figured the shipwreck, 

forecasting the death of Monsieur Paul and inviting reader 

response . My own feminist reading practice welcomes an 

interpretation whereby, having achieved symbolic merit, Lucy 

Snowe eludes narrative closure/marriage with her 'hereticf 

See the notes to this edition for Brontë's refusal of 
closure and the response of her contemporaries. 



writerly text." She speaks a desire that interpolates my 

own; we are all, when al1 is fun) said and (un)done, oedipal 

wrecks . 
The space occupied by the chora in this text, that other 

inhibiter of narrativity and, congruently, signification, is 

signif ied by both nature and the convent, places that, like 

the parallel spaces in Radcliffe's texts, are inarticulate. 

Lucy is not without the samiotic ability to decode nature- 

witness her Veading" of the west wind--and, though she 

prefers city to country living space, it is the cityts s i l e n t  

spaces that attract her--al1 of which attests to a proclivity 

for the maternal. Nature as substitute lover is 

anthropomorphized in the passage where Lucy ruminates, 

On sllmmer nornings 1 used to rise early, to enjoy 
them alone; on summer eveninge, to linger solitary, 
to keep tryst with the riaing moon, or taste one 
kiss of the evening breeze, or fancy rather than 
feel the freshness of dew descending. (Villette 
173) 

Nature, for Lucy, takes the place of the good and/or 

natural mother the text does not provide. She is, moreover, 

approved in her choice'of marginalized space by Madame Beck, 

who seems to find it appropriate that her employee/protege& be 

2" For an explanation of the writerly/readerly text, see 
Terry Eagleton's L i t e r a z y  Theory: An Introduction (oxf ord: 
Basil Blackwell, 1983), 137-39. 

My thanks to Juliet llower MacConnell from whose essay 
llOedipus Wrecks: Lacan, Stendhal, and the Narrative Form of 
the Real," in Lacan and Narration: The Psychoanalytic 
Difference in Narrative Theory, ed., Robert Con Davis (New 
York: Frederick Ungar, 1983), 910-940, 1 borrowed this happy 
pun . 



indexed with the natural realm. Mother Nature (like Madame 

Beck) both incites and stills desire; she wraps Lucy in 

melancholy and threatens to ovewhelm her. Lucy recalls (in 

tranquillity) that, g@.m.whatever could excite--certain 

accidents of the weather, for instance, were almost dteaded 

by me, because they woke the being 1 was always lulling, and 

stirred up a craving I could net satisfyW (175). 

Nature, in a way, functions as a prelinguistic substitute 

for language-certainly in Lucy's statementthat thunder spoke 

"such an ode as language never delivered to man--'@ (176). 

Moreover, the arriva1 of letters/language in the form of 

billet-doux invading her "naturalm space marks the natural 

realm as a linguistic crucible. 

Again, it is nature that drives Lucy out of the school 

during the vacation and, in a textual conflation linking 

nature with the convent, leads her to the Catholic church and 

the ministrations of Père Silas but for whom she might, 

l9instead of writing this heretic narrative, be counting my 

.beads in the ce11 of a certain Carmelite convent on the 

Boulevard of Crécy in Villette" (325). Materna1 space again 

forecloses on signification, particularly as nature colludes 

with the church by sending the storm that causes Lucy to lose 

her way, "pitch headlong down an abyssN (236) and surface at 

her godmotherOs house--a full circle demarcating materna1 



enceinte.*' I t  is here where the outer, "real" world is heard 

"only like murmurs and a lullabyn (255) that the text invites 

a reading of the  Bretton house as a place in s i t u ,  analogous 

to the womb. 

Finally though, it is the moon that holds the place of 

privileged, non-sentient materna1 signifier in the text." 

Lucy links this female-coded symbol to the Imagination, in 

opposition to reason, whose plenitude exceeds configuration in 

the '#realW. "A dwelling thou hast, too wide for walls, too 

high for dome--a temple whose floors are space-rites whose 

rnysteries transpire in presence, to the kindling, the harmony 

of worldsn (308) . 1 t is the moon that illuminates the park at 
midnight; in fact it is her mirrored face in the fountain that 

Lucy steals out to meet. %nidst the glare, and hurry, and 

throng, and noise, 1 still secretly and chiefly longed to corne 

on that circular mirror of crystal, and surprise the moon 

glassing therein her pearly frontmM (551) .  

This lure of the materna1 Imaginary realm marks Lucy8s 

uneasy alliance with the symbolic. It  is a dis/ease that 

operates throughout the text, culminating in the final 

metaphor that (ship)wrecks the marriage of Lucy and M. Paul. 

28 See Ellen Moers remarks on Villette as a matriarchal 
realm in Literary Women ( 230 ) .  

29 Merricat, in We Have AZways Lived in the Cas t l e ,  also 
privileges the moon as a place of safety. 

Further analyses of the mirror trope will be found in 
rny chapter on madness. 



It is a warning trope, perhaps even a kind of curse on gothic 

daughters who, like Lucy, dare to challenge the law of the 

f athers . 

Margaret Atwood's gothic parodic text explicitly locates 

the- mother at the heart of the female gothic. It is in this 

text that the mother's locus in the fmaginary vis-à-vis the 

mirror is most overtly thematized. Lady Oracle may, in fact, 

be read entirely as a looking-glass war between worlds, the 

Imaginary and the symbolic. Heroine Joan Foster problematizes 

the mother/daughter relationship as the one that inf orms the 

whole of female psychic and symbolic life. 

The gothic text is nothing if not about the female fears 

and anxieties surrounding oedipalization. In Lady Oracle we 

have a text in which the female search for signification 

results in a plurality of positions among which the heroine 

must choose, for again the protagonist is multi-selved, 

another *'sub ject-in-process on trial. a Furthemore, 

anxiety is thematized in this text by means of the mise-en- 

abyme. As Louisa K. Delacourt, Joan Foster writes costume 

gothic novels wherein the traditional gothic heroine always 

Margaret Atwood, Lady Oracle (Toronto : Bantam 
Ltd./McClelland and Stewart, 1976). Al1 future references 
will be to the text of this edition, sometimes referred to as 
Oracle . 

For an explanation of this term, see Catherine Belsey, 
Critical Practice (London: Methuen, 1980), 90-92. 



gets her man. In these texts, closure stimulates desire as 

tepetition; as a victim of the return of the repressed, Joan 

re-creates in countless novels the traditional gothic (and 

oedipally correct) plots. However, she also mites Lady 

Oracle, a text that documents, in heavily mythic imagery, her 

attachment to the mother. Interestingly enough it is this 

later text that leads Joan to an understanding of the mother 

function in her own life, and her own complicitous involvement 

in this bond that, if unbroken, leaves her in bondage to the 

mother whose realm is the Imaginary. 

Joangs mother functions as both the good and bad mother 

of psychological discourse. 33 She is complicitous in the 

traumatizing mothball episode, where the pre-adolescent Joan, 

fat and ungainly, is persuaded to dance as a mothball to the 

confusion of other little girls costuned as butterflies and 

therefore already well on their way to nnormal" femininity. 

The incident, while horribly ego-crushing for Joan, may be 

read as her mother8s way of protecting her daughter from the 

very real perils of feminization. Furthemore although the 

mother bewails Joants obesity, Joan later suspects her of 

leaving desserts around on purpose, the better to tempt her 

daughter into an adiposity that threatens to block 

33 For a brief and concise summary of factors involved in 
representations of the good/bad mother ses E. Ann Kaplan, 
Motherhood and Representation: The Mother in Popular Culture 
and Representation (London: Routledge, 1992) , 27-56. The 
split i s  grounded, of course, in Christianity, with Eve and 
Mary representing the oppositional poles. 



signification. Joan herself tecognizes that the female body 

in excess serves as protection from unwelcome attentions by 

men. When she loses weight she becomes aware of herself as, 

in a way, castrated, because no longer powerful. *It was on 

these bus trips," she states, "that 1 first discovered there 

was something missing in me. This lack came from having been 

fat; it was like being without a sense of pain, and pain and 

fear are protective, up to a pointw (139). 

Joan does not, in fact, leave the maternal place of 

plenitude (home here signifies a well-stocked fridge) until 

her mother Vook a paring knife from the kitehen counter-1 

had been using it to spread cottage cheese on my RyKrisp-and 

stuck it into my a m ,  above the elboww (124) . She is, 

however, as a result of this cutting/castrating incident, 

driven out of the maternal place, only to exacerbate her 

identity crisis in a series of wildly comic heterosexual 

relationships. 

Meanwhile, in and out of dreams, she is haunted by the 

image of her mother-in-the-mirror, a fact she literalizes in 

gothic terms. Like Radcliffe's Emily, and like the heroines 

of her own costume gothics, Joan metaphorically wears the 

image of her mother "around [her] neck like a rotting 

albatross" (215) . This icon of the mother is monstrous, pre- 
oedipal, phallic and very, very fenale, which explains Joanfs 

own need to present herself to the men in her life as 

powerless, a @'ferninine" woman unable to function without male 



validation. 

Yet al1 this time the monster/mother functions also as 

the powerless mother, one, in fact, who seems to want to 

retard Joan8s oedipal progress on the grounds that patriarchy 

is no place for a lady. It is Joan8s recognition of her 

mother as non-phallic victim that equips Joan for 

signification by reminding her constantly of the castrated 

status of traditional women in patriarchy. 

Joan8s first glimpse of her mother as victim occurs after 

the latter's death, when, looking through old photographs in 

an attempt to imagine her past, she comes upon one of her 

mother w i t h  several young men whose heads have been carefully 

razored out of  the snapshot: "there was only my mother, young 

and pretty, laughing gaily at the camera, clutching the arms 

of her headless menmf (180). Joan reconstructs her mother8s 

castrating rage Y as stemning from a sense of powerlessness 

and betrayal at being subjected to a social order which 

embalms her i n  plastic-shrouded tomb from which there was 

no exitfq (180) . Congruent with her mother's death and her own 

re/cognition of the materna1 as powerless, Joan loses her 

ability t o  write the lies about femininity that structure her 

costume gothics. wFor a while after my mother8s death 1 

couldn8t write. The old plots no longer interested me and a 

new one wouldn't do" (180). Yet Joan is not yet ready to 

Y The removal of the head is particularly significant in 
language theory: the male mouth is one source of patriarchal 
fiat-by-language, 

50 



tell her own herstory, which would involve signification in 

the symbolic through a recognition of herself as always and 

already castrated sub j ect separated f rom the pawerf ul mother . 
For her story to end in the patriarchally prescribed way, Joan 

has to assimilate maternal loss, including loss of phallic 

potency, something her childhood image of the mother as all- 

powerful has not enabled her to do. 

Later, JoanOs mother appears as a kind of 1940fs Gibson 

girl, wearing the signifiers of constructed femininity, "a 

t r i m  navy-blue suit w i t h  the tight waist and shoulder pads, 

and her white hat and glasses. Her face was made up, she d 

drawn a bigger mouth around her mouth, but the shape of her 

own mouth s h o w e d  throughm (330) .3s Like Lacan's petit objet 

3,  the mother8s sorrowing mouth (and its inability to utter 

sounds) represents the impossibility of fulfilled desire for 

the mother, and it is signif icant that in the last scene where 

the mother appears, she is separated from Joan by a pane of 

glass. 

After her motherrs death, Joan is unable to keep her 

gothic plots free of her own unchannelled desires. The 

characters blend into each other; humour takes over and 

threatens to deconstruct the plot; hitherto safe subject 

35 The emphasis on the nouth, like the scissoring out of 
the heads in the snapshots, represents an unconscious attempt 
to foreground the organ of speech. 

Lacan designates as petit objet B those signifiers 
which substitute for the lost maternal body. See Eagleton 
(168). 



positions begin to appear not only insecure but boring-al1 

the signifiers become displaced. In an effort to find her own 

psychic balance, Joan t U n s  to automatic writing mediated by 

a mirror. Through this practice a character emerges whose 

likeness to the internalized and powerful phallic mother Joan 

is eventually forced to recognize. "She lived under the earth 

somewhere, or inside something, a cave or a huge building; 

sometimes she was on a boat. She was enormously powerful, 

almost like a goddess, but it was an unhappy powerw (224) . 
Eventually Joan comes to understand and interpret this figure 

as the mother she has spent her life repressing. 

(Significantly, in a move that foreshadows separatfon from 

this mother, Joan fakes suicide by jumping off a boat). 

It isn't, however, until Joan breaks through the looking- 

glass that the power of the pre-oedipal mother is broken, 

releasing the daughter for signification in her own right. 

Interestingly enough, the break-through is again associated 

with symbolic castration, a re-play of Hans Christian 

Andersen's "The Little Mermaidm involving the threat of loss 

of mobility through walking on broken glass (and, not 

incidentally, the removal of the tongue. nHow,lf wails Joan, 

%ould 1 escape now, on my cut feet?" (336) , which, of course, 
is precisely the point. Like the mermaid who paid the price 

for a place in the social order with symbolic castration, Joan 

loses the desire to escape signification through the mediation 

of the mother whose own life within bourgeois marriage 



represents loss of desire. 1 read the motherOs act as a kind 

of materna1 legacy; having done everything in her power to 

inhibit her daughter8s oedipalization, she stages a castration 

mise-en-scene . 
Following the encounter with the mother Joan finds her 

tongue and is enabled to tell her lutruen story to the reporter 

sent to interview her from the outside/patriarchal world. 

Freed from Imaginaryiis-representations, Joan says, "1 talked 

too much, of course, but 1 was feeling nervous. I guess it 

will make a pretty weird story, once he8s written it; and the 

odd thing is that 1 didn8t tell any lies. Wall, not very 

manyl@ (334). Thus, ironically empowered by castration, Joan 

is able to situate herself on, as it were, the cutting edge of 

discourse. 1 tend, however, to aqree with Linda IIutcheon3' 

who finds this abrupt and brutal closure (Joan8s castrating 

glass shards metonymize into the glass Cinzano bottle with 

which she brains the reporter) a little too pat. Since the 

Imaginary is always with us, existing as a counterpoint to the 

llreal,lt 1 like to imagine the fat and phallic Lady Oracle as 

omnipresent, an on-going force/farce whose capacities for 

disrupting patriarchal narrative remain unimpaired in spite of 

oedipalization. 

In The canadien Postmodern: A Study of Contemporary 
Enqlish-Canadian Fiction (Toronto: Oxford UP, 1988), 147, 
Hutcheon points out that the Joan who claims to have learned 
her lesson is the same mendacious narrator of whose truths we 
have learned to be wary. 



The Baunting of Hill HOUS# 

Shirley Jackson's disturbing text documents more 

unambiguouslythan any gothic novelof my reading acquaintance 

the terrible mother as devouring manster. The text is 

terrifying for tvo reasons: first, because the position of 

daughter in relation to the mother/daughter dyad is so 

relentlessly overdetermined; secondly because it situates the 

daughter hopelessly beyond the pale of signification in a 

paranoid Imaginary realm, exposing precisely what Claire 

Kahane pinpoints as the teal horror of the gothic text, in 

which "the heroine is compelled to resuie a quiescent, 

socially acceptable role or to be destroyedN ( 3 4 2 ) .  

Particularly horrifying in this text is the displacement 

from mother to metonymy of mother, the house as devouring 

body. Freud, in h i s  essay on the uncanny, conceptualizes the 

connection between home and female genitalia in a way that 

underlines the paradigmatic link between domestic hearth and 

horror chamber, vis-à-vis the female body. In a passage from 

that essay, he states, 

It often happens that male patients declare that 
they feel there is something uncanny about the 
f emale genital organs. This unheimleich place, 
however, is the entrance to the former heim [home] 
of al1 human beings, to the place where everyone 
dwelt once upon a time and in the beginning. There 
is a humorous saying: 'Love is home-sickness'; and 
whenever a man dreams of a place or a country and 

Shirley Jackson, The Haunting of Hill House (New York: 
Popular Library/The Viking Press, 1959). Al1 future references 
will be to the text of this edition, sometimes referred to as 
Hill House. 



says to himself, still in the dream, 'this place is 
f amiliar to me. 1 have been there beforeO, we may 
interpret the place as being his mother's genitals 
or her body. (238) 

The house in Hill House signifies the maternal body as 

assimilator of difference, that which forecloses on the 

subjectfs access to language, and which dissolves the bar 

separating self from other thus inaugurating insanity. 

According to Mary Anne Doane, 

The crucial consideration, instead, is that of 
access to subjectivity with al1 this entails of an 
access to language. What w are dealing with, 
then, is not really a loss of identity but a return 
to the locus of its unthinkability--psychosis--the 
preverbal, the space outside language, a space 
which in psychoanalysis is, properly speaking, 
maternal. (Desire to Desire 145)  

In Hill Bouse, the maternal function operates in both a 

thematically descriptive and a narratively disruptive way; in 

the mother/house equation, and the poetic babble as that which 

rhythmically disrupts the flow of narrativity like Julia 

KristevaOs maternal chora, breaking through the thetic barrier 

of language. 

Jackson's Eleanor Vance is linked to the textually dead 

mother through that most feminized of functions, nursing. The 

experience leaves her, as it were, signif icantly tongue-tied. 

Without ever wanting to become reserved and shy she 
had spent 80 long alone, with no-one to love, that 
it was difficult for her to talk, even casually, to 
another persan without self-consciousness and an 
awakened inability to find words. ((Hill IIouse 7) 

Ironically, it is Eleanor's desire for difference that 

leads her to escape from her sister's stifling bourgeois 



family into the "otherW world of Hill House, where she 

situates herself as one of the children in a family group that 

mimes the traditional oedipal paradigm with Hill House 

functioning thematically as the absent mother. In her first 

contact with the house, Eleanor anthropomorphizes it as 

monstrous. In a passage that foregrounds the shakiness of her 

own ego boundaries, she states, 

When she stood still in the middle of the room, the 
pressing silence of Hill House came back al2 around 
her. 1 am like a small creature swallowed whole by 
a monster, she thought, and the monster feels my 
tiny little movements inside. (Hill House 31) 

Paradoxically, the text sets up a dialectic of 

sameness/assimilation versus difference/distancing that 

precipitates its textual gender erotics in terms of 

masculine/feminine subjectivity. Eleanor is presented with a 

tempting choice of subject positions-she may cathect 

heterosexually with the raffish, unstable Luke, or 

homosexually with Theodora (whose absence of a patronymic 

marks her as occupying a marginal position within the social 

order). On the other hand, Eleanor's choice is foreclosed 

upon through the unconscious and erotic desire that pulls her 

regressively back towards the space/place of madness vis-+vis 

the maternal. 

Theodora , Eleanor ' s homosexual erotic ob j ect choice (1 
read Freud's disruptive Dora in her name) functions as 

Eleanor8s double/ego-ideal in a passage that positions her, 

with Eleanor, before a mirror. Later, she and Eleanor 



exchange clothes, a gesture that signifies mutual desire and 

leads to a silence potent with socially prohibited erotic 

significance until 

there was only the barest margin of safety left 
them, each of them moving delicately along the 
outskirts of an open question, and, once spoken, 
such a question --as 'Do you love me?g--could never 
be answered or forgotten (Hill House 165). 

Still later, in danger and afraid, Eleanor blocks out 

Theodora and the desire she signifies, marginalizing, in a 

significant moment of tepression, this other who might Save 

her from her mother/self . " 'Luke, ' * she said, remembering. 
They could hear her because they were quiet when she spoke. 

Dr. Montague, she said. " Mrs . Montague. Arthur. ' She 

could not remember the other, who stood silent and a little 

Stepping softly away from the realm of the symbolic which 

has become, for her, dangerous, Eleanor interpolates the 

carefree Luka in an exchange that links him with linguistic 

potency (he has no materna1 influence impeding his oedipal 

.progress) and relegates her, and the pre-oedipal mother who 

threatens her sanity, to silence. mrLulce,9 she asked, going 

slowly for fear of ridicule, #why do people want to talk to 

each ~ther?~...'I never had a mother,' he said, and the shock 

was enormousm (118) . 
Caught between the two opposing realms of reason and 

unreason, and unable to break through into meaning, Eleanor 

comes more and more under the influence of the house/mother. 



In an episode which links language with sanity and the 

paternal realm, and, conversely, silence with insanity and the 

maternal, Eleanor is terrorized by a wordless babble of sound. 

From the room next door, the room vhich until that 
morning had been Theodora's, came the steady low 
sound of a voice babbling. . .Then, without warning, 
there vas a little laugh, the small gurgling laugh 
that broke through the babbling, and rose as it 
laughed, on up, and up the scale, and then broke 
off suddenly, in a little painful gasp, and the 
voice went on. (Hill House 114-15)~ 

The passage answers the description of Kristeva8s chora, 

breaking through meaning without, itself, signifying. It 

disrupts narrativity, threatens the place of sense and, since 

it is not clear whether or not Theodora hears the voice (the 

point of view being Eleanor's) threatens specifically Eleanor 

with assimilation. Furthermore Eleanor is imbricated in the 

politics of chora practice throughout the text. Her own 

thoughts are random and child-like. She quotes the tag-ends 

of verse, delights in word games, seeks omens in contextually 

meaningless incidents, indulges, in short, in the discursive 

practices of the clinically insane. She is the character who 

disrupts the oedipal plot--it is-through her that we see the 

cracks in the family structure. 

Finally, it is this Vamily" that marginalizes Eleanor, 

as she was marginalized by and through the  mother/daughter 

bond in the extradiagetic world beyond Hill House. 

Significantly, it is the library, that potent patriarchal 

39 1 am grateful to the reader who pointed out that this 
passage resembles a birth. 



place where the symbolic is coded through language, that is 

the room most feared by Eleanor; she is threatened by the 

world of words, a world she is deliberately prevented from 

entering by pressure emanating from the dead mother whose 

presence infuses the house. 

'1 can't go in therett Eleanor said, surprising 
herself, but she could not. She backed away, 
overwhelmed with the cold arc of mould and earth 
which rushed at her. 'My mother-0 she said, not 
knowing what she wanted to tell them and pressed 
against the wall. (Hill House 74)  

Later, mad beyond recall, she "readsn the language of the 

house, with the exception of the forbidden room, remembering 

that "the library was closed to her* (158). 

Though Eleanor is explicitly linked throughout the text 

with the place of the mother (a bond founded on guilt related 

to her death) what is textually repressed are the ways in 

which the materna1 function connotatively signifies silence, 

madness and the place beyond meaning. It is this latent 

equation of motherhood, madness and meaninglessness that makes 

this text so semiotically terrifying. Textual ambiguities, 

rather than thematics, place this among the corpus of texts 

that directly pushes the psychic buttons of women readers;@ 

it grounds their/our uneasiness within the social order in the 

mother/daughter bond, while failing to provide us with the 

thematics for dealing with it. Without taking refuge in 

"1 have recently revised this opinion in deference to the 
male reader whose considered critical response, "it scared the 
hell out of metw1 made me aware of its gender bias. 



biological essentialism, 1 believe, not that a man could not 

have written this text, but that it would have occurred only 

to a woman to do so. 

We Have Always Lived in the cast1e4' 

Because in this text the connection of madness with non- 

signification is overtly rather than covertly made, 1 want to 

foreground the ways in which mother, madness and the house as 

symbols of maternal positioninq are spoken through its traces. 

The dead textual mother leaves her marks in the lacunae of the 

text in significantly unguarded ways. The point of view 

belongs to the mad daughter, but it is textual practice that 

uncovers the hidden maternal place. 

The femininity of  women, wives and mothers in this novel 

is coded through their value as objects of exchange. One 

Blackwood woman displaces another in a signifying chain that 

is walways" in place. Mary Katherine Blackwood (Merricat) 

speaks the place of women in the male Blackwood world in this 

way : 

...the tortoise-shell toilet set on our mother's 
dressing table was never off place by so much as a 
fraction of an inch. Blackwoods had always lived 
in our house, and kept their things in order; as 
soon as a new Blackwood wife moved in, a place was 
found for her belongings, and our house was built 
up with layers of Blackwood property weighting it, 
and keeping it steady against the world. (Castle 8) 

"~hirley Jackson, W e  Have Always Lived in the Castle (New 
York: Popular Library/The Viking Press,l959). Al1 future 
references will be to the text of this edition, sometimes 
ref erred to as Castle. 



In fact it is this description of the seamless 

insertion/displacement of women in a place always and already 

spoken for them that 1 read as propelling Merricat into the 

murderous act upon which the text is ~ t ~ c t u r e d .  

Merricat understands no third term in the construction of 

the oedipal family. Men in this text function as intruders on 

female space; fathers, uncles and brothers are seen as 

usurpers and desecrators of the place of female plenitude. 1 

read Merricatf s poisoning of her entire family with the 

(purposeful) exception of her sister Constance (who functions 

as a mother) and Uncle Julian (who survives as a warning) as 

an attempt to preserve the unity of the mother/daughter dyad. 

Signification for Merricat lies in her right to occupy a place 

as daughter at the oedipal family table, and it is in protest 

at being sent from this coveted place, banished to her room, 

that she destroys the family. The deed represents an attempt 

to preserve the materna1 rights accruing to oedipal family 

daughter~.~~ Certainly Merricat is obsessed with her mother's 

displacement in her own f amily and subsequent placement in the 

Blackwood home. Significantly the text's assertion that the 

maiden name of Merricatfs mother was Rochester indexes her 

with Charlotte Brontë% Bertha Rochester and inserts the 

Blackwood women firmly into a gothic intertextual realm of mad 

42 The daughter as a threat to patriarchy is analyzed in 
Lynda Boose's fascinating essay, "The Fatherts House and the 
Daughter in It , in Daughters, Fathers and the Novel , eds . , 
Lynda E. Boose, and Betty S. Flowers (Johns Hopkins UP, 
l989), 19-74, 



wives and other female disruptors of patriarchy. In 

Merricat's opinion, the house should have been ceded to the 

female line: 

The Rochester house was the loveliest in t o m  and 
had once had a walnut-panelled library and a 
second-floor ballroom and a profusion of roses 
along the verandah; our mother had been born here 
and by rights it should have belonged to Constance. 
(Cas t le  9) 

Furthemore, Merricat's desire to occupy the maternal 

position is signified by the textual entry that places ber, 

literally, in her mothePs shoes. "1 watched my feet; moving 

one after the other; two feet in o u  mother8s old brown s h ~ e s ~ ~  

(11). Elsewhere Merricat articulates desire for the maternal 

presence by privileging in her housekeeping the domestic 

signifiers, with the omnipresent mirrors, that signify 

maternal presence. The drawing room, f avoured by Merricat, is 

revealingly wlovely.@8 Moreover, Merricat lovingly remembers 

that "our mother had brought gold-legged chairs from the 

Rochester house, and her harp was here, and the room shone in 

reflections from mirrors and sparkling glassma (33). 

This room is further associated with Constance, who 

Merricat sets up in the mother position and whom, she hopes, 

will be as securely placed there as her f irst name implies. 

This room is, moreover, decorated with "wedding-cake trim at 

the top of the wallsg@ ( 3 3 ) ,  surely signifying the legal union 

that sutures the wife into the husband8s family, and is 

textually contiguous with the position Merricat covets for 

Constance. In a passage that segues the daughter seamlessly 



into the mother's place, Merricat remembers, 

Our mother had always served tea to her friends 
from a low table at one side of the fireplace, so 
that was where Constance always set the table. She 
sat on the rose sofa with our mother's portrait 
looking dom at her, and 1 sat in my small chair in 
the corner and watched. (Castle 34) 

Merricat is, moreover, more at home in the natural world 

than she is in the house/castle, She alone knows the wooded 

paths surrounding the Blackwood property, and is to be found 

in the secret outdoor places she loves at least as frequently 

as she is in the home. In a fantasy whose source is the 

ggBabes in the Woodsgg story, she assumes the mother nature 

function in her relationship with Constance, imagining that 

she would "cover her with leaves, like children in a story, 

and keep her safe and warmw (132) In fact Merricat is 

something of a semiotician of nature, decoding its signs in 

order to ,protect herself from the threat of encroaching 

patriarchy. Many of her actions are motivated by an attempt 

to erase the traces of patriarchal signification by 

substituting natural objects for man-made ones. Thus, she 

replaces her dead father8s belongings with twigs, hoping to 

intimidate Charles, the usurper, into leaving the home, since 

"He would not be able to find books or clothes and would be 

lost in a room of broken sticks" (107). Her actions suggest 

that the men in the text are incapable of reading the natural 

43 Further evidence of this theme and its relation to 
materna1 space is found in Bousekeeping, which also codes 
Ruthie and Lucille as babas in the woods, 



signs that connote maternal place. 

Merricat is, however, aware of the way in which words are 

used to maintain patriarchal power, though her use of them has 

meaning only within her own circuitous linguistic economy. 

She retains library books as signifiers of the symbolic. In 

a series of primitive and child-like attempts to protect 

herself against the evil emanating from the patriarchal 

Charles, she invests words with totemic power and hurls them 

at him. Her favourite fantasy involves the invention of 

another language spoken on the moon (a space Lucy Snowe also 

invests with materna1 significance). 1 was," dreams 

Merricat, "pretending that 1 did not speak their language; on 

the moon we spoke a soft ,  liquid tongue, and sang in the 

starlight, looking d o m  on the dead dried worldgt (24). 

One important domestic task links the Blackwood sisters 

with the maternal function in a way that renders their 

relegation to the nargins of discourse particularly poignant, 

and that is their connection with the gathering and 

preparation of food. Aesthetics in this text are primarily 

concerned with the handling, cooking and preserving of 

comestibles in a way that, as 1 illustrate in my chapter on 

food, indexes erotic desire with feminine culinary practice. 

It is, in fact, MerricatOs appropriation of female tradition 

for evil-the rendering of food harnifub-that initiates her 

break with feminine praxis in the Blackwood (always and 

already oedipal) family, and codes her as disrupter of the 



patriarchal order. 

The mother function acts, then, in a variety of ways to 

secure the female Merricat from the oedipal signifying 

process. Her heavy investment in maternal space is clear from 

the actions she takes to defend it. Moreover it is the 

father's law that threatens to bar her from the space of 

plenty, for to be sent to bed without supper is to be barred, 

in effect, from the womb. Merricat becomes, then, the gate- 

keeper of the gothic maternal realm, a pre-oedipal mother in 

her own right.  

~ousekeepfafl 

Iiousekeeping represents a marvellous expose of the 

oedipal paradigm as family plot. The mother/daughter 

thematics in terms of passing on M e  feminization process are 

presented in a way that clearly reveal feminization and, 

conçequently, oedipalization, as a social construct answerable 

only to the manipulations of textual plotting. The problem 

. for women, of course, lies in the textrs imbrication in the 

fantastic. Any sequel to Housekeepfng vould, of necessity, 

fa11 within the rubric of fantasy and science fiction, thus 

highlighting the difficulty, if not i~upossibility, of the 

manoeuvrability of women characters vis-à-vis the economy of 

plot ( 8 )  both in and out of fiction. Still, the space occupied 

Marilynne Robinson, Housekeeping (Toronto: Fenar, 
Straus and Giroux/Bantom Books, 1981) . Al1 further ref erences 
will be to the text of this edition. 



by Sylvie and  uth hie, however marginalized, remains within the 

symbolic and is thus invested with the power to distupt. 

Again in this te*, the mother function is apparent in 

the figure of the mother characterized by Sylvie Fisher, neé 

Foster (like AtwoodOs Joan, yet another foster/imposter 

subject) and in the poetics/aesthetics of the text, where the 

natural realm functions as a signifier of the maternal. As a 

foster mother, Sylvie fails entirely to signify in a 

patriarchally constructive way. Rather, she represents female 

disorder, chaos, a refusa1 to conform to a f eminine economy of 

desire upon which her nieces Ruthie and Lucille are expected 

to mode1 their own subjectivity. Nevertheless, for the 

motherless Ruthie sha occupies the maternal place of 

plenitude, displacing RuthieOs childhood m e m o r y  of her own 

biological mother in a way that establishes the maternal as a 

psychological need rather than a biological essence. The 

insistent pressure/desire for the maternal placed on Ruthie by 

the traces in the text results, in fact, in an episode that 

reads incriminatingly like a birth and, moreover, takes place 

on a boat, thus marking the event as liminal. In Ruthie's 

description, Sylvie "stood up and turned around and stooped to 

hold the gunwales, and 1 crawled under her body and between 

her legs" (146). Furthemore the manoeuvre locks Ruthie into 

the pre-oedipal and the Imaginary, a place where 

mother/daughter enceinte remains secure. In a passage in 

which Ruthiers memory of Sylvie is infused with maternal 



jouissance4-', as analyzed by Kristeva, Ruthie states , 
1 could feel the pleasure she took in my 
dependency, and more than once she stooped to look 
into my face. Her expression was intent and 
absorbed. There was nothing of distance or 
civility in it. It was as if she were studying her 
own face in a mirror. (Housekeeping 161) 

That the materna1 realm marks the place of dependency is 

clear from the dialectic thematized in the text. Ruthie's 

sister Lucille relates a terrifying dream of infant 

vulnerability in the pre-oedipal realm that jump-starts her 

into the symbolic. 

1 was a baby, lying on my back, yelling, and then 
someone came and started wrapping me up in bankets. 
She put them al1 over my face so 1 couldn8t 
breathe. She was singing and holding me, and it 
was sort of nice, but 1 could tell she was trying 
to smother me. (Housekeeping 120) 

What is remarkable about this text, however, is not so 

much its enunciation of the oedipal àrama as culturally 

motivated (surely a tautology) as its coding of the marginal 

as aesthetically desirable. The heroine occupies the place of 

linguistic non-signification by choice, and the text applauds 

that choice, aven as/though she fails t o  signify. 

Furthermore, because the text foregrounds domestic spaces 

usually marginalized in novelistic discourse, and seeds them 

45 For a definition of this term, see again Leon S. 
Roudiez' introduction to Kristeva8s Desire in Language (15- 
16). See also Chapter 9, "Motherhood According to Bellinifgg 
in the same text, for an iconic illustration of the workings 
of jouissance. 

The blocking/smothering of the voice particularly marks 
this episode as oedipal. 



with maternal traces, the silent places in the text are 

eroticized by the promise of presence. There is a 

consciousness of lack invaginated by longing that, in this 

passage, speaks the secret of the gothic text as mère (ly) 

titillation, redolent with materna1 warmth. Ruthie muses, 

. . .and where do our senses know anything so utterly 
as when we lack. it? And here again is a 
foreshadowing-the world will be made whole. For 
to wish for a hand on one's hair is al1 but to feel 
it. So whatever we may lose, very craving gives 
back to us again. (Housekeeping 163) 

It is this conceptualization of the mother function as 

beyond the ordinary, yet shot through and through with echoes 

of the domestic as maternal, that eroticizes the maternal 

place for Ruthie. Furthemore, when Sylvie brings Ruthie to 

her secret place, which Ruthie experiences as being inhabited 

by children, it is as though Sylvie sanctions nature as a kind 

of parental matrix. In fact, when Sylvie, who embodies the 

maternal function, exits the plot, walks off the page taking 

her niece with her, she leaves nature to f il1 the role of 

nourishing parent, a task that transpires, of course, only in 

silence. 

What is truly gothic about this text, then, is the 

coding of the maternal locus as silent, and the congruent and 

deliberate placing of the protagonist in that place. 

Narrative movement demonstrates an increasing inability on the 

part of the female characters to speak their story because the 

maternal is demarcated as pre-linguistic. That Sylvie herself 

is legislated from the symbolic because of her refusa1 to take 

68 



up a socially sanctioned position is clear from Ruthiers 

observation that, "Al1 that could be said against sylvie was 

that her mother omitted her name from virtually al1 

conversation, and from her willn (42). The town of 

Fingerbone, moreover, is implicated in the materna1 function, 

"chastened ... by an awareness that the whole of human history 
haa occurred elsewhetem (62). Ruthermore, the symbolic is 

coded by Sylvie as mendacious in a passage which serves as 

metaphor for the world of patriarchal language signification. 

Lucille, engaged in working a crossword puzzle, queries Sylvie 

regarding the semiotic practice of one of Sylvie8s ubiquitous 

newspapers. 

'The element represented by the symbol Fe,' she 
said. 
Sylvie answered, 'Iran., 
8Wouldngt it start with F?, 
'It8s iron,, Sylvie said. 'They try to trick you.' 
(Housekeeping 59) 

Given the dialectic, it is no wonder that Ruthie rejects 

oedipalization and the slippery world of meaning it accesses 

becoming, instead, increasingly silent until she foregoes 

language altogether, finding it finally "absurd to think that 

things were held in place, are held in place, by a web of 

wordsmg (200). Unfortunately, attractive as this (non) space is 

for the two fugitives from language, it is not a place 

accessible to "realW women." Housekeeping8s deconstruction 

" 1 am indebted to feminist scholar and friend Pamela 
Lougheed for insisting that 1 make clear that women, however 
marginalized and trivialized, still operate within the 
symbolic, and thus remain capable of affecting change. 



of patriarchal practice leaves no room for feminist 

reconstruction. That, of course, may be read as the gothicrs 

ultimate indictment of patriarchy , the paradox of knowing that 
the only place from which to speak as a female is the place of 

silence. 



Hill Roua., net mnm, atood bg itaolf rgainat th. 
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The Ha~nting of H i l l  muse 

Madness has sometimes been identified as a rhetorical 

strategy in the female gothic that functions as authorial 

retribution for the transgressive ways of female characters. 

The mad/bad woman is, for example, conf ined to the attic where 

she serves as an adnonitory omen for the heroine to keep her 

passions in check.' More recent theory, however, sees the 

novel itself as a transgressive act crossing the bar between 

reason and unreason. In a comment on Michel Foucault, 

Shoshana Felman states that "in relation to philosophy, 

literature is...in a position of excess, since it includes 

that which philosophy excludes by definition: madness (51). 

But it is the gothic novel in particular, and indeed al1 

literature imbricated in the fantastic and fantasy, that is 

shot through and through with the politics of unreason. The 

gothic locates itself specifically on the dark side, on the 

fissured underbelly of neo-Classicism8s smooth surface. This, 

of course, has significant political implications, since what 

the dominant culture refuses it first makes marginal. As 

Rosemary Jackson states succinctly, "the dismissal of the 

l For an exhaustive explanation concerning the 
signification of madness in Victorian novels, see Sandra M. 
Gilbert and Susan Gubar's, The Madkoman in the A t t i c :  The 
W o m a n  Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination 
(New Haven: Yale UP, 1979). 



fantastic to the margins of literary culture is in itself an 

ideologically significant gesture, one which is notdissimilar 

to culturets silencing of unreasonw (173). 

Furthemore, the equation that locates women on the 

nature side of the culture/nature binary opposition2 situates 

them also on the side of madness and unreason. It is a 

cultural cliché thatwomen are nunreasonable*g creatures, whose 

discursive practices until fairly recently have not been 

accorded equal signifying weight with that of their male 

counterparts. Freud's work on hysteria, moreover, accords the 

female a special place of her own in psychiatrie discourse, 

one that simultaneously places and displaces her in social 

practice as "hysteric". This category, however, resists the 

clinical meaning assigned to it and has been appropriated by 

feminists as a methodologically useful tool for dismantling 

the master8s house.) This means that, critically stated: 

The hysteric unties familiar bonds, introduces 
disorder into the well-regulated bonds of everyday 
life, gives rise to magic in ostensible reason 
( N e w l y  Born 5) . 
Women8s writing, ' then, thqeatens to undo patriarchal 

structures and expose difference, and this is especially true 

in a genre like the gothic, with its traditional oedipal plot 

underpinnings. The g~normalityw of the oedipal family 

See again Sherry 0r+ner8s essay V s  Female to Male as 
Nature is to Culture?" 

' See, for example, the work of Hélène Cixous, Catherine 
Clément, Sarah Kofman, et al. 



structure becomes suspect when conceptualized in writing by 

women who are themselves constructed politically and 

discursively as other . Moreover, as Michel Foucault points 
out, once madness became culturally contained within the 

middle-class family, lunatic ravings became understood as 

attacks against the father, 

So that what, in their violence, it was once 
obligatory to interpret as profanations of 
blasphemies, it would henceforth be necessary to 
see as an incessant attack against the Father. 
Thus in the modern world, what had b e n  the great, 
irreparable confrontation of reason and unreason 
became the secret thrust of instincts against the 
solidity of the family institution and against its 
most archaic symbols. (Madness and Civ i l i za t i on  
254)  

I am reading gothic fiction, then, particularly as 

written by women, as the writings of unreason by the 

unreasonable. That this is true both on a thematic and on a 

structural level, 1 hope will become obvious through my 

examination of the designated texts. This readinq does not, 

however, mean to imply that writing is to be understood as 

raving. Therets many, to paraphrase the homily, a true word 

spoken in madness. Whether the heroine contemplates the 

landscape in a state of madness coded as %elancholy" or 

whether she is figured as paranoid, hysteric, neurotic or 

psychotic, she speaks a language it is possible to understand 

and to decode, particularly with the help of feminist and 

psychoanalytical methodology . Since madness is always and 

already historically specific, one woman's insane discourse 

may well be another woman's truth. 



Finally, then, 1 want to situate my own writing(s) on the 

s i d e  of madness; in particular to CO-opt this chapter for 

service in the overall feminist project of de/siring textual 

practice. With Shoshana Felman, 1 understand my work as, 

itself an ef f ect of the signifier 'madness8 . It 
inquires not so nuch into the meaning of the 
signifier as into its power: it asks not what it 
is (or what it signifies), but what it does--what 
are the textual acts and speech events it activates 
and sets in motion. (31-2) 

The madwoman and her writing are irrepressible. She is 

always and already in excess: in attics, behind wallpaper, in 

convents, caatles and crypts from which place/space on the 

margins of discourse she continues to signify-like mad. 

The Wysteries of Udolpho 

Emily St. Aubert is not, in any diagnostically 

significant sense,  mad. She does, however, exhibit  

symptomology that links her to a condition with a long and 

honourable history in psychiatrie (and indeed literary) 

discourse: melancholy.' 

That she cornes by her state honestly is apparent from 

even a cursory perusal of the text. The narrative itself is 

infused with descriptions that promote a melancholic mood in 

the characters, causing them to fa11 into silence and 

' See Robert Burtong s, The Anatomy of Melancholy (London: 
Je M. Dent f Sons, 1932), for a surely exhaustive overview 
of the subject and its connotations. 1 once had occasion to 
note that Radcliffe uses the word nmelancholylv seventy-six 
times in The Mysteries of Udolpho. 



contemplation. Frequently nature is used as a m e a n s  of 

accessing a pensive, melancholy state which may, perhaps, be 

beneficial for character development. Thus Emilyns father, M. 

St. Aubert, loves La Valleé because it is there that he first 

"indulged that pensive melancholy which afterwards made a 

strong f eature of his charactern (2) . Valancourt too is 

often overcome by melancholy. Indeed it seems part of their 

emotional investment in each other that the lovers share a 

melancholic disposition. Desire for each of them is bound up 

with the tension brought about by physical proximity that 

never culminates in togetherness because of social morés, and 

this longhg is textually f igured as melancholy. Moreover, to 

be in a state of melancholy is not necessarily to be of the 

upper class. Even a lowly shepherd has a Vorlorn and 

melancholy look" (21) albeit perceived f rom the point-of -view 

of the aristocratic Valancourt. 

But melancholy as a desirable trait signifying 

upper-class sensitivity is different than, and differentiated 

from, melancholy bordering on madness, and it is within the 

latter definition that Emily is situated. Emily is 

thematically permitted to indulge her feelings since they 

"naturallyt' stem f r o m  the loss of her beloved parents, 

particularly her father, whose melancholic example she 

mirrors. But while M. Aubert's paternal admonitions consist 

almost entirely in warning his daughter about the dangers of 

indulging the passions, he fails to warn her of women's 



gendered relationshipto madness. It is therefore left to the 

text to explicate the latent relationship between women, 

melancholy and madness, a conflation only recently enunciated 

by theorists like Elaine Showalter who states that 

Contemporary feminist philosophers, literary 
critics, and social theorists have been the first 
to cal1 attention to the existence of a fundamental 
alliance between 'womenO and 'madness.' They have 
shown how women, within our dualistic systems of 
language and representation, are typically situated 
on the side of irrationality, silence, nature, and 
discourse, culture, and mind. (The Female Malady 
3-4) 

Thus, while Ehtily gazes at the landscape, she unwittingly 

situates herself on the side of unreason and, by syntagmatic 

extension, melancholy. 

Foucault writes that O0at the end of the eighteenth 

century, al1 forms of madness without delirium, but 

characterized by inertia, by despair, by a sort of du11 

stupor, would be readily classified as melancholiagg (Madness 

and ~ivilization 124). This is doubtless the fonn of madness 

identifiable in Emily's case. Time after time, in her attempt 

to find solace in the contemplation of nature, she entertains 

this particular type of madness. That the text itself 

narrativizes her dilemma is clear on at least one occasion: 

It was lamentable, that her excellent understanding 
should have yielded, even for a moment, to the 
reveries of superstition, or rather to those starts 
of imagination, which deceive the senses into what 
can be called nothing less than momentary madness. 
(Udolpho 102) 

Moreover, any attempt at transcending the emotional is 

thwarted by textual events which leave her no recourse but 



solitude and contemplation. In Bilyts case, the text is 

merely the narrativizing of a series of losses: parents, 

aunt, lover (off and on) al1 constitute a cluster of losses 

and abandonments that require some form of maâness as the only 

sane response. Furthemore it is almost as though author and 

text collaborate in diagnosing andtreating melancholy per se, 

s ince  E3nilyts travels may be read as culturally specific 

cures. As Foucault notes, 

The variety of the landscape dissipates the 
melancholic~s obstinacy: a renmdy in use since 
antiquity, but which the eighteenth century 
prescribed with a new insistence, and whose forms 
it varied, from real travel to the imaginary 
voyages of literature and the theater. (Madness 
and Civ i l i za t ion  174)  

However, as every good Freudian is aware, travel does not 

compensate for loss of the beloved object, particularly when 

loss is figured as castration. In Freudian theory (whose 

collusion with patriarchal politics has been thoroughly 

documented5), the pain of that loss is displaced by an 

investment in heterosexuality, which, of course, is both 

Emily's 9mcureî@ and the closure of her subjectivity quest. It 

remains the work of melancholy to retard oedipalization 

narratively by replacing presence (Valancourt) with absence 

(longing for Valancourt) by means of a series of reversals and 

v r e u d ,  for example, had a vested interest in 
maintaining patriarchal politics (See, for example, Jeffrey 
Masson's The Assault on T n a t h :  Freud% Suppression of the 
Seduction Fheory (New York: Ferrar, Straus, Giroux, 1984) . 
Freud's theory works to castrate the female, so that 
heterosexuality (acquisition of the penis) seems to work to 
her advantage . 



displacements which prevent the lovers from meeting. Time 

after time mily is plunged into a frenzy of nostalgia for the 

dear lost plenitude of La Valle6 (which place, it should be 

noted, is suffused with the presence of the mother). Because 

she courts melancholy, (the text gives her nothing else to do) 

her ego reiains helplessly cathectedto the past, wherein the 

pre-oedipal mother exerts a relentless pull. This work is 

accomplished in a scenic landscape in which, according to 

Denis Bellemare, "the dynamics of melancholia are played out 

and lose themeselves in this identification of the ego with the 

abandoned object. The loss of the ego is substituted for the 

loss of the object in an overlay that is not deceitful but 

conf lictingw (33) . 
The danger of Eailyts position is emphatically outlined 

when the text introduces Laurentini, a manifestly mad 

character who functions as an evil susrogate mother and who 

did, in fact, facilitate the murder of the aunt who Emily so 

resembles. Laurentini too has sustained a loss, which results 

in behaviour so similar to a textual description of melancholy 

that it might serve as a Freudian 'illustration. nLaurentini s 

f ancy, occupied incessantly by one idea, became disordered; 

and, her whole heart being devoted to one object, life became 

hateful to her, when she believed that object lostw (656-57)  . 
In fact, on many occasions, Emily's own fancy threatens to 

duplicate the symptomology exhibited by the mad woman, as in 

the distress signal which involves the reappearance of the now 



dead lover in the forn of visual hallucinations. Emily 

frequently imagines the presence-in-absence of both Valancourt 

and her dead father. On the night of her father's death, she 

sees his face in *an obscure corner of the closetmm (102) . So 
pervasive, too, is her longing for Valancourt that V h e  idea 

of Valancourt, and that she should see him so soon, alone 

occupied her heartn (446). To this extent she invites an 

embrace from the stranger Dupont, on the supposition that it 

is her lover into whose arms she advances. 

Moreover, both Emily and her surrogate mother/double, the 

Lady Laurentini, are afflicted with melancholia. Emily, 

however, suffers a gentile madness suited to her class and 

sex, unlike Laurentini whose symptoms portray the melancholic 

gone over the edge into hysteria (the nineteenth century's 

privileged signifier of madness in women) .6 In one episode, 

EmilyOs symptoms mirror significantly those of Laurentini's 

during the latter's manic outbursts. Driven to frenzy by the 

events at Udolpho during her incarceration, "ber reason seemed 

to totter under the intolerable weight. She often f ixed a 

wild and vacant look on Annette, and, when she spoke, either 

did not hear her or answered 

parallel passage pertaining 

connects the two characters 

%ee Elaine Showalter s 

from the purpose" (350). A 

to Laurentini meaningf ully 

symptomologically. Sister 

introduction to The Female 
Malady: Women, Madness, and English Culture 1830-1 985 (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1985) , for an account of the historical 
specificity of female manifestations of madness, including 
hysteria. 



Frances, describing Laurentini, states, 

a+ first she was frantic and melancholy by quick 
alternatives; then, she sunk into a deep and 
settled melancholy , which still, however , has , at 
times, been interrupted by f its of wildness, and, 
of late, these have again b e n  frequent. ( ~ d o l p h o  
577) 

The linkage between the tvo women is further ratif ied 

when Laurentini, meeting. Emily for the first the, enunciates 

emphatically, "'We are sisters indeed'" (574).' And as if to 

furtherthe resemblance, in symptomology and motivation alike, 

Sister Frances states of Laurentini, @%ove was the occasion of 

her crime and of her madness' (377) . Heterosexual love, the 
ostensible motivating thnist behind Emily8s quest, is thus 

indicted as dangerous. 

It is, as I have argued, this positing of Emily on the 

side of madness and the materna1 that necessitates the oedipal 

plot. As Doane suggests, 

It is with the Oedipal complex, the intervention of 
a third term (the other) in the mother-child 
relation and the resulting series of displacements 
which reformulate the relation to the mother as 
desire for a perpetually lost object, that the 
subject accedes to the active use of the signifier . 
(Desire to Desire 11) 

Valancourt, of course, is the necessary possessor of the 

lost and phallic signifier in question. It is the continuing 

promise of his presence that prevents Emily from becoming 

' Claire Kahane, in "The Gothic Mirror," tellingly 
equates the two women with the statement, rias a victirnizer 
victimized by her own desire, Laurentini is presented as 
Emily8s potential precursor, a mad mother-sister-double who 
mirrors Emily8s own potential for transgression and madness" 
(339) . 



locked in non-signifying enceinte with the mother, an embrace 

which Claire Kahane situates at nthe forbidden center of the 

gothic" and which she further elaborates as "the spectral 

presence of a dead-undead mother , archaic and 

all-encompassing, a ghost signifying the problematics of 

femininity which the heroine must confrontw (336). 

Textual complicity in the politics of unreason is 

manifested in repetitions and doublings as convoluted as would 

be a blueprint of Udolpho. The plot itself doubles as a body 

mapped by the symptoms of melancholy and hysteria. When it is 

not grazing on the scenery, it replicates the female 

hysterical body described by Doane as working out "the 

operations of  substitution and displacement in relation to an 

ob jectN (Desire to Desire 66) . The numerous f alse trails , 
the displacement of one charactet by h i s  or her double(s) , the 

repetitions, the purloined letters, constitute what Freud 

describes (and what the hysterical female body in culture 

inscribes) as the return of the repressed. Furthsrmore, and 

in keeping with my thesis that the gothic novel and the 

madness it incorporates thematically takes a radical position 

vis-&-vis patriarchy, 1 understand the positioning of the 

gothic text (along with its heroine) on the side of madness to 

be a politically subversive act. According to N a o m i  Schor, 

the Pemale protagonist's melancholic retreat into 
narcissism may in f act be the only f orm of autonomy 
available to her in a society where woman's 
assigned function in the Symbolic is to guarantee 
the transmission of the phallus. (236)  



Indeed, as Elaine Showalter remarks, "for such writers as 

Hdlene Cixous and Xaviere Gauthier, madness has been the 

historical label applied to female protest and revolutionw 

(The Female Malady 4-5) .  Furthemore, if the gothic heroine 

at the end of her narrative retains her sanity, it is through 

no fault of the text. And indeed in ~ousekeeping the 

deliberate coding of the characters as mad cornes close to 

privil eginq a position of insanity . The Ital ian,  however , 

with its freighted politics of melancholy and hysteria, 

parallels the work of unreason outlined in The Mysteries of 

Udolpho by a continued figuration of madness as a latent 

textual theme. 

The Italian 

Like her fictional forerunner Emily St. Aubert, Ellena 

Rosalba too suffers from melancholy, a condition she does much 

to foster by spending considerable textual time and space in 

areas suited to its manifestations. Unlike Emily, Ellena has 

no father to warn her of the dangers of indulging her 

emotions. Supposing herself an orphan when her story begins, 

she i s  free of the paternal admonitions (which, by the way, 

Emily constantly disobeys) that dominate EmilyO s reveries, and 

thus takes her melancholic pleasures as she finds them. There 

is certainly no dearth of locales in which to sustain her 

f antasies and longings. The I ta l ian  's gothic (and Romantic) 

landscape is studded with cypresses, mountains, lofty 



pinnacles, vast plains, mood-engendering sunsets, vesper 

bells , al1 the wild scenery conducive t o  the pensive, passive, 

solitary state that is the eighteenth-century gothic heroine's 

lot. Moreover (and again like Emily) Ellena's moods are 

triggered by aura1 sensory stimuli: music, vesper bells, the 

sound of running water, the breeze al1 provide the background 

noises necessary for the creation of an ambience suited to 

melancholic ruminations. Furthormore, though Schedoni, the 

traditional gothic villain, also partakes of the rhetoric of 

melancholic madness, Ellena's particular symptomology is 

defined in opposition te hie. "His vas net," the tex+ tells, 

"the melancholy of a sensible and wounded heart, but 

apparently that of a gloomy and ferocious dispo~ition~~ (35). 

Certain forms of melancholy, it seems, are gender specific. 

Even the form of melancholy relegated to the ferninine has 

more than one manifestation. Of one locale, the narrative 

notes that V h e  spot ... vas not of the character to promote 
melancholy, except, indeed, that lumirious and solemn kind of 

melancholy, which a view of stupendous objects inspiresw (65) . 
Melancholy is at once pleasing and unsettling, pleasant and 

painful. The heroine both indulges in it at her leisure, and 

has it textually visited upon her, whether she will or no. It 

is not necessatily a condition which the subject controls. 

Nevertheless, melancholy in any f orm inspires longing for. 

the lost object, which in The I ta l ian  is sometimes Vivaldi, 

sometimes Ellena's dead aunt Bianchi, and f requently both. 



Of ten the melancholic state occasions the f antasy that Vivaldi 

is dead; so often, in fact, that the text is again implicated 

in hindering its own manifest destiny, for if the bearer of 

phallic potency fails to appear, the plot will not thicken. 

Lest the heroine remain stagnating in the prelinguistic, 

however , the Marchesa, Vivaldi's mother , functions much in the 
way that sister Agnes/Laurentini works in The Mysteries of 

Udolpho. She is the site of passions that would destroy the 

heroine, should their indulgence be permitted. In. fact, the 

Marchesa is implicated in the attempted murder of Ellena by 

Schedoni, whose power over her obfuscates the voices of reason 

and conscience. Al1 changes of heart are negated by 

Veturning passion" which, "swept from her feeble mind the 

barriers, which reason and conscience had begun to rearw 

(175) . This mad/bad mother and Ellena's impossibly good 

biological nun-mother Olivia are both coded mad. Olivia, 

however, is melancholy mad; "the cloud of melancholy spreading 

again over her mindw (372) mitigates against her functioning 

as the evil mother figure from whom the heroine must effect 

her escape. Still, the tale she tells her daughter of her 

punishment and confinement to a convent ce11 where she lived 

on bread and water, is not one calculated to vin support for 

the melancholy mother position. Ellena8s cause is probably 

better served by adhering to the traditional closure of the 

oedipal plot. 

Furthex, bad mothers in both texts split the women 



characters into desired objects and desiring subjects. It is 

these latter figures that pose a threat to patriarchal order. 

Anita Levy remarks perceptively that, 

as a desired object within a social system, the 
female had the power to preserve the home and the 
community. As a desiring subject, her unregulated 
desires threatened the stability of both social 
f oxmations. @@ (106) 

Both the Lady Laurentini and the Marchesa are desiring 

subjects whose actions spell disaster for their fictive 

selves, but provide enlightening information on how the threat 

of madness signifies symbolically. The mad characters not 

only warn the heroines of the dangers inherent in following 

the path of desire, they act as well as information retrieval 

centers for post-modern researchers. 

Pinally, of course, Ellena %hooses* (or has chosen for 

her) t h e  heterosexual path of least resistance, for to occupy 

the site of madness is to remain forever on the margins of 

signification. She does, however, dawdle on the rosy 

matrimonial path, facilitated by melancholy musings, for, 

if mourning's work is to kill death, melancholia8s 
is to kill tirne. With every gesture the subject's 
ego banishes itself, retires from al1 activity in 
order to be revived only by or for the disappeared 
object . (Bellemare 35) 

Villette 

The culturally specific ways in which madness is 

rhetoricized in Villette are similar to the ways in which 

melancholic madness is figured in the two texts discussed 



previously. Unlike The Mysteries of Udolpho and The Italian, 

however, Villette clearly demarcates the ways in which gender 

structures madness .' 
Lucy Snowe as the orphaned daughter of a middle-class 

English family (their link with the Brettons suggests that 

they were reasonably well-connected) occupies the social 

(sub) position assigned to the figure of the governe~s.~ She 

is at the mercy of economic forces that have not yet found a 

locus for the nrespectablem woman forced to make do under 

straitened circumstances. Over and over the textOs emphasis 

on class connections places Lucy in a position of 

subservience vis-d-vis her social nbetters.n She is a paid 

employee of the middle-classes in whose membership, through no 

fault of her own, she has forfeited her place. Her position 

as a woman in an economic class-system that privileged the 

male worker is gender-specific, since jobs were gender-coded. 

There is very little she can do to support herself with 

dignity, and lacking a male in her life, support herself she 

must . 
' While noting that Charlotte BronteOe Bertha Rochester 

and Lucy Snowe are both significant contributions to the 
madwoman in cultural representation, Elaine Showalter adds 
that in V i l l e t t e ,  nBrontë provides the sophisticated 
understanding of women8s complex emotional needs that the more 
sensational Jane Eyre lacksn (The F e m a l e  Malady 7 1 ) .  

The position of qoverness in Victorian England is 
documented by dear, brave Miss Weeton, whose journals enabled 
me to accurately imagine Lucy SnoweOs social position. see 
Miss WeetonOs Journal of a Governess 1807-1825, J. J. 
Bagley, intro., Vols. 1 (1 2 (New York: Augustus M. Kelly, 
1969). 



Moreover, she cornes from a place of plenitude. The 

shipwreck tropes through which she invites the reader to 

imagine her past suggest a loving family and a network of 

friends lost through a series of unspecified disasters, She 

is clearly not a stranger to love, friendship and caring, else 

she would not be so afraid of risking loss again, through 

further investments in human relationships, In fact it is 

because she imagines a future without support that she prefers 

the realm of fantasy to the forlorn and comfortless life she 

is circumstantially forced to live. 

Furthering a disposition to psychic imbalance, the move 

to Villette places Lucy in a position of linguistic 

disempowerment, which, as Tony Tanner writes in his excellent 

introduction, produces 

-..extreme psychic strains caused by displacement 
and decontextualization, Lucy is everywhere 
not-at-home, and this constantly produces that 
feeling of the 'unheimliche,' the 'uncannyg, as 
described by Freud. (12) 

But lexical anxiety is gender as well as geographically 

induced . Lucy is rendered silent in the face of male 

discursivity. Dr. John/Graham Bretton persists in 

trivializing her complaints by telling her, with maddening 

superiority, that w'Happiness is the cureœ-a cheerfulmind the 

preventive: cultivate both ' (330), and in a statement 

reminiscent of that other Victorian male worthy Professor 

Harold Higgins, whose only desire is that a woman be more like 

a man, opines, lm8And why, Lucy, canrt you look and feel as I 



do--buoyant, courageous, and fit to defy al1 the nuns and 

flirts in Christendom? (331). 

Again, words desert Lucy during the examination she is 

f orced to take under the aegis of Monsieur Paul. She fails the 

oral test aàministered by prof essors Boissec and ~ochemorte, Io 

Vwo fine, braided, mustachioed , sneering personages.. ." 
(493) because she cannot speak in the face of patriarchal 

bullying. "Though answers to the questions surged up fast, my 

mind filling like a rising well, ideas were there, but not 

words" (493). That she is intimidated even by the loquacity 

of her beloved M. Paul, is clear from her internalizing of his 

judgnent on her speech acts: "however 1 might mite his 

language, 1 spoke and always should speak it imperfectly and 

hesitantlyw (582). Thus, linguistic inadequacy as well as her 

class informs Lucy's preference for solitude rather than 

Company, and inclines her to prefer imagination to reason. l1  

'O The names of these two worthies, which translate as 
"dry w o ~ d , ~  and mdead rocktW signify them as securely 
positioned in the symbolic, with only ossified traces of a 
materna1 wasteland adhering to their names. 

'' Again I am indebted to Tony Tanner for his sensitive 
inclusion of the way gender politics contributes to Lucy' s 
isolation. In his words, "To be a woman.. . is not to be an 
isolated figure with certain attributes but rather to be in a 
particular state in relation to women, to be named by a pre- 
existing code. The language into which we are born 
necessarily carries with it authority since we are named and 
placed and defined by it--it speaks us before we can speak it. 
And to the extent that ownership of the Word has been 
primarily a male prerogative, the language into which a woman 
is born is already full of male imperatives, classifications, 
predefinitions, and arbitrary cultural oppositions (so-called 
masculine and ferninine traits) which are masked as 
unchangeable, biological differencesw (45). 



This privileging of the place of madness causes Lucy to 

seek comfort in nature. Like her predecessors Emily and 

Ellena, she rests in the contemplation of beauty affarded by 

sunsets, flowers, shaded walks and trees. These locales are, 

moreover, linked with the same restful spiritual ambience as 

are the quiet places of the earlier texts. Madame Beck8s 

school was once a convent and the conforts formerly available 

to the religieuses retain their traces in the rooms and 

grounds of the later establishment. Lucy's description of her 

space in the school speaks of the quietude sought and found by 

the earlier gothic heroines. 

1 went up stairs to my own quarter of the long 
dormitory , opened my own casement . . . and leaning 
out, looked forth upon the city beyond the garden, 
and listened to band music from the park or the 
palace square, thinking meantime my own thoughts , 
living my o m  life in my own still, shadow-world. 
(Villette 185) 

As is clear from this passage, the view to melancholy is 

facilitated by music, so that both the aural and the visual 

are implicated in setting the desired ambience. Later, in the 

park, the heightened eifect music has on the àrugged Lucy's 

senses is a further testament to its attenuating power over 

reason . 
However, as Lucy is aware, the solitary life of the 

recluse can be hazardous to health. Already prone to aural 

hallucinations (her internalized voices are powerful enough to 

See his Introduction to Villette, by Charlotte Brontë, 1853 
(Harmondsworth Penguin Books, 1979): 7-51. 



compel her to obedience on a+ least two  occasion^^^) she is 

attuned to the dangers of indulging in fancy. Storms, in 

particular, incite her to an emotional pitch unbearable to her 

beleaguered senses; the impact of one tempest in particular 

threatens to deprive her of sanity entirely by rendering her 

senseless. A s  well, she is plagued by symptoms of anxiety, 

the other extreme of sensual rnalfuncti~n.'~ 

But it is when she is Porced into solitude not of her own 

choosing that the dangers therein become manif estly clear . 
With only a cretin8s Company for seven weeks of the school 

holiday, she buckles under the strain and (driven mad by a 

storm) seeks solace in confession. She is very clear about 

her illness. Throughout the narrative, Lucy is always lucid 

regarding her mental state. Her symptoms read like a classic 

text-book case of depression and she describesthem mindfully, 

both to herself and to Graham Bretton, who misreads them as 

simple nervous excitement. She is driven to the l i m i t s  of her 

considerable endurance by symptoms that have traditionally 

driven mad better women and men then herself: sleeplessness, 

nightnares, the inability to eat and enforced solitude. The 

l2 These occur after the death of Miss Marchmount and 
again in Brussels (Villette 104 and 121 respectively). 

l3 Lucy's fear of experiencing madness as a loss of 
control resulting in violence is encoded in her name. 1 am 
indebted to Elaine Showalter for pointing out the good/bad 
madwoman split represented by Wrazy Janegl and nLucy,lv 
fictional characters in the works of Matthew "Monkg* Lewis and 
Sir Walter Scott respectively. "If Crazy Jane was harmless, 
her dangerous counterpart , Lucy, represented f emale semiality 
as insane violence against men" (The Female Malady 14 ) .  



signification of Lucy's narrational madness is that it is 

gender-specific. She falls il1 under circumstances expressly 

tailored to her sex. 

Her illness itself, however, is not gender-coded. 

Depression, the text asserts, can attach itself to any 

individual. It is attributed both to M, Bassompierre, who 

suffers from its milder forni, melancholy, and to the king 

observed by Lucy at the fate, whose condition is named as 

hypochondria. But that the text takes the specific symptoms 

of depression and attributes to them a cause originating from 

Lucy's place in the social fabric, gives Brontë's nhereticw 

narrative a place in feminist discourse, 

Moreover, Lucyf s position as madwoman permits her a 

privileged view of female discontent. Her utterances, her 

solitary way of life (what M. Paul names as her English amour 

propre) give her a certain narrative wisdom. From the margins 

of madness she critiques the society from which she is 

alienated. Even Ginevra Fanshawe, whose place in the social 

f abric is secure, refers to her as mmold Crusty-old Diogenesr 

(153), thus aligning Lucy with the literary antecedents of 

whom Shoshana Felman remarks %..the literary madman is most 

often a disguised philosopher: in literature, the role of 

madness, then, is eminently philosophicaln (37) . 
Further, Lucy's position as object in a household of 

objectifiers aligns her with the position of the paranoid 

gothic heroine whose place in contemporary texts, including 



filmic text, vil1 not go unnoticed in this one. Of this type 

of mental illness, film critic Mary Ann Doane remarks 

tellingly that, 

Freud refers to the conviction of being watched or 
delusions of observation as the most striking 
symptoms of paranoia. The ever-present sense  of 
being on display for the gaze of a judgmental other 
is symptomatic of another condition within our 
culture as well--femininity. (Desire to Desire 
120) 

If Lucy is not paranoid, it is not because she lacks 

textual provocation. Tony Tanner again states the case 

succinctly. 

In the devious world of Villette. . . everyone spies 
on everyone else, the watcher is watched with a 
minimum of eye-to-eye contact, though there is 
quite a lot of indirect watching, for instance by 
the use of mirrors (even Lucy is perforce an 
observer) . It is a very voyeuristic world. 
(Villette 25) 

Voyeurism to the point of paranoia is indeed implicated 

in the revelation of yet another buried and abjected woman, 

Madame Walravens. She is seen through a kind of key-hole, in 

a recessed portion of the wall in the house to which Lucy has 

been sent on an errand by Madame Beck. Madame Walraven's 

function, along with the legend of the buried nun beneath the 

school, works to support the text's acknowledgment of 

heterosexual closure as the ending of choice for women. 

Madame Walravens may well be the "mutilated signifier of 

herselfw (Desire to ~esire 142) that Lucy needs to bypass in 

her search for signification. It isn8t necessarily biological 

mothers who figure as presentiments of the void. Women are 



conditionally motivated to avoid the fate of the old 

'%pinster" women, frequently represented as repulsive and 

witch-like, who remind them of their fate should they no+ seek 

signification through the phallus. 

Lucy, then, would be mad not to marry, a commonplace 

acknowledged by the double ending of the text, one of which 

meets the requirements of classical realist fiction, The 

other, however, satisfies the human fernalets need for a 

discourse that reflects the hitherto underepresented truths of 

her existence, one of which may well be her capability in the 

absence of male support. Madness in this text carries the 

weight of psychoanalytic observations, in its recognition that 

choice, including choice of endings, is socially motivated. 

Freud himself maintained that, "the determinants of womenfs 

desire of an object are often made unrecognizable by social 

conditions* ("Fernininityu 13 3) . 
Villette is thus imbued with the ideology of madness on 

both latent and manifest 

moreover, the first te* 

covertly , two things : 
gender-coded, and that 

textual and thematic levels. It is, 

under scrutiny to recognize, however 

that madness is always and already 

madness, as a political position, 

implies power, and, congruently, the ability to subvert 

patriarchal narrative. 

Lady Oracle 

My reasons for situating Joan Foster, ne6 Delacourt, in 



the paranoid category of mentally disturbed gothic heroines 

are twofold: the text itseli details the escape of the 

heroine by means of the doublings and twistings typical of the 

paranoid gothic, but, and most importantly, it is the f irst 

text examined to indict the lover as persecutor. While 

Monsieur Paul tormented Lucy Snowe, he did not attempt to k i l l  

her, nor did she suspect him of plotting to do her ham. Joan 

Foster names her husband Arthur as a murderous male 

manipulating the (overdetermined) plot of the genre that 

Joanna Russ indicts in her playfully titled article, 

ttSomebodyCs Trying to Ki11 Me and I Think ItCs My Husband/@ 

However, Joanrs first (and last) persecutor is her 

mother, and it is only through the twin psychological ruses of 

substitution and displacenent that she places the hapless 

Arthur in the position of tormentor. In a textual journey 

that duplicates the quest for subjectivity, Joan attempts to 

escape her mother through change of place: Canada, England, 

Canada, Terremoto, Canada and again Terremoto, where the 

return of the f ather-in-a-bandage makes the oedipal s h i f t  f rom 

the phallic phase to femininity possible. 

Interestingly enough, both JoanCs mother and her husband 

Arthur exhibit behavioral similarities that facilitate 

paranoia. Both try to trick her, her mother by leaving 

fattening food within her reach, her husband by leaving out 

liqueur while at the same tirne aàmonishing her to drink less: 

ltI suppose 1 was like a kid's chemistry set for him: secretly 



he liked mixing me up, he knew something exciting would 

happent' (18). Both make her feel guilty because of her 

inability to please them. Bath are unhappy, repressed 

individuals who function as CO-depenbents for Joanfs 

increasingly bizarre behaviour. But because she repudiates 

(and represses) the powerful and phallic mother, and displaces 

her with A~thur (a poor phallic substitute at best) she 

invests her erstwhile husband with al1 the signification 

accruing to the bad mother. Her fantasy of the murdering 

Arthur-%orneone 1 didn't know at all...I was afraid now, 

almost afraid to move; what if he woke up, eyes glitteting, 

and reached for me.. (295) -ois ludicrous in the face of 

his obvious inadequacies. 

Though Arthur, then, is the ostensible cause of Joants 

paranoid flight (indeed al1 the men in the text are indexed as 

dangerous) it is the motherPs image she must ultimately 

confront. As long as Joan (mis)recognizes her mother in 

various unhappy relationships with men, she is stuck in the 

mad Imaginary. Attempts to escape. the powerf ul mother result 

not only in increasing inability to make meaning, but also 

insure that Joan embraces her own worst fears and becomes like 

her mother: tearful, depressed and increasingly alcoholic. 

Fortunately, her mother's astral body insistently intrudes on 

her life, and in a hilarious replay of the return of the 

repressed, Joan is allowed her confrontation. 

Joan's earlier repeated attempts to avoid this 

95 



confrontation with the maternal other, however, point to the 

particular fear Mary Ann Doane situates in the paranoid gothic 

film. In her words, 

For Freud the uncanny is effected by the return of 
the repressed, and what is repressed, above a l l ,  is 
castration anxiety. But there is another s ide  to 
repression which involves a fear of the maternal 
body as signifying something quite different from 
castration. (Desire to Desire 146)  

Joants mother (whose post-mortem reappearances certainly 

qualify as uncanny) may represent the fear expressed by some 

women that the maternal breaks d o m  the boundaries between 

self and other, returning them to the void.I4 

This fear of the maternal (as 1 state in zzy chapter on 

the mother function), the fear of becoming the other, of 

slipping seamlessly into the realm of the imaginary without so 

much as a signifying trace, is a fear very much related to 

women's position in the game of patriarchal political 

positioning that situates them on the side of madness and the 

maternal. Nonetheless, like it or not, it is a game Joan must 

play, for as Alice Jardine enunciates difference, 

To do away with the possibility of mediating 
presence and absence is, according to Lacan, 
nothing less than to do away with the social 
contract itself. And the Father (the dead father) 
or rather the phallus--will be seen as the only 
mediator possible in patriarchal culture. (120) 

l4 For a further elaboration of this concept, see Norman 
O. Holland and Leona Fm Sherman, Wothic Possibilities, in 
Gender and Reading; Essays on Reade-, Texts and Contexts, 
eds., Elizabeth A. Flynn, and Patrocinio Schweickart 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1987), 215-233. 



And in fact it is the sheathed and hooded phallus in the form 

of the othemise unidentified reporter which offers the way 

out of the psychic labyrinth inhabited by the mother. 

Joan8s CO-option of the mad/bad woman as a way out of the 

gothic mirror/labyrinth wherein she confronts the 

mother/double is interesting for its thematic adaptation of 

gothic paranoia in the interests of feminist politics, a 

practice that Norman O. Holland and Leona Fe Sherman cite in 

their acknowledgment that, .the gothic has been used to 

drive home the 'core of truth8 in ferninine paranoid fears and 

to connect the social with the psychological, the persona1 

with the politicalw (83). Unwilling to own the Louisa 

Delacourt self whose author/ity she cites as the writer of 

Lady Oracle (the nove18s mise-en-abyme) she becomes haunted by 

her presence. 

..At was as if someone with my name were out there 
in the real world, impersonating me. . .my dark twin, 
my funhouse-mirror reflection. She was taller than 
1 was, more beautiful, more threatening. She 
wanted to kill me and take my place. .. (Oracle 52) 
Moreover, she is able to understand that the Lady Oracle 

in the mise-en-abyme invented in the trance-induced state  

facilitated by mirror and candle is on a continuum both with 

the women heroines who inhabit the costume gothics she creates 

at a more conscious level, and with her mother. Thus the dark 

and powerful goddess figure, and with her the bad women in the 

paranoid gothics, becomes indexed with the several wives at 

the heart of the maze, one of the women, as Mary Anne Doane 



explains, nwho once occupied the place of the female 

protagonist and whose fate--often a violent or unexplained 

death-the protagonist seems destined to share8@ (Desire to 

Desire 142). Identification with the mother is thus a 

component in the development of paranoia. 

When, with the help of these several women, Joan 

understands that the way to sanity requires assuming her own 

position of potency, her life in the symbolic seems assured. 

Though the murderously bad woman is left in the maze, Joan has 

absorbed enough of her power to  find her own path. Her clear 

complicity with Felicity, who functions as a composite of al1 

the bad female characters (including Marlene who taunted Joan 

as a child) marks an assimilation/appropriation with and of 

the dark other, and hopefully an end to madness. 

Lady Oracle thus deploys madness in the service of 

healing the good/bad woman rift which has become such a 

commonplace in Western literature. Moreover, the t e x t D s  

indictment of the male as persecutor validates the experiences 

of "real" 'women in patriarchy whose so-called "madmg behaviour 

is the direct result of male violence. Joan FosterOs actions 

in this text are never manifestly coded as mad within the 

social order. Her behaviour, for example, is never bizarre 

enough to require treatment. Rather it is her own fears and 

anxieties that inform on her, causing her to wonder 

infrequently if she is losing her grip on reality. In fact, 

the mad methods she deploys to keep control never actually 



push her over the edge, and her final acquisition of the 

phallus acts as her talis(wo)man into the symbolic. A 

narrated version of the manifestly mad/bad woman8s story 

therefore remains untold. It is this narrative gap that Mary 

Katherine Blackwood ingenuously fills in We Have Always Lived 

in the Cast le .  

W e  Have Always Lived in the C a s t l e  

Merricat , the mad/bad girl murderess, is, by contemporary 
standards, clinically insane. Indeed, she is the textual 

heroine who most incorporates the truth of Shoshana FelmanOs 

statement that 

...throughout o u  cultural history, the madness 
that has been socially, politically, and 
philosophically repressed has nonetheless made 
itself heard, has survived as a speaking subject 
only in and through literary texts. (15) 

However, MerricatOs insanity is contained and concealed by the 

remaining members of the Blackwood family, Uncle Julian and 

Constance, and, 1 might add, by the narration itself whose 

successful attempts at obfuscation compel both the townspeople 

(and this reader) to initially indict Constance as the 

poisoner . 
Merricat's acts of blatant insanity include recurrent 

fantasies of being on the moon, frequent scenarios wherein she 

watches her persecutors die, a belief in the animate power of 

inanimate objects and an investment in numerology and 

ritualistic practice, to say nothing of the murder of her 



family and the burning of their home. Like Lucy Snowe, she 

experiences dis/ease at the level of the body in anxiety 

attacks, wherein she states, could not breathe; 1 was tied 

with vire and my head was huge and going te explode.. .I wanted 

But if Merricat is clinically the craziest of the gothic 

heroines under discussion, she is also the one who most 

ef fectively utilizes the power inherent in the sane/mad 

configuration. Apart from the power implied in textual 

practice (she occupies the position of narrative power in 

telling her own story) she loses nothing in losing reason. In 

fact, ~erricat not only becomes the queen of her awn mad 

castle, but manages to persuade th5 more conservative 

Constance that her happiness consists in refusing the 

patriarchal position and joining her sister as half of their 

folie-&-deux, 

From the beginning of the narration, Merricat is 

established as a reader/decoder of signs, which she infects 

with her own symptomology. As Felman informs us, 

Hallucination begins by a reading of signs. 
Madness is, before a l 1  else, an intuition about the 
functioning of the symbol, a blind and total faith 
in the revelation of a sign which, although spawned 
by chance, harkens to a necessity, a fatality ... 
(71) 

It is this (mis)reading of signs that stabilizes 

Merricat's insecure existence; she insures safety by choosing 

protective words, guards against threat by investing objects 

with animate power and then burying them. Her world is read 



through a signifying system made of language but differently 

coded, and this gives power to her life with Constance. When 

this power is threatened by external forces, Charles and the 

townspeople, she is made especially vulnerable and reacts by 

investing even further in magic and ritual. 

It is this investment, however, that allows Constance and 

Merricat to survive. Constance is paralysed by the events 

resulting in the destruction of their home by the townspeople. 

Merricat, on the other hand, has lived her life in 

anticipation of disaster, and guarded against break-down by 

defense mechanisms strong enough to survive the worst. She 

steets constance through the crowd, enginerrs the clean-up of 

the house, and plants her sister securely in the kitchen, from 

which place of plenty the needy Merricat is nourished for the  

rest of her textual life. 

Moreover, Merricat usurps the place of phallic power by 

only sparingly investing in the masculine position. She 

appropriates male signifiers, guarding the remains of the 

house with Uncle Julian's wheelchair (a hilarious misreading 

since for poor, crippled Julian it signifies impotency) which 

"would be powerful in my barricade, however, staring out 

always at intruders with the blank menace of dead Uncle 

Julianm (163) but she never makes them part of her 

subjectivity. Instead she restores her motherts statue to its 

privilegecl position in the dining room and dresses in the 

tablecloths that speak her investiture in the ferninine. 



Interestingly enough she functions, in spite of her dress 

code, as the man in the house. She usurps the masculine role 

of carpenter by constructing barricades, boarding windows, and 

even threatening to fix the broken step, a task at which the 

incompetent Charles proved a f ailure. In fact, as she becomes 

confident i n  her role as protector, she discards her insane 

semiotic practice for one more useful to the survival of the 

sisters. "My new magical safeguards were the lock on the 

front door, and the boards over the windows, and the 

barricades along the sides of the house" (172). 

Ratification of the power invested in the position of 

madness is provided by the townfolk, who code the sisters as 

both mad and possessed with magical powers, mythologizing them 

as witches and accusing them of eating children. This 

credulity insures the sisters boththe privacy they crave and 

a constant food supply, for the villagers, afraid and ashamed 

of themselves, assuage their guilt by leaving culinary 

offerings at the door of the ruined house. 

Thus, through the appropiiation of the madwomangç role, 

Merricat achieves a certain subject status. She does not need 

to share Constance, she is revenged on the townspeople who 

fear ber potency, she appropriates a position of phallic 

power, and gains the privacy and independence she desires. 

Finally, she assumes the l a s t  (felicitous) word. ImOh, 

Constance," 1 said, "we are so happyn (173). 



The Xaunting of H i l l  House 

With the opening phrase, "No live organism can continue 

for long to exist sanely under conditions of absolute 

reality...@@ Shirley Jackson establishes the rational/insane 

(and, most important, canny/uncannytJ) discursive tension that 

motivates this text. The voices of reason and unreason nudge 

each other, invade each other's space, jostle and crowd until 

the boundary between the two becomes permeable. Represented 

are two narrative points-of-view jockeying for control. One 

is Dr. John Montaguets (this text, like Villette, employs yet 

another Dr. John) the other belongs to Eleanor Vance. Dr. 

Montague's voice represents the law, the symbolic, and the 

real ; Eleanor' s intuition, the semiotic and the irrational , 

but increasingly it is Eleanor's voice that dominates the 

( text. The plot is, in fact, driven by the workings 

irrational as it seizes control of narrative space. 

Eleanor's voice is silenced thematically, structurally 

of the 

Though 

it is, 

in ef f ect, the maternal, mad voice that gains the most textual 

territory. l6 On her way to Hill House, Eleanorts interna1 

musings are presented as rational imaginings, wishes 

t5 Freud0 s etymological tesearches on the connection of 
the word "uncannyw (heimlich) w i t h  both home and vagina are of 
particular importance here. See his "'The UncannytW' in The 
Standard Edi t fon  of the Comple te  Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, trans. and ed., James Strachey et al. 24 vols. 
(London: Hogarth Press, 1953-1974) , 17 : 217-252. 

l6 claire Kahane notes that *whether the agency of the 
house is inside EleanorOs mind or outside it, in either 
location it clearly functions as a powerful maternal imagew 
(341). 



fulfilling long dormant desires for a place of her own and 

someone to love. Her fantasy of life in a house with stone 

lions in front, the dream of the enchanted palace with the 

white oleanders, is simply represented as desire for something 

she can cal1 her own. "'In delay, '" she sings to herself, 
anticipating a new life in Hill House, H'there lies no 

plentyt@@ (18), plenitude, of course, being what she has been 

so long denied. 

Moreover, this playful way with words, the way in which 

tag-ends of songs, lexical games and phrases inform her 

thinking, is shared by the other characters. Eleanor, Luke 

and Theo al1 prove adept at literary linguistic play. Their 

conversation s sprinkled with references to Shakespeare, 

Bunyan and Mary Shelley's Dracula, to name a few intertextual 

references. The alphabet game Love my Love with an AN is 

known t o  al1 of them and they are quick to imagine other 

identities for themselves. One of Eleanor's personae flirts, 

in effect, with appropriation of the character of the madwoman 

in the attic: lwOI am by profession an artist8s model, 'If 

Eleanor said quickly to silence her own thoughts. iffI live a 

mad abandoned life, draped in a shawl and going from garret to 

garrettW (44-45). 

It is not, then, an inadequate linguistic facility that 

places Eleanor in the position of outsider (as is the case 

with Lucy Snowe and even Joan Foster in Italy). Rather it is 

a latent interior voice that comments relentlessly on the 



scenes of comradeship and conviviality, creating a dialectic 

subtext with the C O ~ S C ~ O ~ S ,  social voice which, for a while, 

permits Eleanor to pass as %ormaLw Reading it is like 

listening to a dialogue between ego and superego, with the 

house cast as the desiring id. 

Increasingly, however, and as the house claims her, 

Eleanor8s interior monologue, her mad/bad voice, asserts 

itself. It is heard in costive comments that begin innocently 

enough as observations, for example the one in which Eleanor 

perceives that *"it might sometimes be oppressive to be for 

long around someone so immediately in tune, so perceptive, as 

Theodora'" (44). or "'He's really kind of ~illy,~" ( 4 1 ) ,  the 

words that describe her first impression of Luke. 

But as the darkness grows, as Hill House uncovers "its 

mad f acew (41) , so Eleanor loses her grip on the real. The 

dark voice divorces itself from the voice Eleanor has invested 

with the work of ego-building, and destroys the Vg@ that 

Eleanor names as @@the complete and separate thing" (59) she 

. calls herself. When this voice takes over, it signals the 

onset of symptoms in lieu of games, and paranoia displaces 

rational behaviour. Eleanor becomes anxious and fearful, 

People look knowingly at each other when she speaks and she 

soundlessly records their observations, She notes, for 

instance, that n'...Theo is being spiteful and Luke is trying 

to be nice; Luke is ashamed at himself for laughing at me and 

he is ashamed of Theo for being spiteful'@@ (157). Her voice 



works as omnipotent narration, imputing thoughts and feelings 

to the characters in what amounts to an assertion of 

authoricity . l7 As the madwoman% voice usurps the text, 

the doctor, representing the voice of scientific discourse, 

becomes more insistent (and more ridiculous) in his attempts 

to explain psychic phenomena. The house, he explains clearly, 

is a masterpiece of architectural misdirection (76) . This 
overstatement of the obvious accounts for the physical 

symptoms of inbalance and disorientation everyone is feeling. 

It does not, however, account for EleanorOs particular 

dis/ease, andtherefore works rather like Radcliffe's attempts 

at rational dénouement. Dr. Hontague revels in the physical 

materiality of psychic phenomena (the cold spot, the 

architectural oddities) . These are hard, scientif ic f acts 

experienced by al1 the characters at the level of the body. 

In the face of EleanorOs psychic specificity he is rendered 

helpless. Al1 he can tell her finally, in his avuncular way, 

is to go home. 

Ultimately it is only Eleanor who experiences the house 

as incorporating the peculiar mixture of canny and uncanny 

analyzed by Freud, for not only does she fear the house and 

17 This interior voice reads like a passage from R.D. 
Laing's Knots (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970) , a text that 
attempts to unravel the several hidden agendas in oedipal 
family relationships. 



whatever presence it embodies, she also desires it.IB ~t 

signifies for her both the recently deceased #'realn mother, 

whose death marked an end to Eleanorgs bondage, and the womb 

of pleasure and of plenitude. In its uterine space she 

becomes childlike and vulnerable. The scene where both 

Theodora and Eleanor hear the uncanny knocking is followed by 

an -episode where Eleanor alone hallucinates the grip of a 

ghostly handclasp. Singular now in her fantasies, she feels 

"an overwhelming wild happinessw (127). Later, a passage in 

which the interior voice that documents her madness moves from 

joy to fear with terrifying suddenness, depicts with 

compelling accuracy the wild mood swings of the clinically 

insane. This gap between joy and terror is closed for a moment 

in warmth as she steps into the comforting and materna1 center 

of a psychically felt presence/absence murmuring "it is not 

cold at a l la@ (152). It is the f inal  schizophrenic closure 

that separates her from the collective human experience. 

Nevertheless, although the psychic marriage between 

Eleanor and Hill House is terrifying, it is a union chosen by 

Eleanor, and it is this voice that  chooses that ultimately 

ef fects closure. Further, it is a voice that is imbricated 

lB Claire Kahane locates this desire in the mother- 
daughter bond thatdisplaces Eleanor's attraction to Theodora. 
She notes that "...the book8s refrain, 8journeys end in 
lovers meeting,# points first toward Eleanor8s desire to live 
with Theodora after they leave Hill House, and then to the 
climax, in which mother and daughter are symbolically 
reunited* (342). My own reading of Hill House includes Luke 
as a potential lover. 



with the rhymes and rhythms of madness and the maternal. rt 

speaks the textual underside of scientific discourse. As 

Shoshana Felman notes, 

Madness, in other words (like literature) , consists 
neither in sense nor in non-sense: it is not a 
final signified-however missing or disseminated- 
nor an ultimate signifier that resists exhaustive 
deciphering; it is rather, 1 would suggest, a kind 
of rhythm; a rhythm that is unpredictable, 
incalculable, unsayable, but that is nonetheless 
fundamentally narratable as the story of the 
slippage of a reading between the excessive 
f ullness and the excessive emptiness of meaning . 
(254)  

In the face of speech that is ultimately elingual, 

neither sense nor nonsense, Dr. Montague cen only give spatial 

directions. His investment in the semiotic code of the 

fathers produces speech that f a i l s  to bridge the psychic 

communication gap, and Eleanor uncontrollably drives into a 

tree, her by this time rhetorical questions, " W h y  am 1 d o i n g  

this. Why donOt they stop mepn (174)  unanswered and 

unanswerable. 

Her death represents a victory for the chora, speaking  

from the terrible motherts place. Thematically, however, it 

signifies patriarchal uneasiness with difficult mothers and 

daughters, a difficulty that 1 sha11 further examine in 

Housekeeping , 

E o a s e k e e p ~ g  

Ruthie Poster, the narratorr of Housekeeping, tells her 

tale so beautifully that the bare (Finger)bones of the story 



are almost buried beneath the sensuous prose. Unadorned, 

however, the plot tells of narrative loss and abandonment on 

a grand scale, paving a path for themes of loneliness, desire 

unfulfilled and madness. The events structuring narration 

are as follows: Helen Poster, fatherless and neglected by her 

own mother, elopes with Ruthiets Nputativew father Reginald 

Stone who later abandons her and their children Lucille and 

Ruth. After seven years, Helen8s friend Berenice persuades 

her to take a trip back to Fingerbone to visit the mother who 

had not spoken to her since her marriage. Helen borrows her 

friend8s car and journeys to Fingerbone vhere she leaves the 

childre? with their grandmother and drives over a cliff. It 

is the yearning for the lost and unknown mother that 

afterwards drives (or rather nudges, lldriveslm being too 

aggressive for this delicate telling) the plot forward. 

Moreover, the mother's loss is not the only one 

experienced by Ruthie. Once in Fingerbone, she is confronted 

with the records of the train derailment that killed her 

grandfather. Her granàmother dies five years after the 

arriva1 of Ruthie and Lucille, and her place is inadequately 

filled by two ancient aunts. Sylvie cornes to replace the 

aunts who are tao anxious and elderly to care for the children 

who, by this the, have lived so long with lies, secrets and 

silences that they welcome her strangeness, her 

insubstantiality. Sylvie becomes a mother substitute not 

because she is maternal, but because in the patriarchal 



tradition that produced her, any mother is better than none. 

This, then, s the background for ~ u t h i e ~ s  story. 

Materna1 presence is remembered throughmoments, in traces and 

mnemonic clues, and in the stories told by Sylvie. Ruthie, 

then, speaks through the experience of grief and bereavement, 

and with an abandoned child8s longing for a never realized 

family that signifies plenituàe. But in her dream of presence 

she embraces absence returning, ultimately, to the place of 

non-being. This text then exemplifies Shoshana Felman's 

assertion that, 

'Madnessf is not the assertion of a fact, but the 
locus of an aspiration: 'madness' is the desire 
for madness, a blind rush toward meaning, a dream 
of excess and hyperbole, of plenitude and potency 
which, once again, seeks only to forget, to deny 
castration--the castration of meaning. (92) 

The desire for signification that takes over this text 

is, in fact, a non-desire, a substitution of absence for 

presence. Ruthie8s sister Lucille finds fulfilment in 

becoming feminized and taking her place in the community. Her 

rejection of Sylvie means embracing heterosexuality, 

ordinar iness, the sane commonplace. Ruthie, on the other 

hand, chooses stasis. Robinson's poignant phrase l'the dear 

ordinaryn lacks significance in a world where the mother8s 

death goes relatively unnoticed and, worse still , unexplained. 

Remembering her mother Ruthie remarks, "My mother was happy 

that day, we did not know why. And if she was sad the next, we 

did not know why. And if she was gone the next, we did not 

know why" (213) .  Images of bewildered and abandoned children 



recur relentlesslythroughout the narration. On one level the 

text is a never-never land of lost children without either 

Peter Pan or a rescuing Wendy mother, but it is the  only land 

Ruthie knows. The life chosen by Lucille has no meaning for 

her . 
That a text this dark, narrated from a position of 

madness, should leave an atmosphere of warmth and safety in 

its wake seems unlikely.19 Yet it is the most comforting of 

the novels under scrutiny. The texts in which the heroines 

are clearly coded mad tell extremely unsettling tales. 

Eleanorfs story is, of course, horrifying, but eventhe slyly 

manipulative Merricat pays a price for her triumph in the 

paranoid.fantasies she entertains. Housekeepfng, on the other 

hand, cloaks the mad Ruthie in a darkness as enfolding as the 

womb. In both senses of the word, homely and uncanny, it is 

the most heimlich of the texts. It is, of course, the place 

of the mother from where no signification is possible, but it 

is warm and sheltering and safe. It throws into focus the 

-whole notion of motherhood as constnicted by patriarchy and 

illustrates wonderfully Mary Ann Doane's insight that 

... the concept of motherhood automatically throws 
into question ideas concerning the self, boundaries 
between self and other, identity. Perhaps this is 
why a patriarchal society invests so heavily in the 
construction and maintenance of motherhood as an 
identity with very precise functions--comforting, 
nusturing, protecting. (Desire to Desire 83) 

19 The friends with whom 1 spoke about this novel al1 
testify to the optimism generated by the text. 



Moreover this text plays, like Villette, with readerly 

desire. The happy ending is withheld in favour of a choice of 

endingç. There is a drowning, nwhen 1 followed Sylvie across 

the bridge and the lake claimed usn ( 2 1 4 ) .  and there is an 

escape narrated in language quite different from the dreamy 

prose that characterizes Ruthie's voice. "The plain truth," 

says Ruthie, who, unable to differentiate between thought and 

dream can only be mendacious, is that "...we caught the next 

westbound.. .al1 the way ta Seattle. From there we went to 

Portland, and from there to Crescent City, and from there to 

Vancouver, and from there again to Seattlen (216). The 

difference in the language used to describe the dual endings 

is reminiscent of the exchange between Dr. Montague and 

Eleanor in The Haunting of Hill House, where the doctoros 

directions are woefully inadequate in the face of Eleanorfs 

craziness. It is as though the language of reason (the 

thetic, to employ Julia Kristeva's term) were unable to carry 

the emotional investment demanded by a textual politics that 

privileges the place of madness. It would take more optimism 

than this reader possesses to believe that Sylvie the 

Foster/Fisher queen and her mad shadow Ruthie escape death by 

drowning. The text has already troped the train as an 

instrument of death, and, in fact, Ruthie States (as 

unequivocally as possible for a mad woman), in defining the 

terms by which signification passes to Lucille, %ince we are 

dead, the house would be hers nown (217-218). 



Yet somehow 1 and my friends read death in this text as 

a triumph (of the semiotic, perhaps) over patriarchy and the 

mundane world of housekeeping as regulated by the fathers. We 

see Ruthie and Sylvie as heroines whose escape into madness is 

a positive narrative act. Perhaps we read it in the way 

feminist critics like Luce Irigaray have read hysteria, as a 

sign of rebellion, 

... against and rejection of the requirements of 
femininity (requirements which are huniliating for 
her insofar as they presume women8s castration) . 
It is a refusal rather than a repression of 
heterosexuality, and an attempt to return 
nostalgically ta the pre-oedipal, homosemial desire 
for the mother. (Grosz 134) 

Housekeeping is shot through and though with desire for 

the mother, congruent with a willingness to rfsk madness in 

order to colonize for women that materna1 place. That madness 

in this text is comforting rather than disturbing is a tribute 

ta the ways in which its signifiers have been troped for 

women. Thus the womb is not abjected (again to use Kristeva's 

te*) but rather CO-opted as the woman8s room of choice. 

Again see Kristeva, Powers of Horror. 
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Tho Mairad Hala 

Tho man mtaggerad on him horao. the report of a 
pirtol v.8 followed by grorrr. and 8t. Aubert's 
horxor u p  ba iugined.  whea in th. n u t  instant he 
tbought ha haud the fafnt voiae of Valrnoourt. 

The Hysteries of Wolpbo 

Castration (in the Lacanian sense) of the male characters 

in gothic fiction written by women occurs with enough 

regularity to establish it as a mark of critical difference.' 

In my discussion of the male characters so marked, 1 consider 

castration in two senses: physical and psychological. * In 

both cases, an emasculation occurs which deconstructs the 

phallic power of the male so that he becomes more manageable, 

less threatening. The bar of sexual difference between 

masculine/feminine is weakened, sometimes enabling the heroine 

to form an alliance whose power structure is less loaded in 

favour of the male, certainly as a means of revealing the 

phallus as an empty signifier, patriarchal power 

notwithstanding. What is important here is that the 

' Ann Ronald deals with this aspect of the female gothic 
in detail, finding it a sign that "the psychology behind these 
books is more seriously disturbed than most critics have 
hitherto dreamed." See her essay *Torror--Gothie: Nightmare 
and Dream in Ann Radcliffe and Charlotte Brontëw (Fleenor 
184). Rosalind Coward, on the other hand, finds in the 
ubiquitous mutilation of the male a positive "push for power 
in female fantasy. See her Female Desires: EIov They Are 
Sought, Bouyht and Packaged (New York: Grove Press, 1985) , 
195-96. 

* Only in a very few cases is removal of the penis 
involved, male anxieties notwithstanding. Throughout this 
text, castration signifies reduction of power semiotized by 
the penis, not the removal of the biological organ itself. 



castration of themale reveals/unveils h i s  culturally recessed 

femininity in a way that, for Silverman, deserves far more 

critical notice than it has hitherto received, because of what 

it has to Say about the subjectivity of both sexes. Silverman 

asserts that, 

. .. since no one assumes identity except by being 
separated from the mother, having access to the 
real, and entering into a field of preexisting 
meaning, and since no identity can be sustained in 
the absence of the gaze of the Other...what passes 
for ,femininityOis actually an inevitable part of 
al1 subjectivity. Women have nothing ta gain by 
denying this legacy. On the contrary, what is 
needed here is not so much a 'masculinizationt of 
the female subject as a 'feminization' of the male 
subject-a much more generalized acknowledgment, in 
other words, of the necessary terms of cultural 
identity. (The Acoustic E a r  149)  

I myself see nothing alarming in a textual poetics that 

articulates phallic power within the realm of apprehension 

(in al1 senses of the word) by the female characters. When 

the power of the phallic function is understood as deriving 

from culture ratherthan biology, then the heroineOs rejection 

of phallic privilege does not involve re jection of the 

biological male (although this seems to be the case in 

Housekeeping and Hill House). Moreover, the feminization of 

the male moves him textually closer to the mother position and 

theref ore more accessible by the fernale.) f n The ~ysteries of 

For an interesting insight regarding the feminized 
lover, see Mary Ann Doane, who understands the feminization of 
the male as contributing to *the thematics of narcissism, the 
type of relation--or more accurately, nonrelation--ta the 
other which Freud labelled specifically ferninine" (The Desire 
to Desire 116). 



Udolpho, for example, both Emily8s father and her lover share 

qualities that are f ound, as well, in her gentle and sensitive 

mother. ft is, in fact, sometimes dif f icult in these texts to 

separate gender characteristics, so present are the same 

attributes in both the sexes, 

The Hystaries of Udolpho 

Emilyfs father, M. St. Aubert, and her lover Valancourt, 

share characteristics that result in a curious blurring of 

identities; the father's passing leaves a gap in the 

convenient shape of the son-in-law to be. Both men are 

connected with poetry, music and a mysticism and romanticism 

more often associated with the female. In two passages 

detailing Emily ' s recollection of them, they share a mysticism 
that has little to do with masculinity. Emily, recently 

bereaved, 

. .saw her father approaching her with a benign 
countenance; then, smiling mournfully and pointing 
upwards, his lips moved, but, instead of words, she 
heard sweet music borne on the distant air, and 
presently saw h i s  features glow with the mild 
rapture of a superior being., (Udolpho 83) 

Later, separated from Valancourt and contemplating a 

convent life, she recalls that, nit was the remembrance of 

Valancourt, of his taste, his genius, and of the countenance 

which glowed with both, that, perhaps, alone determined her to 

return to the world@@ (89) . Moreover, though M. St . Aubert 
acts as arbiter of Emily8s emotions, advising her regarding 

the balancinq of reason and sentiment, C i s  own feelings 



frequently overcome him, and in several passages ho breaks 

down entirely. Valancourt too indulges in the feminine act of 

weeping, and is reduced to tears almost as often as his 

intended. Moreover, M. St. Aubert approves in Valancourt the 

emotional outbursts ha tries to check in Emily, seeing in the 

former "a frank and generous nature full of ardour, highly 

susceptible of whatever is grand and beautiful, but impetuous, 

wild, and somewhat romantic" (41) . " T h i s  young man, remarks 

M. St. Aubert approvingly, nhas never been at Paris" (41) . 
The association of Valancourt w i t h  m a l  space marks the 

lover, of course, as partaking in/of the materna1 place, 

closer to nature than to culture, and the same obse~ation may 

be made .of M. St. Aubert who has retired to La Vallée "to 

scenes of simple nature, to the pure delights of literature, 

and to the exercise of domestic virtuesw (1). 

Indeed, considering Valancourt's position on the feminine 

side of the subjectivity curve, it is astonishing the number 

of times he requires wounding by persons acting, deceptively 

enough, on Emily8s behalf. At their first meeting her father 

stages a mini-castration scene by inadvertently shooting him 

in the a m  (the modern meaning of "a shot in the amw is not 

without significance here), mistaking him for a robber. The 

wound engages mily8s sympathy, necessitating rather more 

physical closeness between the two than would otherwise be 

permissible; (18m convinced that the psychoanalytical reason 

for the shot outweighs the textual one of plot advancement; 



surely a fa11 from a horse would have suff iced) . At their 

next to last meeting, as the narrative moves towards closure, 

her gardener shoots him in the arm (not, 1 trust, the same 

am) again requiring the wearing of a sling (and 

[colincidentally, anticipating the "man in a bandagett episode 

that closes Atwood's Lady Oracle). Once again this seems a 

somewhat dramatic method f or f acilitating sexual union, with 

the hapless Valancourt once more partially immobilized. 

Nor is Valancourt the only male in the text who sustains 

physical injury on behalf of the fair Emily. Montoni and 

Morano (one of Montoni's retinue, and a suitor of Emilyts) 

fight a duel on her behalf. Morano is wounded and Emily, 

relieved at Ming rid of his attentions, nevertheless attends 

to his wounds. Again, a physically disabled and needy male 

becomes the object of Emilyts ministrations, furthering a 

closeness between the two not necessitated by textual 

thematics. With a choice of men at her disposal, it is 

interesting that Emily chooses the one most 

feminized/castrated, a choice exercised also by Ellena di 

Rosalba. 

The Italian 

While not physically mtilated, Vincenio di Vivaldi, the 

lover of Ellena Rosalba in The I t a l i  an, nevertheless resembles 

his textual parallel Valancourt in that he too is partially 

deprived of phallic signification. Vivaldi is bullied by both 



his parents, teased and harassed by his servant Paulo (whom 1 

suspect him of desiring more than he does the heroine4) and 

has a propensity for leading Ellena into the very dangers from 

which he would protect her. He is, moreover, also associated 

with the music and mysticism that, like Valancourt, link him 

with characteristics that connote femininity. In a passage 

that could as easily be applied to Valancourt, the text 

informs us that 

Vivaldi's voice was a fine tenor, and the same 
susceptibility, which made him passionately fond of 
music,taught him to modulate his cadence with 
exquisite delicacy, and to give his emphasis with 
the most simple pathetic expression. H i s  sou1 
seemed . to breathe in the sounds, --so tender, so 
imploring, yet u2 energetic. ( I t a l i an  17) 

He is, moreover, possessed of a bravado that belongs more 

to the miles gloriosus than to the lover, and that brings him, 

on severaloccasions, perilously closeto death. The flip side 

of this posturing shows him exhibiting an emotional f ebrility 

that, in one instance, 

vicinity of the heroine, 

Valancourt eschews. At 

marginalized as though he 

unheeded by al1 but the 

occasions a fainting fit in the 

a weakness even the twice-wounded 

Schedocifs trial, Vivaldi is as 

were a woman, his efforts to speak 

faithful Paulo (who upstages him 

constantly) and whose status as servant in the hierarchy of 

' The master/servant relationship in these early texts 
resembles the hero/side-kick duo in the modern wbuddygg novel, 
in that the heroine functions as a preventive wedge between 
the two men. See Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick on homoerotic desire 
in Between Men: English Li terature and Male Honosocial Desire 
(New York: Columbia UP, 1985). 



phallic discourse is itself marked by his naster8s frequent 

attempts to silence him. Even the villain Schedoni remarks, 

in one illuminating passage, on Vivaldi's "prevailing 

weaknessw, an over-active imagination which aligns him with 

the irrational and, congruently, the female. In Schedonirs 

'the opinions you avowed were rational,' said 
Schedoni, 'but the ardour of your imagination was 
apparent, and what ardent imagination ever was 
contented to trust to plain reasoning, or to the 
evidence of the senses? It may not willingly 
confine itself to the du11 truths of this earth; 
but, eager to expand its facilities, to fil1 its 
capacity, and to experience its own peculiar 
delights, soars after new wonders into a world of 
its own! ' ( I ta l ian  397-98) 

The same judgment (with which Vivaldi, incidently, 

concurs) might reasonably be applied to Emily St. Aubert or to 

Ellena; evidently a vivid imagination, to the detriment of 

rationality, is not gender specific. 

V i l l e t t e  

That Graham Bretton is superseded narratively by the less 

phallically endowed Paul manuel,. Lucy Snowefs chosen marital 

partner, is a textual choice of some interest in itself. The 

latter possesses al1 the characteristics of the male most 

likely to succeed in a phallocentric society which is, 1 

think, why he does not represent the haroinefs object-choice; 

he is too sun-kinglike, with his leonine good looks and hhis 

authoritative position as a member of the medical prof ession. 

There would be little give and take in a relationship with 



Graham Bretton; he is too f irmly stationed in the driver's 

seat of history. g m H i s w  women, moreover, Mrs. Bretton and the 

diminutive Polly de Bassompierre, tend to adore him, an 

emotion that leaves little tirne or room for their own 

self-fulfilment, even supposing that they wanted lives of 

their own. Moreover, the manner in which he wields his power 

suggests a self -absorbtion inimical to anything like equity in 

a relationship. 

The male character most textually emasculated is, of 

course, Alfred de Hamal who, as the hen-pecked husband of 

Ginevra Fanshawe, provides the tee's most potent warning of  

the dangers of succumbing to excess femininity. In Lucy's 

caustic (and cutting) description he is reduced to the level 

of marionette, a sui table  petit objet B for the socially 

ambitious Genevra. In Lucy's opinion, 

He was a straight-nosed, very correct-featured 
little dandy. 1 Say little dandy, though he was 
not beneath the middle standard in stature; but his 
lineaments were small, and so were his hands and 
feet; and he was pretty and smooth, and as trim as 
a doll: so nicely dressed, so nicely curled, so 
booted and gloved and cravated-he was chaming 
Indeed. (Villette 216) 

The perceptive (and lascivious) reader may be forgiven for 

wondering what else, besides the designated portions, was 

diminutive in Alfred (the little) de Hamal. 

Lucy seeks alliance with a man less steeped in the 

privileges of patriarchy, one more conscious of his 

vulnerability than Graham Bretton, a position adequately 

f illed by M. Paul, who is neither - as handsome nor as 



well-apportioned as the doctor. Paul Emanuel needs Lucy, while 

the self-sufficient Graham Bretton does not. As a professor 

in a girl *s school, M. Paul wields considerable power, but 

only over the microcosmic world of Mme. Beck's establishment. 

Moreover, al1 his life he has been manipulated, both 

economically and eaiotionally, by social forces that threaten 

to deprive/castrate him even of Lucy, the ob ject-choice of his 

own desiring. Lucy represents, for him, a break with the 

dominant hegemonic forces figured in the Catholic.church and 

its economic and familial affiliations. M. Paul, in choosing 

her as a partner, chooses a less powerful subject position, 

one that marginalizes him in terme of family and religion, as 

Lucy herself is marginalized. H i s  alliance with Lucy, 

therefore, situates him in the place of the mother. 

Lucy, however, who loves him a t  least partly because she 

understands his chauvinism as stemming from his own shaky 

subjectivity, marks him for her own in a delightful bit of 

textual fore-play concerning spectacles, an event which, 

because it involves loss of vision, the most potent site of 

patriarchal power, is psychoanalytically connected with 

castration.' When she breaks his precious glasses (the text 

refers to them as "bis treasuresn as though they were the 

phallic family jewels) the language is psychologically loaded. 

Lucy herself speaks of the glasses as holding "a blank and 

Oedipus, in the myth, is blinded. This loss of vision 
is underatood in psychoanalytic discourse as castration. 



immutable terror, beyond the mobile wrath of the wearerOs own 

unglazed eyesm8 (411) . M. Paul continues the drama of 

loss/castration (and, not incidentally, murder) when, holding 

the shattered spectacles in his hands, he states voila 

veuf mis a passage translated in the textual 

notes as lm ' . . . there 1 am, widowed of my spectacles (4 13 ) . 
Finally, rhetoricizing the calamity in tenus that 

paradigmatically link Lucy with her female castrating avatar 

Delilah, he exclaims/ejaculates, "'Ah, traitress! traitress! 

You are resolved to have me quite blind and helpless in your 

hands! ' (413). 

Furthermore, M. Paul approves the event; it puts him at 

Lucy's mercy in a way that allows h i m  to acknowledge, without 

apparent apprehension, the gender politics in which they are 

engaged. Because the encounter is playful, his fears have an 

outlet without his actually giving the game away, a situation 

Lucy wisely acknowledges. 18Dif f icult of management so long as 

1 had donc him no harm, he became graciously pliant so long as 

1 stood in his presence, a conscious and contrite offender" 

(413). Lucy is perceptively aware that M. Paul sees through 

his lunettes only darkly. 

Elsewhere, M. Paul is associated with the ferninine in 

other, less obvious ways. He plays textual tiger ta Graham 

Bretton's lion; Lucy describes h i m  as wa black and sallow 

tiger" (411) , a beast more often associated with the female 
and the feline. Furthemore, he is a voyeur of female nature, 



spying on the demoiselles in a way that suggests a need to 

reaffirm the site/sight of difference and a congruent 

insecurity about his own masc~linity.~ 

Yet his gaze is more reflexive than reflective. M. 

Paul's attempts at assimilation work not so much to diminish 

Lucy as to position him as something of a wa~abe--a man who 

envies women, who would put himself in their place. His 

reading of Lucy's characteristics betrays a certain 

acquisitive desire not to other het, but to erase difference: 

. . . we are alike-there is aff inity. Do you see 
it ,mademoiselle, when you look in the glass? Do 
you observe that your forehead is shaped like 
mine--that your eyes are cut like mine? Do you 
hear that you have some of my tones of voice? Do 
you know that you have many of my looks? 1 
perceive al1 this, and believe that you were born 
under my star... (Villette 459)' 

In hi8  avidity, M. Paul runs the risk of forgetting that, 

conversely, he resembles ber. A man willing to undergo some 

measure of feminization is appreciably easier to manipulate 

than one who, as is the case with Graham Bretton, scarcely 

sees women at all. Moreover, he is remarking a physical 

resemblance, not a psychological one. He is not proposing 

that Lucy mime his opinions and beliefs. M. Paul is, then, 

- -- 

See my chapter on "Gothic In/sights." 

' Judith Newton corroborates this point when she notes 
that "rather than giving him contra1 over Lucy, Paul's class 
position, his economic situation, and his looks and 
temperament as well, tend to identify him with herm (127) . 
See her essay Villette, " in Sex, Class and Race in 
Literature and Culture (New York: Methuen, 1985). 105-133. 



less threa ten ingthan  Graham B r e t t o n t o  a heroine who includes  

meaningful (and paid) work i n  he r  de f in i t ion  of s u b j e c t i v i t y .  

Lady Oracle 

The severa l  men who f unction as lovers i n  Lady Oracle a r e  

var ious ly  bound up with t h e  feminine, and a fumbling l o t  of 

p h a l l i c  f a i l u r e s  they a re ,  ftom t h e  adolescent who perceives  

Joan Foster as a g ian t  breas t ,  t o  t h e  re luc tan t  Arthur whose 

un l ike ly  s t a t u s  as knight e r r a n t  is satirized i n  Joanr s rescue 

fantasy.  (She pic tures  him, ndescendingtowards me, uncer ta in ,  

stony-faced, rescue-minded, i n  his uncomfortable shoes,  and 

well-aged cot ton underwearn) ( 4 )  . Arthur is, moreover, 

dominated by a mother who, i n  Joang s explanation, Vhreatened 

to c u t  o f f  his thumbs when sbe caught him playing w i t h  himself 

at the age of four" ( 3 7 ) ,  a t h r e a t  more or less guaranteed to 

provoke castration anxiety. Joan and Arthur meet when Joan 

l i t e r a l l y  runs i n t o  him and knocks him dom, not  inc iden ta l ly  

marking him with a t e x t u a l l y  recessed but psychoanalytically 

i n t e r e s t i n g  c u t  on t h e  cheek. 

Masking powerlessness w i t h  the flamboyant costumes of t h e  

eighteenth-century gothic v i l l a i n  (and, inc iden ta l ly ,  t h e  

c l o t h e s  worn by Joan's phantom lover,  na ta11 man i n  evening 

dress with an opera cloak and smouldering eyest8) (18) Chuck 

B r e w e r ,  a.k.a The Royal Porcupine, is, l i k e  Arthur, also 

p h a l l i c a l l y  remiss. H e  is loaded with panache but  has 

b a s i c a l l y  no power. With very little money and, a s  his 



artistry is based on road-kill, no standing in the artistic 

and cultural community, Chuck eventually reveals himself as an 

ordinary bourgeois male, prompting Joan to remark wistfully, 

"Was every Heathcliffe a Linton in disguise?" (272). 

There is the Polish Count, Paul, a.k.a. the writer Mavis 

Quilp, like Arthur, a would-be martyr, and a failed writer of 

literature. Paul's adoption of a female pseudonym signifies 

his castration, and like Lucy's M o  Paul, he is a wearer of 

spectacles that, as Joan wickedly notes, he looks weird 

without . 
Frazer Buchanon, Joanfs erstwhile black-mailer, is yet 

another of the males in this text whose failure to signify is 

thematically marked. Frazer, whose plan to publish otherwise 

rejected writers in a journal aptly titled Reject is himself 

rejected, thus acquiring the necessary credentials for 

membership in the castrated males club, along with most of the 

other male chaxacters. 

Joants father, as well, qualifies for membership in this 

not-so-exclusive clique. Though Joan suspects him of 

engineering her motherfs death in order to replace her with a 

less disruptive woman, one who fits seamlessly into his 

patriarchal, bourgeois l i fe ,  she nevertheless remambers his 

position in the family as marginal. Mostly she recollects his 

absence, in contrast to the over-determined presence of her 

mother. Joanfs relations with her father are, in fact, 

conducted in materna1 space; maintained in/by silence. In her 



recollections, T h e  few things we did together were wordless 

thingsm (74) . The Poster father thus stands in the place 

traditionally reserved for the female, during the years when 

Joan was most intensely involved in oedipal dramatics, so that 

Joan8s attempts to find phallic power through the penis are 

cathected towards the men who occupy the traditional and 

culturally powerless mother place, like the disadvantaged 

Arthur. 

Joants sexuality is f irst submerged in fat, then directed 

towards unsuitable object choices, needy males who require her 

support, their powerlessness emphasized by the f act that, with 

the exception of the Count, they are al1 economically 

dependent on her. ühen she begins to disengage herself from 

the all-powerful mother, she is able to perceive in her father 

some of the phallic characteristics hitherto obfuscated by the 

potent female figure at the center of her persona1 psychic 

maze. 

Joan's desire, then, is free to re-direct towards the 

reporter, associated with the father position through the 
: 

semiotics that metonymically re-empower the doctor father in 

his gauze mask and the unknown man in a bandage, who may, in 

his role as investigator, intrude on the mother/daughter 

enceinte. This is a phallic-enough father, of whom Joan says, 

"He's a nice man, he doesntt have a very interesting nose, but 

1 have to admit that there s something about a man in a 



bandage.. .@ (345). B 

me Haunting of Hill House 

For Eleanor Vance, power in The Haunting of Hill House is 

so over-determinedly on the side of the pre-oedipal nother 

that aven a man in full possession of his phallic faculties 

would appear insignificant in contrast. Nevertheless Luke 

Sandetson, the one male character who the text sets up as 

suitable lover (unmarried, male and relatively .young) is 

self-proclaimedly lacking phallic power. His statement "1 

never had a motherm (18) situates him on the side of lack 

(since hegs never had to confront loss) , certainly in 

Eleanor's own pre-oedipal economy of desire where the mother 

leaves no space for other love. Further, as a likely partner 

in the patriarchal heterosexual contract, one that rewards a 

woman for her ability to attract a suitable mate, Luke is 

clearly impossible. As the text states flatly, 

Luke Sanderson was a liar. He was also a thief. 
His aunt, who was the owner of Hill House, was fond 
of pointing out that her nephew had the best 
education, the best clothes, the best taste, and 
the worst cornpanions of anyone she had ever known; 
she would have leaped at any chance to put him away 
for a feu weeks. (Hill House 9) 

In fact, it is his marginal subjectivity, along with a 

f eline (and f eminine) "catlike instinct for self -preservationw 

(9) that establishes him as a fit occupant for Hill House in 

This foregrounding of the nose highlights an 
intertextual link with Tristram Shandy, a text not without 
signification concerning noses and castration. 



the first place. Again, the text divests Luke of significant 

phallic power when it names him as the future (and reluctant) 

landlord of Hill House which is, for al1 intents and purposes, 

useless, since no-one seems to regard it either as a home fit 

for habitation or a source of rental income. Dr. Montague, 

too, the male established as a father-f igue, is characterizad 

as impotent in his relationship with his wife. Although he 

convenes and presides over his Hill House family manqu6, his 

efforts at control are constantly trivialized by IWs. Montague 

who subverts his position of authority at every turn. 

Moreover his admonitions to Eleanor are frequently ignored by 

her, in spite of the fact that, as a professional man, his 

word is supposed to carry some weight. Because both Luke and 

Dr Montague are semiotic strangers to the materna1 realm, a 

curiosity remarked by Luke in the statement never 

thought.. .that 1 would stand to inherit a house where 1 had to 

put up signe to find my way aroundw (YI), they are at a power 

disadvantage in this text. 

Finally, there is the comic figure Arthur Parker, the 

friend invited to the investigation by Mrs. Montague in order 

to patrol the house. Arthur's masculinity-in-excess drives 

his character. As a headmaster in a boy's school, he 

represents a caricature of the stereotypical headmaster whose 

sterling common sense and upholding of traditional values mark 

him as manly. However, Arthur's masculinitytoo is constantly 

undermined by the relentlessly castrating Mrs. Montague, who 



orders him about, and by the costive comments of the other 

characters who see him simply as a joke. 

Hill House it~elf is textually understood as the 

preferred place in terms of power positioning. The house, 

with its carnival antics, mocks phallic power, re-arranging 

itself at will to the consternation of the men, whose 

investment in rationality undergoes a severe shock, and 

cathecting Eleanor with a promise of materna1 authority and 

control. It is, finally, the victory of this pre-oedipal, 

materna1 power over the symbolic that pulls Eleanor towards a 

desire that promises her the presence of the mother without 

the punishment of castration exacted by the father's law. 

W e  Have RTways Lîved in the Castle 

Men in We Have Always Lived in the Castle f are even less 

f avourably in tenus of phallic signif icance than their textual 

counterparts in The Haunting of Hill liouse. Pathetic Uncle 

Julian, with h i s  feeble ejaculation "Pap" (30) (possibly a 

poignant echo of the more phallically powerful Pop) hardly 

signifies as potent. In a wheelchair as a result of the 

damage inflicted by poison, he is totally dependent on his 

nieces. Constance, the good and dutiful daughter, nurses him 

cheerfully, bringing him special foods and acting as his 

secretary. Merricat's good will is less predictable, and her 

frequent reminders ta herself to "be kinder to Uncle Julian" 

(19) suggest that her actions towards him have not always been 



benevolent. 

Moreover his attempts at authoricity, his intentions of 

writing a book about the poisonings, go up in snoke with the 

box of newspaper clippings that serve as his source material. 

Even before the poisoning that leaves him paralysed, the text 

describes him as dependent upon the largesse of his brother 

Thomas, Merricat ' s father . Uncle Julian remembers that "My 

brother sonetimes remarked upon what we ate, my wif e and 1; he 

was a just man, and never stinted his food, so long as we did 

not take too much" (60). Finally, of course, he suffers the 

final castration, death, in the fire set by Merricat. 

Charles also has h i s  desire nipped in the bud by 

Merricat, ever-vigilant on behalf of materna1 right. It is, 

in fact, a measure of Charles' privilege as a male family 

member that the sisters semiotize him in the place of the 

father. 'Merricat,' Constance said; she turned and looked at 

me, smiling. 'It's our cousin, our cousin Charles Blackwood. 

1 knew him at once; he looks like Father' (72) . Furthemore, 
Charles is invested with the linguistic authority attached to 

phallic power. Merricat frequently remarks on how large his 

face seems, with its big, talkative rn~uth.~ Investment in the 

written word is granted Charles when Uncle Julian drops his 

precious notes and Charles, like a knight receiving a boon, 

kneels to gather them up. This textual f iguring of patriarchal 

The power of Charles* mouth surfaces as a form of 
semial harassment. ühen he makes his first appearance at the 
house, he threatens t o  kiss Merricat. 



power passing from male to male, f ather to son, is, of course, 

undermined by the powerlessness of this particular father 

figure and the later destruction of the documents. 

Initially, Constance8 desire for Charles causes her to 

neglect the maternal realm. In forgetting to dust her 

motherts jewel-box, that holds, in Merricat8s words 

mother's pearls, and her sapphire ring, and her brooch with 

diamonds* (84) , she metaphorically f orgets to guard the f amily 
jewels that signify maternal/vaginal power. Merricat, faced 

with an imbalance of power in favour of Charles, is thus 

forced to act as the castrating agent in the text. She 

initiates the castration process by breaking the mirror (that 

signifier of sameness and dif f erence) in her father' s room now 

occupied by Charles, thus invading his paternal phallic space 

and asserting control. Uncle Julian observes (albeit 

misogynistically) that Char les increasingly lacks 

signification vis-&vis maternal space, remarking ,It is not 

f itting for men of dignity to threaten and reproach when women 

have had a falling out. YOU' lose stature, John, you lose 

stature8 (111) . The f act that Julian forgets Charles' name in 
the process highlights the castration effect. Merricat 

completes Charles' downfall by setting fire to the house with 

Charles8 particular phallic symbol, his pipe, thus doing him 

in with his own instrument of power. Charles stands revealed, 

finally, as a failed mercenary whose terminal pathetic 

attempts at wooing Constance provide the sisters with the last 



laugh. That the women then proceed to make a l i fe without 

masculine presence makes a space for the configuration of plot 

in Housekeeping, a text where oedipal resolve is not merely 

thwarted, but side-stepped entirely. 

Housek88pfng 

The men in Housekeeping (a text marked by its lack of 

significant male characters) also fail to signify in any 

meaningful way. Ruthie's grandfather, a painter of mountains 

he has never actually seen, is marked by hi8  failure to make 

meaning of or in the *reaLW When h i s  train plunges into the 

lake/Imaginary, his death effectively leaves his wife in a 

locale where l'the dimensions of things modified themselves, 

leaving a number of puzzling marginsw (4). One of the text's 

puzzling marginal characters is Ruthiers father Reginald 

Stone, known to his daughter only through snapshots, and 

therefore doubly devoid of presence. Ruthie codes his status 

as castrated by remarking his position in the photos as 

analogous to the one occupied by women in the social order, 

noting that Vlearly he does not consider himself the subject 

of either photographw (14). Finally, he is signified only in 

a letter ripped apart unread by Ruthie8s mother, a gesture 

that is reminiscent of the castrating act performed by Joan 

Foster8s mother on the men in the snap-shots in Lady Oracle. 

Sylvie8 s 

suspect. She 

shifting story of her marital status is highly 

invents a husband, the text suggests, in order 
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to satisfy the patriarchal requirement that women be sutured 

f irmly into the oedipal paradigm. The only male with authority 

in the text is Fingerboners sheriff, whose admonitions are 

ignored by the women when, at the end of the narrative, they 

cross the bridge of difference. Finally, it may be said that 

the women, by the act of authoring/narrating a text, are 

engaged in a castrating act that renders them able to tell 

their own story while depriving the male of the same 

privilege, a point made by Teresa de Lauretis who states, 

Now we know from Lacan as well as ~alvino that 
writing is the masculine activity par excellence, 
because it exists in the order of the symbolic 
where laquage, the articulation of signifiers, and 
signification itself are subject to the name of the 
Father, to the structure of symbolic castration in 
which the phallus is the signifier of desire. 
Writing thus ptesupposes possession of the 
phallus--symbolically speaking, of course, and for 
a woman to mite is to usurp a place, a discursive 
position, she does not have by nature or by 
culture. (Technologies of Gender 8 0 )  

1 am not suggesting that the male characters 1 engage are 

lacking totally in phallic power, only that they are deprived 

of some aspects of signification, cut d o m  to size, as it 

were, by the texts that. speak theq. men this is not so, when 

a male character operates in full possession of his phallic 

faculties, the thematics of the text are quite different. In 

the female gothic, fathers and lovers function within an 

oedipal paradigm that allows the heroine some measure of 

control. If is this, if 1 may be allowed the pun, that gives 

the genre its cutting edge, its coupe de g r e c e .  



Gothic Inl i ights:  The Gale, the Look. and tha Mirror 

It r i 8  th. point hilfway between the village an& 
the high~ar. th@ i i d d l a  spot on the ~8th. and no 
one aver arw our opas looking out through the 
vina*. 

We Have Alvays Lived in the C a s t l e  

My interest in the politics of seeing has been both 

motivated and augmented by relatively recent discourse on the 

gaze in film theory (as well as other areas of "pop" culture) . 
Re-visionary techniques1 are constantly in the process of 

being invented and reworked in this field, following the 

debate(s) ove& Laura Mulvey's ovarian article Visual Pleasure 

and Narrative Cinema,n and indeed the whole question of how, 

where and for whom a woman looks is always (and already?) 

textualized in the terms of this article. 

Seeing, as feminists writing in critical theory are 

constantly pointing out in our attempts to reinvent a wheel 

perceived by someone other than Ezekiel, is intimately bound 

up with the construction of meaninge2 What we see is 

8gRe-vision,w in Teresa de Lauretis8 helpful 
explanation, *rePers to the project of reclaiming vision, of 
'seeing difference differently8, of displacing the critical 
emphasis from 'images of women to the axis of vision itself-- 
to the modes of organizing vision and hearing which result in 
the production of that 'image. See her article "Aesthetics 
and Feminist Theory: Rethinking Women8s Cinema," in Female 
Spectators: Looking at F i l m  and Television, ed., Deirdre E. 
Pribram (London: Verso, 1988), 189. 

When fashioned by feminist theorists, as Lorraine 
Gammon and Margaret Frshment point out in their introduction 
to The Female Gaze, - "this struggle over meaning directly 
relates to questions about the female gaze. Can a female 
perspective, which controls situations and their definitions, 
be produced from within the mainstream? And if it can, what 



predetermined by how the gaze is mediated; in patriarchy, the 

male constructs the dominant modes and codes of representation 

which determine how we look. Because film textualizes the 

visual field, it is in this area that seeing has been 

critically imbricated in the construction of a belief system 

imbued with patriarchal values: the man in control of the 

gaze, the woman as object in a gender-coded visual field. 

What critical analyses in this area foregrounds, among 

other things, are the power relations implied in looking, not 

only in the cinema, but in al1 fields of representation, 

including literature. Judith Mayne illustrates the segue 

between the novel and cinema in this way: 

It is through the conventions of the traditional 
cinema that most of us, critics and filmmakers 
included, have learned how to 'watchO the movies. 
The conventions of the traditional cinema--these 
are, first and foremost, narrative conventions of 
the novel. Or, put another way, cinema combines 
narrative and spectacle, story-telling and display. 
Some of the particular problems and issues of 
women's cinema are worth considering against the 
background of a narrative tradition which for two 
centuries before the development of aoving pictures 
was dominated by the novel. ("The Woman at the 
Keyho-len 51) 

Thus the thematically familiar look employed by the 

gothic male protagonist, wherein he traps the female like a 

rabbit in the headlights, becomes readable in the light of 

film theory. As well, when the printed text becomes the film 

script, as is the case with The Haunting of Hill House, and 

would it look like? And look at?n In The 
as Viewers of Popular Culture (London: 
l988), 4.  

Female Gaze: 
The Women's 

Women 
Press, 



Housekeeping, the women8s look becomes easier to prioritize, 

opening interesting gaps between textual and film practice and 

raising some fascinating questions about the workings of 

ideology in an area which is displacing (some would Say has 

already displaced) the primacy of the written word. 

In fact it is in the realm of the gothic that the female 

gaze becomes particularly problematic, for it is @@in the long 

and complex traditions of Female Gothic where woman is 

examined with a woman8s eye, woman as girl, as sister, as 

mother, as selfn (Moers 109). How female characters look at 

themselves, at others, how the relations of seeing and being 

seen are conducted, raise interesting questions about female 

subjectivity and desise, questions worked out in the oedipal 

relations narrativized within each particular text. Moreover, 

in the twilight ambience with which the gothic is permeated, 

visibility is sometimes at a premium, particularly in the 

early gothic. Radcliffe's heroines grope their way through 

darkness barely visible, either at night or within the badly- 

lit spaces of castles and convents. Sight. is no longer the 

privileged sense; rather hearing and touch become exacerbated 

in order to facilitate survival. In a world where male 

privilege is bound up with seeing, gothic heroines appear to 

mutate, working their sightless way through "caverns 

measureless to manon 

Moreover, the women characters in these novels refuse the 

look, relying instead on an objectless gaze, thus opening the 



way to questions of desire n0t mediated by sightm3 The 

melancholy gaze, for example, is not without its pleasures, 

and if, as Kaja Silverman maintains, %arcissism, melancholia, 

subjectivity, the gaze--complicate woman's relation to her 

body, making a direct connection between it and language 

unimaginablen (Acoustic E a r  162) then perhaps that is the 

point. If women's uneasy relationship to the social order is 

mapped out in the gothic novel, then we need to re-imagine the 

ways in which we, as women, construct and confront pleasure in 

ways unenunciated by male visual politics. If we look 

askance, slant-eyed and shifty, we may have our reasons, at 

least within the economy of narrative. (Furthemore, if 

narcissism i s  the trope for womenOs relationship to the 

Imaginary, then we need to find out al1 we can about mirrors). 

The gothic text both written and cinematic, is penaeated by 

women who move in darkness looking downwards. It can 

therefore be read as a feminist resource text for learning 

about female perception. 

The Hysteries of Udolpho 

The economy of vision utilized by Emily St. Aubert 

prefers the gaze rather than the look. Relations of looking, 

In Male Subjectivity at the Margins (New York: 
Routledge, 1992), Kaja Silverman distinguishes between the 
look and the gaze, %ituating the former on the side of desire 
and the disposition of lack, and the latter on the side of 
Otherness and iridescencew (9). See her section "The Gaze and 
the Lookn in this sane text for a more detailed analysis. 



which imply a viewed as well as a viewer, are more often than 

not relegated to the relationship between Emily and 

Valancourt, or Emily and her father, suggesting, of course, 

that the look is patriarchally controlled. Emily's gaze, on 

the other hand, is directed onto the usublimen gothic scenery. 

Because gazing, rather than looking or seeing is the 

privileged f orm of the visual here, it includes, in Doane's 

words, 

. . . that which cannot be mapped, diagrammed, only, 
perhaps, suggested in the impossible topological 
figures Lacan appeals to in his later work. For it 
is that which escapes the vision of a consciousness 
allegedly in control. (nRemembering Womenm 55) 

Thus g&zing facilitates unconecious modes of address, a 

recollection of the beloved as is common in melancholy, a 

spirituality f ounded on the contemplation of the sublime, 

even, a s  suggested in film theory, a way of mapping the female 

body on/into the text without actually giving it anything to 

However, this seemingly aimless staring, resembling a 

form of day-dreaming, in fact forms the aesthetic ground for 

Emily8s artistic endeavours. The material for both her 

sketches and her poetry cornes from the contemplation of the 

landscape. Moreover it provides the  privacy for the 

articulation of her artistic vision, a space wherein she is 

f ree f rom the intrusions of characters who would alternat ively 

protect and destroy her. Alone, she internalizes scenic  

pleasures, rhapsodizing on the sublime peaks and pinnacles, 



torrents and majestic sunsets that characterize the early 

gothic landscape. 

Interestingly enough, when Valancourt enters the 

narrative those solitary pleasures, when she viewed the 

landscape with only an omniscient narrator providing voice- 

over, are lost ta her. valancourt points out the beauties of 

the landscape, directing Emily8s gaze in a practice surely 

signifying male privilege, since it vas indulged in by Emilyt s 

f ather . 
. . . St. Aubert pointed out ta her observation the 
course of the rivers, the situation of great 
toms, and the boundaries of provinces, which 
science, rather than the eye, enabled h i m  to 
describe (Udolpho 29) 

Thus when Valencourt takes to npointing to her attention some 

grand feature of the scene, (49) he displaces/usurps the 

father as scientist and projectionist, with the authority to 

control the field of vision. 

In fact, Valancourt's ability to claim Emily with the 

power of the look, has the blessing of her f ather. ". . . St. 
Aubert observed him look with an earnest and pensive eye at 

Emily, (36) which he (the father) then acknowledges with an 

approving wave of the parental hand while watching Valencourt 

Nfollowing the carriage with his eyes* (37). This 

visual/gestural reciprocity situates Emily as the object of 

exchange; the daughter will become the wife in a kinship 



structure f acilitated by the politics of looking .4 

Patriarchal relations are thus established by the male in a 

visual economy where fenale looking is rendered powerless. 

Indeed, E3nilyfs look is almost always rendered as the 

semi-conscious gaze. Her only direct look at her fathet 

occurs literally over his dead body on which "she gazed. . . with 
a mixture of doubt and awful astonishmentw (83) . After his 

death, his body gtveiled from her eyesw by the encroaching 

darkness, she enters a familias melancholy state in which, 

with the inward eye, she imagines his now divine presence. 

Valancourt too has the power to negate Emily's look. On the 

only occasion where she does return the gaze "her colour faded 

again, she felt, that she was lapsinq into faintness and 

instantly averted her looku (131) . In fact, Emilyts inability 
to confront the male gaze is explained in a passage that 

resonates intertextually with ~irginia Woolf's famous comment 

on the way in which women function as patriarchal mirrors. 5 

W i s  countenance, tt Ehily understands, "was the mirror in 

which çhe saw her own emotions ref lectebt@ (12 7) . Valancourt ' s 
face, then, functions as the narcissistic mirror in which the 

' For a concise explanation of this exchange and its 
ramifications, see Janet Sayers, Sexual Contradictions: 
Psychology, Psychoanalysis, and Feminism (London: Tavistock, 
1986) , 85-88. 

Woolf states in A Room of One's Own 1928 
(Narmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1945) that nwomen have served 
al1 these centuries as looking glasses possessing the magic 
and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice 
its normal size* (1371.. 



female subject is contained, and it is Valancourt who dictates 

the terms under which their mutual looks might be said to 

attain equality: in semi-darlcness and through a third object. 

"'1 shall constantly watch the sun-set, and 1 shall be happy 

in the belief, that your eyes are fixed upon the same object 

with minepw (163) . 
Still, it is Montoni alone whose look has the power to 

instill terror. Hi+ eyes reflect the classic gaze of the 

gothic villain; they are alternately sullen and flashing, 

seeming, to the fascinated Emily, walmost to flash fire" 

(192). This incendiary quality gives credence to the critical 

opinion expressed by Kaplan, for example, that "men do not 

simply look; their gaze carries with it the power of action 

and of possession which is lacking in the female gazew (Women 

& Film 31). While she is able to engage him in verbal 

dispute, she meets his eyes only once, and then as a 

supplicant. In a futile attempt to protect her aunt from his 

cruelty, she *threw herself between them, and clasped h i s  

knees in silence, looking up in his face with an expression, 

that might have softened the heart of a fiend" (314). There 

is, in fact, one instance in the text  where Emily's look is 

privileged, and it marks the middle-class origins of the 

genre. When the servant Carlo spealcs, "Emily looked steadily 

at himN ( 3 2 7 ) ,  for though a cat may look at a king, a wonan 

may look only at her class ninferior.w 

It is not that Emily is unobservant. She notices a great 



deal besides the scenic aspects of the gothic terrain. Always, 

however, her look is structured through the mediation of a 

literal frame. Her position is computed through doorways, 

windows and alcoves. The devices of peeping, spying, 

observing unseen are common to the gothic heroine, and indeed 

to heroines of the gothic film text, permitting them a 

f@windoww on the diegesis. As in her bovine speculations vis-  

à-vis nature, Emily signifies more as landscape/spectaclethan 

as mover and shaker of narrative power, and is thus aligned 

with the heroine of classic cinema. Angela Dalle-Vacche 

briefly summarizes MulveyOs analysis of this when she notes 

that , ggaccording to Laura Mulvey, Hollywoad cinema articulates 
sexual division through a division of labour: man is in 

charge of the narrative, while the woman belongs to the space 

of the spectaclew (139) . 
So too, the Lady Blanche de Villef ort, aligned with Emily 

by class, race and gender, views the world through assorted 

glasses darkly. Windows and lattices afford her observation 

posts, through which, like Emily, she perceives both nature 

and humanity. She too is constituted more by gaze than by 

look, a characteristic that particularly marks her as a 

genteel lady of some social significance. 

The Lady Laurentinipister Agnes, on the other hand, is 

possessed of a gaze gone mad. True to the modern cinematic 

practice that gives the power of the look to the woman marked 

as evil (and to whom punishment is then meted out), Sister 



Agnesr gaze is unfocussed, wild. The scene where she Iggazed 

earnestly upon Emily8s countenancegt (574) shifts to one where 

her eyes become strained and burn under the stress of the 

hallucinations that plague her vision. In fact, when she is in 

control, it is in order to focus Emily's gaze on the portrait 

of the deceased Lady Laurentini whom Emily so resembles, 

another instance of narcissistic seeing linking Emily s gaze 

with powerlessness and, indeed, death. Power, then (or 

rather survival) for Emily lies not in her ability to see 

clearly but rather in her facility for making her way in the 

dark, for deciding blindly which shadows to approach, and 

which to avoid. Her textual life is predicated not on vision, 

but on making cognitive sense from what she (over) hears, f eels 

and touches. Moreover, in the world of visual awareness she 

is often disabled by sight perceptions. Her greatest terrors 

are the results of false sightings and misreadings of signs. 

The visual field is for her full of landmines, seeded with 

false clues that threaten to explode in her face. Her only 

means of navigating this minefield is veiled and with eyes 

downcast, a tactic utilized as well by Ellena di Rosalba in 

The Italian. 

The Italian 

The look in The Italian, is established as overwhelmingly 

male on the first page of the narration, with the appearance 

of the mysterious assassin in the church. He "had an eye, 



which, as it looked up from the cloke that muffled the lower 

part of his countenance, seemed expressive of uncornmon 

ferocityn (1). This masculine and apparently wandering eye is 

later metonymyzed as the most potent part of the physiognomy 

of the Italian, Schedoni. Eyes, then, are early established 

as lethal weapons, part of the patriarchal arsenal of power 

and control. Indeed, Schedoni has a range of looks, from 

melancholy to basilisk, which establish him as the most 

psychologically (because visually) , potent character in the 
text. He possesses at once a "large, melancholy eyem ( 3 5 ) ,  

"eyes so piercing that they seem to penetrate, at a single 

glance, into the hearts of men, and to road their most secret 

thoughtsn (3 5) , eyes which f ix themselves on Vivaldi "with a 

look that seemed intended to strike him to the dustw (105), 

and a glance #empowered with the destructive fascination 

attributed to that of the basilisk* (402). H i s  look, in fact, 

renders the males in the text impotent. They are, as it were, 

stunned into submission, frozen into stumbling servitude. In 

the case of the monk Nicola, death results. Meeting 

Schedoni's eyes, "that monk seemed as if transfixed to the 

spot" ( 4 0 2 )  . He becomes "unable to withdraw his eyes from the 
glare of Schedoni8sw (402) and dies of convulsions. Vivaldi, 

while avoidinq Nicola's fate, still experiences ~chedoni's 

avenging gaze as terrible, and is constantly thwarted in his 

attempts to control and subdue him. 

In the face of so much eye power, Ellena resorts to 
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masquerade. Her encounters with Schedoni, and indeed with 

~ivaldi, mostly occur under a cloak and/or veil which acts as 

a protective shield. Yet there is evidence that Ellena is not 

entirely powerless under the gaze. Indeed her ability to 

avoid the look, to assume a position of unconscious innocence, 

succeeds in breaking the visual control established by her 

tormentor. She is, in fact, the only character who returns 

Montonifs look and though, like Emily, she does O as a 

penitent, it is enough. 

Moved by her pleading, he was silent, and still 
gazed upon her, but hi8 eyes, when she had ceased 
to struggle, assuned the fixt and vacant glare of a 
man, whose thoughts have retired within themselves, 
and who is no longer conscious to surrounding 
objects. ( I ta l ian  222) 

Generaïly, it seems to be true that, powerless as she is 

under his controlling gaze, her vulnerability moves him to 

compassion and saves her from harm. Vven he could not look 

upon the innocent, the wretched Ellena, without yielding to 

the momentary weakness, as he termed it, of compassiontv (223). 

which is to Say that Ellena's ability to f a i n t  under pressure, 

to assume this feminine mode of behaviour, works as her safety 

net. There is an incident in the text that illustrates 

clearly the controlling power of the male gaze, and the 

necessity for distanciation on the part of the female. In the 

episode where Ellena meets Schedoni on the beach, he circles 

her like a bird of prey, "bis large eyes looking from under 

the shade of his cowlm (220). Passing and re-passing hsr, he 



attempts to establish a visual contro16 which she adroitly 

finesses with a fainting fit. 

Like Emily, Ellena does not so much live in the world as 

survey it through windows, framed as part of the spectacle, so 

that in spite of the fact that the text is female-centered, 

its reader appeal is to the voyeur. The writerly tex+ 1 

generate from this written one is imagined in a series of 

stills, with the heroine assuming various spectator positions 

vis-à-vis the narrative. Even in a woman-centered text, with 

an overwhelmingly female readership mediating the politics of 

seeing, the reader is invited to identify with an 

ideologically faminine position of passivity, with, as it 

were, the desire to desirem7 

Yet 1 strongly suspect there is (possibly paranoid) 

pleasure in the positioning of the heroine as spectacle, 

though perhaps readerly historical distance lends a campier 

affect to the whole scenario than would otherwise be the case. 

1 understand a certain play in the averted gaze, a little 

I imagine this scene working cinematically like the 
shot sequence in the film text of Dangerous Liaisons (director 
Stephen Frears, USA, 1987) with John Malkovitch buzz ing 
insistently around Michelle Pf eif f er in an effort at engaging 
her look (and thus establishing territorial rights) , while she 
walks with her eyes relentlessly lowered in a (doomed) attempt 
at shutting him out. 

' Mary Ann Doane, in The Desire to Desire: The Woman's 
Film of the 1940's (Bloomington: Indianna UP, 1987) , uses 
this paradoxical term to describe the difficult subject 
position of the female spectator in cinema, "the terms in 
which she is simultaneously projected and assumed as an image" 
(9 )  



dipsy-doodle in the heroinefs ability to out-fox her 

persecutors by the use of otherwise devalued ferninine wiles. 

Ellena framed at her lattice attracts the gaze of Vivaldi 

surely a little wilfully. His second glimpse of her, with her 

hair %egligently bound up in a silk netn and nher beautiful 

countenance which now was not even partially concealed by a 

veilta (12) speaks an authorial insouciance informed 

intertextually by the likes of Milton's Eve, and Biblical bad 

girls Bathsheba and Delilah, al1 three adept manipulators. In 

fact, part of the reason Ellena's gaze is denied has to do 

with the myth of the womanfs look as powerful in its ability 

to castrate the male, to render him impotent in the sexual 

arena. Ellena's first meeting with Vivaldi has her taking up 

the correct attitude expected of the courtly lady: "the 

moment her eyes met those of Vivaldi, she became conscious of 

their ef fect, and she hastily drew her veil* (6) . To meet the 
gaze is to assume a relationship unbecoming to a lady. 

Vivaldi (and Montoni as well) are textualized as 

voyeurs.' Both exhibit a fascination with positioning Ellena 

as spectacle, the exposed object whose place in the visual 

dynamics of the text requires examination and control. One of 

' As Annette Kuhn explains, "the voyeur's conviction is 
that the riddle of femininity will ultimately yield its 
solution if ha looks long and hard enough. Since his desire 
is pinned to the actual process of investigation/scrutiny, 
though, the maintenance of desire depends upon the riddle8s 
solution remaining just out of sight. Fortunately, the 
picture [and the written te*] obliges. (Parenthesis mine). 
Cited in The Power of the Image: Essays on Representation and 
Sexualfty (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985), 3 7 .  



the ways the female (and feminist) reader f inds pleasure in 

the text is throuqh seeing herself seeing the heroine 

manipulate the pleasure of the male viewer within the 

diegesis. Emily and Ellena are objects of the gaze, but they 

are also controllers; indeed they are provided with the 

wherewithal (cloaks, veils, constitutional collapses) for 

warding off the male look as necessary, and inviting it at 

their pleasure. 

Furthemore, in the particular way in which they f unction 

as spectacle, they disrupt the narrative trajectory, opening 

gaps for pleasure not dependent on the aggressivity of the 

look. This happens so much in the gothic that the "what 

happens ne-" of narrative plot is not so much a matter of 

movement as a question, perhaps, of silence, where blind and 

sublime feelings invoked bythe contemplation of nature assume 

a presence as troubling and disturbing as the action. 

Moreover, Ellena is herself a pretty sight. As the generator 

of narrative conflict she is pleasurable to imagine, even 

.though the visual and visionary politics by which she 

manipulates narrative movement are relatively limited by 

historical production demands. Gothic heroines are, of course, 

circumscribed in their characterizations by historical 

narrative conditions. Nevertheless, the manipulations these 

early heroines affect in their efforts to exert narrative 

control are perhaps more interesting (and effective) than 

initially meets the modern eye. 



Vil le t te  

Villette is a case study in gender-informed looking,' 

for while the male characters (in particular M. Paul) indulge 

in visual manipulations traditionally assigned to the female, 

the power balance is clearly weighted in favour of the male. 

Indeed, like the locales inhabited by the heroines of 

Radcliffe's texts, Villette too is a place of darkness. 

Contrasting the lighted streets of the t o m  Villette with the 

school, her place of employment, Lucy recollects scenes of 

the walled-in garden and school-house, and of the 
dark, vast 'classes,' where, as at this very hour, 
it was my wont to wander al1 solitary, gazing at 
the stars through the high, blindless 
windows...(Villette 285) 

Relations of looking are thus complicated for Lucy by the 

darkness of the visual field she inhabits. 

Within this perceptual field, the economy of female 

vision1° is clearly enunciated. Ginevra, the coquette, 

This breakdown in gendered ways of seeing has been 
thoroughly elaborated in film theory. Kaja Silverman 
summarizes Laura Mulvey's ground-breaking position as follows: 
@'Lausa Mulvey argues 'that the classic film text distinguishes 
sharply between the male and the female subjects and that it 
does so on the basis of vision- The former of these is 
defined in terms of his capacity to look (Le. as a voyeur) 
and the latter in terms of her capacity to attract the male 
gaze (i. e. as an exhibitionist) . * This opposition is entirely 
in keeping with the dominant cultural roles assigned to men 
and women, since voyeurism is the active or 'masculiner form 
of the scopophilic drive, while exhibitionism is the passive 
or 'ferninine' form of the same drivetg The Subject  of 
Semiotics (222-23) .  

'O As ~acqueline Rose states, *More simply, we know that 
women are meant to look perfect, presenting a seamless image 
to the world sa that the man, in that confrontation with 
difference, can avoid any apprehension of lack. The position 



articulates to Lucy her pleasure in the power position held by 

women as desirable objects of the male gaze. 

This very night 1 have been breaking the hearts of 
two gentlemen, and it is the dying look 1 had from 
one of them just now, which puts me in such 
spirits. 1 do so like to watch them turn red and 
pale, and scowl and da* fiery glances at each 
other, and lanquishing ones at me--happy ME; now 
for you, poor soul! (Villette 215). 

But Ginevrafs position, as s clear from the ensuing 

diatribe directed a+ the disadvantaged Lucy, is dependent 

both on class privilege and on the possession of a 

patriarchally prescribed ideal of feminine beauty. Since Lucy 

has none of the prerequisites, this privileged system of looks 

is lost to her. Moreover, the exchange of looks that empowers 

Ginevra in her flirtation with Dr. John proves to be not only 

gender and class biased, but also only relatively effective 

within those paradigms. Dr. John, through whose judgment the 

look is often filtered, becomes disenchanted with this system 

when he understands that Ginevra practices it on his rival. 

In a moral outburst meant to warn Lucy of the dangers inherent 

in womanfs possession of the look, he rants 

' A y r  flirtation! T h a t  might be an innocent girlish 
w i l e  to lure on the true lover; but what 1 refer to 
was not flirtation: it was neither girlish nor 
innocent. No wonan, were she as beautiful as 
Aphrodite, who could give or receive such a glance, 
shall ever be sought in marriage by me. (Villette 
302)  

Moreover, this is not the only time when Dr. John 

of women as fantasy therafore depends on a particular economy 
of vision.* Seo Sexuality in the Field of Vision (London: 
Verso, 1986), 232. 
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assumes the role of patriarchal arbitrator over womeri who 

control the power of the gaze. H i s  opinion of the actress 

Vashti, whose employment requires making a spectacle of 

herself, l1 is clear and, as Lucy remarks, na branding 

judgment . Graham likes his women modest and unassuming , like 
his mother and like Polly. His is, in fact, an opinion shared 

by Lucy in her study of the portrait of Cleopatra and in her 

anxiety around wearing any item of clothing that might draw 

attention to her evasive and ill-dei ined self. Thus Lucy, for 

whom Dr. John reflects the larger world of male public 

opinion, refuses to attract the male gaze lest she be 

disapproved of by the masculine spectator. 

It is indeed noteworthy that many of the tex t 's  female 

characters are adept at looking in ways calculated to inspire 

confidence in the male viewer.12 As an adult, Polly looks at 

l' As Patricia Mellancamp states, "spectator, derived from 
the Latin spectare, 'to beholdO and 'one who sees or beholds 
a given thing or event without taking an active part, has the 
same etymology as spectacle: something to look 
at. ..presented to view as exttaordinarym8 The definitions 
include denotations of active/passive and elide subject and 
object, the looker and the object of vision. What Mulvey, 
after Freud, did was to split and gender these terms, turning 
the extraordinary thing, or event into a woman and the 
beholder into a man. * Cited in wPatricia Mellencamp, The 
~pectatrix, special issue of Camera Obscura: A Journal of 
~ e m i n f  sm and Film Theoty/ZO-21, May-September , 1989 
 a alti more: Johns Hopkins UP, 1990) , 236. 

l2 Cinematic discourse explicates the concept of male 
anxiety around the gaze that cinematic practice makes visible. 
Kaja Silverman, in her intelligent essay on Fassbinder and 
Lacan, explains that, "within the classic cinematic text, 
woman, ob ject  of the male look, functions as the site at which 
male insufficiency is deposited, a projection which is 
preliminaty to those defenses against castration anxiety 



Graham Bretton with "the solemn eyes of some pretty, wondering 

childN (346). The rewards of this gaze are registered by Lucy 

in the passage where, observing them, she notes that lgit was 

in looking up at him her aspect had caught its lustre--the 

light repeated in her eyes f irst beamed out of hisw (550) . 
That this is the look designed to facilitate women working 

their way through the oedipal paradigm may be read in the 

mirror episode, where Graham facilitates/mediates little 

Polly's look at herself, thus demonstrating a gaze wherein the 

male care-giver (and not, as is usual, the mother) may be 

imagined as the ego-ideal. 

Madame Beck, whose direct assumption of the gaze 

signifies her relatively independent position in the social 

order, reads Lucy like a book on which *she gazed, consulting 

her judgment and studying my narrativet1 (127). This initially 

powerful scrutiny however, which Madame asserts for the 

general good of the establishment (as would be her right had 

she been a male employer) is appropriated in a second scanning 

by Monsieur Paul. It is as though the feiale gaze signifies 

nothing without male validation, and indeed it is M. Paul whom 

Lucy later cites as the person who lglooked into my face and 

eyes, and arbitered my destinyw (592) . Thus Madame Beck, 

theorized by Laura Mulveyw (60). See "Fassbinder and Lacan: 
A Reconsideration of Gaze, Look and Image," in Cernera Obscura: 
A Journal of Femfnism and Film Theory 19 (1991)' 60. A film 
text of Villette might foreground the interesting exchange of 
looks in the episode where Lucy breaks the professor's 
glasses. 



(who, after all, might be permitted visual control at least 

over her oun establishment) must augment her visual policies 

by means of a spy network incorporating keyholes and 

mirrors.13 Lucy, no slouch in the spying department herself, 

provides an interesting scenario on the ways in which 

patriarchal policy creates barriers between women. In the 

event that the two women apprehend each other in the eye(ing) 

department, Lucy supposes that, 

d o m  would have gone conventionalities, away--swept 
disguises, and 1 should have looked into her eyes, 
and she into mine--we should have known that we 
could work together no more, and parted in this 
lif e f orever (Villette 186) . 
Lucy, who profits from the example of textual models of 

feminine looking, dresses d o m  in order to practice the look 

with relative impunity. Her insistence on keeping her gaze 

secret (and intact) is emphasized during the festival in the 

park where she is as successful as Radcliffefs heroines in 

warding off the male gaze with a "supplicatory gestureM (555) 

that signifies a "prayer to be let alonen (555). The nursery 

functions as a mwatch-tower,n a vantaged window on the world 

l3 1 think that the pervasiveness of illicit looking in 
this text is a marker of hidden sexual desire. Judith Mayne, 
in an application of Melanie Klein's theories to the womanvs 
look states, "Melanie Klein suggests that 'any performance 
where there is something to be seen or heard, always standpl 
for parental coitus--1istening and watching standing for 
observation in tact or phantasy-while the falling curtain 
stands for objects which hinder observations, such as 
bedclothes, the side of a bed, etcmfw In The W o m m  at the 
Keyhole: Feminism and Women8s Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana 
~niversity Press, 1990), 37. The comment, 1 believe, also 
applies to Radcliffe's (unconsciously) judicial use of veils 
and curtains. 



from where she conducts remarkably detailed observations on 

the denizens of the ~~hool." She does not, however, reflect 

on the landscape as do her atavars in the early gothic. Being 

even more circumscribed in her circumlocutions than they, her 

observations are necessarily confined to reading the gestures 

and movements of the people in her straitened world. 

Even there, however , her look is considered problematic . 
In an attempt to confirm the identity of Dr. John as Graham 

Bretton, Lucy, secure in the knowledge that Dr. John %ever 

believed 1 had eyes in my head; much less a brain behind themtt 

(163) unwittingly bestows on him a look that elicits his 

rebuke, calling forth her observation that "he was not without 

a certain nervous sensitiveness which made him il1 at ease 

under a direct, inquiring gazen (163). 1 contend that the 

same scrutiny, coming from a male, would have been less 

anxiety-provaking, given that men in the text are the bearers 

of the potent sexual look. l5 Dr. John's wpiercingtl (61) , 

l4 Mary Ann Doane's observations on the paranoid gothic 
film are relevant here. She notes thak "...the womants 
'usurpation' of the process of looking is signalled by 
frequent recouse to concrete externalizations of the gaze 
such as the window or the mirror. The violence associated 
with the attribution of desire to see to the woman reaches its 
culmination in the paranoid films, where the cinematic 
apparatus itself seems to be mobilized against the female 
spectator, disabling her gaze' (The Dasire to Desire 3 7 )  . 

l5 In psychoanalytic discourse, male scrutiny, the male as 
voyeur, works to allay anxiety about castration. Again, 
according to Doane, *for both Freud and Weber, the uncanny is 
the return of the repressed, and what is repressed is a 
certain vision of the fenale body as the signifier of 
castration and hence disunity. The uncanny defense against 
castration consists, paradoxically, not simply of blinding 



81penetratingm (242) eyes are, more often than not, employed in 

flirting with the young women of the Rue Fossette, al1 of 

whom, with the exception of the look-deprived Lucy, Vestify 

to having received an admiring beam from out young doctor8s 

blue eyes, at one time or 0ther" (178). M. Paul's gaze too 

carries a certain weightiness lacking in the woman8s look. l6 

H i s  s the *basiliskw (423) stare that, like Schedonits, 

translates to the woman being looked at as "appallingly acute" 

( 4 2 3 ) ,  able to see "under florid veilings the bare, barren 

places of the spiritn (423). 

The look that uncovers the secret and hidden places of 

the heart is, of course, frightening to the frai1 Lucy whose 

whole social practice is predicated on concealment. l7 

itself to the image of the castrated female body but of 
looking and looking again, as if replaying the original trauma 
would in some way ameliorate itn (Desire to Desire 134). M. 
Paul, in particular, with his panatoptic post at the window 
opposite the Rue Fossette, as if to assure himself that al1 is 
not lost, has a voyeuristic role in Villette. 

l6 As E. Ann Kaplan points out, "to begin with, men do not 
simply look; their gaze carries with it the power of action 
and of possession w h i c h  is lacking in the female gaze." Cited 
in Women & Film: Both S i d e s  - of the Camera (New York: 
Methuen, 1983), 31. 

l7 The penasive scrutineering indulged in by many of the 
characters in Villette creates the climate for paranoia, a 
condition to which women under the authoritative male gaze are 
particularly susceptible. As Vicky Lebeau comments, "looking 
at looking doubles both the potential for a fascination secure 
in the knowledge that the object being looked at is looking 
elsewhere and so won8 t look back, and the paranoia interna1 to 
the knowledge that, if 1 am able to look at somebody looking, 
then my looking itself could become the object of a look from 
elsewhere that 1 would know nothing abouten Cited in 88'You're 
my friend.' River8s Edge and Social Spectatorship," in Camera 
Obscura: A Journal of Ferninisa and f i l m  Theory 25 /26  (1991). 



Nevertheless she critiques the male gaze in ways that reveal 

an almost feminist awareness of the power politics involved. 

Dr. John's attempts at piercing her disguise in the park are 

met with the passionate comment nwhy did he concentrate al1 on 

me--oppressing me with the whole force of that blue, steadfast 

~ r b ? ~  (554) and she attacks M. Paul's use of the direct gaze 

in no uncertain terms: 

... but where his questioning eyes met dishonest 
denial-where his ruthless researches found 
deceitful concealment--oh, then, he could be cruel, 
and 1 thought wicked! he could exultantiy snatch 
the screen from poor shrinking wretches, 
passionately hurry them to the sununit of the 
mountain of exposure, and there show them al1 
nalced,. al1 false-poor living lies--the spawn of 
that horrid Truth, which cannot be looked on 
unveiled. (Villette 424) 

It is, in fact, M. Paul's willingness to eschew this male look 

that persuades Lucy to marry 

Given the rewards and 

looking, it is no wonder that 

h i m .  l8 

punishments accruing to women 

Lucy so often walks in darkness 

Lucy's negative evaluation of her own reflection as spectral 
helps to explain her intense (almost paranoid) reaction to Dr. 
John's gaze in the park. 

l-n- the glasses-breaking episode examined in my chapter 
on "The Maimed Male,n Lucy's play with visual desire suggests 
yet another technique for deconstructing the male gaze. 
Gamman and Marshment suggest in their introduction to The 
Female Gaze that @9nockery as a narrative strategy is an 
interesting phenomenon, as it appears capable of expressing a 
coherent, if not controlling, female gaze as well as ef fecting 
a fissure in the representation of power itself" (15). 

Note also Luce Irigary's use of mockery in both 
Speculum of the Other Woman, trans., Gillian C. Gill (Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell UP, 1985), and This Sex Which is Not One, 
trans., Catherine Porter (Ithaca, New York: Cornell UP, 
1985). 



with averted gaze. She does, however, direct the occasional 

(and reluctant) look in the mirror, that synbolic mainstay of 

ferninine validation and, to her credit, pulls away from a 

ref lecting surface that f ails to af f irm her subjectivity . l9 
In one mirror-lookinq instance, Lucy sees her looking-glass 

self as %pectraln (238), an observation affirmed in a later 

episode in more detail: %y cheeks and lips were sodden-white, 

my eyes were glassy, and my eye-libs swollen and purplen' 

(545). In the only instance where she does look in the glass 

in an attempt at "seeing myself as others see me,n she turns 

away with "a jar of discord, a pang of regret; it was not 

flattering, yet, after all, 1 ought to be thankful: it might 

have been worsen (286). It is, in fact, partly her ability to 

construct a subjectivity outside of the mirror that allows 

her the independence she needs. Mirror-looking as a policy of 

containment and repression has sponsored enough discourse to 

deserve a chapter in its own right, and it is through the 

looking glass/mirror, wisely circumvented by Lucy, that 1 

explore visual relations in Lady Oracle. 

l9 The look in the mirror is narcissistic, a dead-end 
look, particularly for women, a point made by Jean Baudrillard 
when he notes that, "bending over a pool of water, Narcissus 
quenches hie thirst. His image is no longer 'other*; it is a 
surface that absorbs and seduces him, which he can approach 
but never pass beyondm For there is no beyond, just as there 
is no reflexive distance between him and his image. The 
mirror or water is not a surface of reflection, but of 
absorptionw ( 6 7 )  In Seduction, trans., Brian Singer 
(Montreal: New World Perspectives, 1990), 1967. 



tady Oracle 

Lady Oracle serves as a compact compendium of the male 

gothic gazing practice, with the gimlet-eyed icicle man as the 

parodic representative of earlier Montonis and Schedonis. ft 

is in the avoidance of this gazem that Joan Foster spends so 

much textual tirne vis-&-vis mirrors. The male gothic gaze, 

its highly sexual connotations spelled out, features heavily 

in the gothic texts-' that Joan, as a writer, construct~.~' 

Thus Charlotte Vemembered the way his [Redmond's] eyes had 

moved over her, appraising the curves of her firm young bodytg 

(26) , while Francois' "f lashing eyes swept over Penelope8 s 

trembling and helpless young bodyn (219). Granted, the gaze 

is ridiculed in a delightful deconstructive displacement that 

likens the male eyeball to roving oyster," (319) but that 

description is written near the end of the text by a sadder 

and wiser Joan. 

Joan's chance for signification is slim indeed, given the 

object lesson set by her mother, who spends hours constructing 

her feminine self in the mirror. -So influential, in fact, is 

20 That Joan is both frightened and repulsed by the male 
gaze is evident in the passage where she notes that, "strange 
men, whose gaze had previously slid over and around me as 
though 1 wasn8t there, began to look at me from truck-cab 
windows and construction sites; a speculative look like a dog 
eyeing a fire hyàrantn (122). The humour of this passage 
should not be allowed to elide its truth. 

*' Joanf s experience with men whose gaze is slightly off - 
kilter may be factored into her difficulty with male 
relationships. Arthur and Paul "with the grey-green eyes 
slightly askewn (151) both Wear glasses, while Joan's father 
develops "new, sly eyesw (178) after the death of his w i f e .  



mirror imagery that Joan compares the narrativization of her 

story to #*the f rame of a baroque mirrorn (3) . The mirror used 
by Mrs.  Delacourt is internalized by her daughter in the f o m  

of recurrent nightmares of the three-headed monster-mother 

watched by a mysterious man whose presence in the dreamldrama 

Joan alternately longs for and fears. 

Even with three heads, however, the young Joan finds her 

mother beautiful and, in a metonymic attempt at re- 

possession, the adult Joan purchases a mirror identical to the 

triple-glassed one used by Mrs. Delacourt. Joan's mirror 

thus reflects not only her fat/thin self, but traces of her 

mother locked in a Lacanian Imagina-, a place in which, 

especially during her experiments with automatic writing, Joan 

is threatened with inclusion. Thus the mirror that flatters 

Joan with a thinner reflection of herself, before which she 

registera her weight loss, in front of which she dances in her 

vintage costumes, is also a reflector of the terrible mother 

who threatens her with a powerlessness experienced by women 

whose lives as traditional wives and mothers are lived in the 

service of patriarchy. Joan8 s gaze, constructed to solicit 

male approval, produces a series of relationships with men 

about which she is later to reflect insightfully, 

1 felt I'd never really loved anyone, not Paul, not 
Chuck the Royal ~orcupine, not even Arthur. P d  
polished them with my love and expected them to 
shine, brightly enough to return my own reflection, 
enhanced and sparkling (Oracle 285) . 
The two women characters who employ the direct gaze, Miss 



Flegg the dancing teacher and the spiritualist Leda Sprott, 

are spinsters with little attraction for the adolescent Joan. 

Aunt Louisa, the one voman whom Joan might profitably have 

taken as a role model, does not employ the look. Her 

attractiveness to men consists in using her body as spectacle 

(unlike Joan who dresses up and dances autistically in front 

of the mitror). Moreover, Aunt Louisafs experience with 

mirror writing turns out badly; '1 didn't like that feeling of 

being, well, taken over. 1 felt 1 should leave it alone, and 

1 would too if 1 were you, deart (112-113). In the words of 

Joants mother, however, Aunt Louisa is #beyond the pale,' and 

therefore not to be emulated. Lacking appropriate role 

models, Joan internalizes the image of the mirtor-cursed Lady 

of Shallott, whose likeness to her mother she later remarks. 

Jean% costume gothics, moreover, reflect an awareness of 

fernale appropriation of the gaze as evil. Her nice-girl 

heroines, following the tradition of Ellena and Emily, gaze 

out the window or, "eyes bulging like those of a goitre 

victimw (30) , f lee fron se*al encounters, while bad-girl 

Felicity, "her smouldering eyes possessivew (28) returns the 

gothic villain's gaze in a doomed attempt at controlling 

relations in the optical field. Fortunately Joan, in 

attempting to take control of her lite, develops a sneaking 

admiration for her bad girl characters, an attraction 

ref lected in her physical appearance as well as her desire for 

the Royal Porcupine whose auburn-haired, green-eyed appeal 



marks his resemblance to the evil Felicity. Interestingly it 

is the bad girl in one of Joan8s costume gothics who 

influences Joan into trying automatic writing, an activity 

which proves ultimately redemptive. 

Even though it is through mirrors that Joan is able to 

acquire an understanding of her subject positiontP through 

the Lady Oracle produced in the mise-en-abyme as a result of 

automatic writing, it is not until she fights her way through 

the looking-glass that this insight brings results. Turning 

away from the mother, and congruently the mirror through which 

her identity is established, Joan understands that, for better 

or for worse, '1 would have to face the man who stood waiting 

for me, for my life' (343)? Mind you, an abortive attempt 

at dismantling the gaze by means of direct assault is hardly 

the civilized answer to problems of oedipalization. Still, 

Joan8s willingness to face reality (head on, as it were) 

Photographs, iconographie representations that fix the 
subject in time, are avoided by Joan since it is this fixed, 
fat self that she repudiates. Freud's linkage of female 
paranoia with fear of being photographed (see "A Case of 
~aranoia Running Counter tothe Psychoanalytical Theory of the 
Disease," in The Standard Edition, 263-72) is helpful in 
placing this text among the paranoid gothic texts analyzed in 
film theory. Mary Ann Doane8s chapter on the paranoid gothic 
in The Desire to Desire, provides a detailed elaboration of 
this concept. 
As an interesting addenda to this topic, Margaret Atwood 

herself loathes being photographed. 

This confrontation with the male/father is a staple in 
Lacan's formulation of the Imaginary. The mirror (usually 
manipulated/mediated by the mother) constructs the subject's 
identity. Insertion of the father breaksthe dyad established 
by mother and child, and is necessary for the construction of 
subjectivity in the oedipal order. 



represents an improvement over her mother's mutilation of the 

male look in the snapshot. Any action taken in this text that 

does not involve mirrors signals a step towards the 

development of a signif ying process that , of necessity , 
involves the gaze in confrontation with an otherOu 

We Have Aiways Lived in the C a s t l e  

Merricat, the only Blackwood permitted outside the old 

homestead, is direct object of the external and. decidedly 

hostile village gaze. Indeed, in this (albeit atypical) 

instance of the paranoid gothic text, visionary politics take 

on var-like characteristics, with glancing blows and looks 

that kill in the ascendancy. Drawing the stares of the 

townsfolk as she makes ber rounds, Merricat notes: "old Miss 

Dutton, who never did her staring out in the open like other 

folks, but only looked out between blinds or from behind 

curtainsw (11-12). the "quick, ugly glanesw (12) of a local 

driver, the "hating eyesw (15) of the grocery store customers, 

al1 feeding her paranoid fantasies of villager malice. Indeed 

given her experience of village looking, she s brave in 

challenging the vapid stare of Mrs. Harris in an attempt to 

stop the abuse directed at her by the Harris boys; "1 stopped 

" Like film heroines of the paranoid gothic genre, Joan 
is the object of "a concerted effort to locate her as the 
sub ject of knowledge. The narrative structure produces an 
insistence on situating the wontan as agent of the gaze, as 
investigator in charge of the epistemological trajectory of 
the text, as the one for whom the 'secret beyond the door8 is 
really at stakew# (Doane, Desire to Desire 134) . 



and looked at her, looking into her flat du11 eyes and knowing 

1 must not speak to her and knowing 1 wouldw (24) , 

However, although the text implicates villagers of both 

sexes in the practice of power gazing, it is Charles who 

ultimately manifests the most danger to the beleaguered 

Merricat, Charles interpolates the house and its female 

inhabitants in a look that catches Merricat peeping through 

the windows in what functions as an early manifestation of 

their respective power positions? Later, she experiences 

his gaze, like the gaze of traditional gothic villains, as 

hypnotic. "We looked at h i m ,  Jonas and 1, not daring to blink 

or turn awayn (80). Indeed, his gaze is indexed with the 

hateful look of the male villagers. Merricat foresees that 

'if 1 went into the village shopping again Charles would be 

one of the men who watched me going pastf (98) . 
Charlesf look at Constance, the narrative's dutiful and 

male-directed daughter, has its usual (over-determined) 

ef fect. The looks he directs at Constance (and most of these 

looks take place, interestingly enough, at mealtimes) are 

translated by her as signifiers of love. Merricat, on the 

other hand, understandably sensitive to looks exchanged at the 

dinner table, is not taken in. During one of their meals, 

21 This look is interesting in that it casts Merricat as 
voyeur, a position traditionally associated with the male. 
Kaplan notes that "voyeurism, linked to disparagement, has a 
sadistic s ide,  and is involved with pleasure through control 
or domination and with punishing the woman (guilty for being 
castrated)" Cited in Women and Film 31. In this case, 
Merricat is the pre-oedipal phallus-possessor threatened with 
castration. 



eaten under the watchful gaze of Charles, Merricat retreats to 

the kitchen to avoid his eyes; in fact she ultimately (though 

temporarily) cedes him the house, retreating to her private 

hiding place. Merricat8s plan to avenge herself on Charles 

may, in effect, be read theoretically as a retreat to the 

mirror/Imaginary, a female place of refuge with no disturbing 

gaze. Presumably Connie, whose favourite seat in the drawing 

room *with our motherts portrait looking d o m  on herw (34) 

speaks her investment in the pre-oedipal, will find the 

Imaginary a desirable location. Merricat, with her skewed 

look at the world through differently-coloured eyes, is 

certainly incapable of protecting her sister from powerful 

male visual practice in any other way. Her smashing of the 

mirror, then, seems more designed to expel Charles from the 

space textually reserved for the sisters than to facilitate 

their escape into the externalworld. With the mirror broken 

and his room damaged, it is Charles who "would have to look 

outside and see the driveway going away and the road beyondw 

(107). 

Thus Menicatrs policy works to externalize the male 

gaze, to avert it from the place of non-differentiation where 

the sister's dwell and f i x  it firmly and forever i n  the 

"real," coded by Merricat as male. It is Merricat who averts 

the crowd8 s gaze f rom Connie during the house-burning, and who 

eventually oversees the boarding up of the house. Uncle 

Julian's wheelchair is metonymicaliy enlisted in support of 

viewer programiing, warding off evil eyes with ito menacing 



gaze. The gaze of the curious is thus directed a t  a space 

that does not signify since the sisters, whose looking is 

diminished to the playing of peephole politics, refuse to 

facilitate visual communi~ation.~ Charles, out of the house 

at last, is unsuccessful in his pathetic attempts to solicit 

the female look, and is reduced to helpless begging. 

The house, then, is here designated a homely haven that 

provides safe space for the women in the text. That this 

locus represents a private harbour hidden from the public view 

is clear from MerricatOs final analysis of their position. 

We learned, from listening, that al1 the strangers 
could see from outside, when they looked at all, 
was a great ruined structure overgrown with vines, 
barely recognizable as a house. It vas the point 
halfway between the village and the highway, the 
middle spot on the path, and no one ever saw our 
eyes looking out through the vines (Castle 173).n 

However, safe as this Imaginary space might be for the 

Blackwood sisters, it is a space that s p e l l s  danger for other 

female denizens of the gothic text, an opinion with whose 

truth Joan Fostet, and certainly Eleanor Vance, would surely 

concur. The text, though, in its playing out of visual 

ar The sisters do, however, look at each other, a practice 
seen by some film theorists as a possible site of female 
pleasure. "Other forms of the female gaze--such as the 
exchange of looks between and among women9-open up other 
possibilities for cinematic meaning and pleasure and 
identif icationw (Mayne 115) . 

Chris Straayer remarks, in a commant that speaks the 
subversive nature of this text, that mthe focus on two women 
together threatens to establish asexuality as well as 
homosexuality, both of which are contrary to the heterosexual 
desire that drives mainstream narrativem (298) . See w t C h r i s  
Straayer," in Bergstrom and Doane 298. 



policies and politics, does invent for women pleasures and 

desires that forego visual exchanges with the outside world of 

men." 1 read this as in/sightful, an attempt to circumvent 

those all-seeing eyes that so often, in textual politics, 

interpolate and construct the world for the female, leaving 

her, tout court, both short-sighted and power-deprived. 

The Haunting of Hill House 

Eleanor Vance does not so much consciously refuse the 

look as it is denied her. In her interpolation by the 

supernatural, she enters a state where the sense through which 

she acquires information is the ear rather than the eye. 

Moreover, throughout the narrative, the gaze of potency 

becomes more and more displaced ont0 the house, robbing even 

the patriarchal Dr. Montague of his privileged viewer 

position. 

Before the house claims her as its own, however, 

Eleanor8s overwhelming desire to be part of a family, to 

belong, manifests itself in a series of looks intercepted by 

Eleanor as inviting her participation in a number of family 

groupings. The first occurs in the restaurant en route to 

Hill House. Eleanor shares the dining room with 

. . .a f amily Party, a mother and f ather with a small 

28 1 am indebted to Constance Penley whose desire @@to show 
that the range and diversity of identifications and ob ject 
relations can be much greater than is currently recognized in 
feminist studies of women and popular culture,@@ interpolates 
my own. See @@Constance Penley, in Bergstrom and Doane, 259. 



boy and girl, and they talkedto one another softly 
and gently, and once the little girl turned and 
regarded Eleanor with frank curiosity and, after a 
minute, smiled. (Hill House 171) 

The happy family scene pleases Eleanor; it suits her own 

idealistic fantasies of family dynamics. When the child waves 

good-bye, the gesture augments Eleanorps desire for inclusion 

in the family plot. The nostalgia generated by this incident 

surfaces later when, "their eyes blinded with the light of the 

Sun and rich colourw (125) she and Theodora stunble upon the 

family picnic that 1 read as a product of Eleanor's wistful 

imagination. 

Moreover, in scenes with Theodora, the two view each 

other (and are viewed in) a mirror that speaks Eleanorfs 

cathexis to an Imaginary oedipal f amily . The mirror, in f act, 
shows Eleanor's vision as hopelessly (for purposes of 

signification) inward-bound. Her exteriorized gaze "Looking 

away from her own face in the mirror, she thought blindly, 

Journeys end in lovers (97) is cognitively 

powerless (italics mine). 

The little group qathered in Hill House initially 

satisfies Eleanorts familial yearnings. Fathered by Dr. 

Montague, whose potent gaze endorses his position as leader," 

the individuals quickly become, as it were, familyized, 

exchanging meaningful glances and looks that indicate an 

" Dr. Montague several times refers to Luke, Theodora and 
Eleanor as children. Eleanor on one occasion notes that, 
during a monologue by the doctor, both Theodora and Luke, as 
if hypnotized by the male gaze, Wear "a completely rapt, 
class-room lookw (50) . 



awareness of themselves as family menbers. These dynamics are 

semiotized in the look exchanged when, bonded within and 

against the house, "the center of consciousness was somehow 

the small space where they stood, four separated people, and 

looked trustingly at each othergg (42) . 
Also semiotized in the look is the breakdown of this 

family paradigm when, later, "they gave one another fast, 

hidden, little curious glances, each of them wondering what 

secret terror had been tapped in the othern (95). As Eleanor 

becomes the one set apart, signalled out by the house, she 

becomes also the recipient/object of these various quick 

glances which she interprets as alien and from she which 

retreats in increasingly paranoid terror. Theodora8s look is 

particularly perceptive and consequently threatening. She is, 

in fact, the first to enunciate the opinion, later shared by 

the rest of the group, that Eleanor is in trouble. "Theodora 

looked up at her gravely. '1 have a hunch,' she said,  'that 

you ought to go home, Eleanor'" (84). 

Eleanor, however, is home; she belongs in and to Hill 

House. Her family, including the one she imagines, is there. 

Unfortunately, her interpolation by the house means giving up 

whatever meagre validation the human oedipal family affords. 

The others stop including her in their exchange of l00ks.~~ 

The maternal, in this text,  is abjected, positioned 
outside of the frame of visual referents. Barbara Creed notes 
that "Julia Kristeva8s Powers of Horror (1982) provided a 
theoretical framework for conceptualizing the ionstrous- 
feminine (Creed 1986) as a figure of abjection." See 
"Barbara Creed," in Bergstrom and Doane (133). 



Either they avert their eyes, "They are al1 carefully avoiding 

looking at me, Eleanor thought1' (137), or they gaze at her 

with Vrightened, staring facesw (169). She is no longer one 

of the family and congruently part of a collective bounded and 

bonded by a shared optical practice. Her cognitive vision is 

given over to the house and supplanted with a highly developed 

auditory sense capable of hearing the dust settle. In the 

epîsode that marks her transition from the VealW to the 

Imaginary, she closes her eyes, the better to hear the 

disembodied voice that speaks her name. 

The feat of the visual, of being naked and vulnerable to 

the gaze, is first raised by the (motherless) Luke in a 

passage where, qualifying the doctor8s diagnosis expressed in 

the statement w ' 1 think we are only af raid of ourselves, Ht he 

rather pinpoints the fear "'Of seeing ourselves clearly and 

without disguise8" (113). Eleanor confirms this fear as her 

own in a passage that spells out her vulnerability and once 

again positions her as object of the gaze. In an attempt to 

explain her feelings around the incident concerning the 

appearance of her name on the wall, 

She stopped and sa id ,  looking from one of them to 
another, even down onto Theodora's face looking up 
at her, 'Look, therets only one of me, and it8s al1 
18ve got. I hate seeing myself dissolve and slip 
and separate so that 18m living in one half, my 
mind, and 1 see the other half of me helpless and 
frantic and driven8... (Hill House 114). 

She is describing, of course, an embattled ego in the act 

of splitting apart, a process she experiences, interestingly 

enough, in visual terms. 



In effect, "otheredW as she always has been, and 

therefore vulnerable to placement by the look, she is 

especially susceptible to the house, which has its own look,3' 

interiorized and exteriorized y the text ,  and its own 

demonized oedipal family carved, as it were, in the living 

rock in the marble sculpture representing Hugh Crane and his 

daughters. Hill House, in effect, manifests the potent gaze 

associated with the male; its look has the power to captivate 

and hypnotize the female. Eleanor's first sight m b s  her of 

the power of cognition. 

She turned her car onto the last stretch of 
straight drive leadinq her directly, face to face, 
to Hill House and, moving without thought, pressed 
her foot on the brake to stall the car and sat, 
staring. (Hill tlouse 25) 

Later the house is characterized by facial expressions, 

seeming "awake, with a watchfulness from the blank windows and 

a touch of glee in the eyebrow of a cornice@@ (26). The hills 

surrounding the house, hiding it from the public gaze but 

enabling it to dominate the private, are rhetoricized as 

watchf ul. Even the doctor, in an uncharacteristic 

unscientific outburst, notes of the house that #"It watches 

every move you make ' ( 6  1) . 
Moreover, the generalized gaze of the house's exterior 

qives way t o  a system of looks situated inside in the 

architecture and artifacts. Without and within, the gaze of 

3t Shirley Jackson herself was extremely sensitive to the 
gaze of a house, and on more than one occasion alluded to its 
power in her writings. 



the house is inescapable, striking terror not only in Eleanor 

but in the other nembers of the makeshift family. The parlour 

boasts a marble cupid with its own (benign) look, the dining 

room harbours a deerhead whose mournful gaze frightens 

Theodora, the drawing room holds the *huge and grotesque and 

somehow whitely nakedw (77) statue of the former orner whose 

marble-eyed gaze glitters in the lightan If the house 

entices with its promise of the mother8s presence, surely it 

also invites daughterly (and incestuous) desire with this 

iconographic representation of the naked fa the^'^ It is the 

nursery, however, with its infantalizing capabilities, that 

'* EleanorOs vulnerability before the inanimate gaze of 
the house and its furnishings is a sign of her increasing 
paranoia. As Sybil Korff Vincent remarks, " A t  times this 
dependency on things creates an illusion that the things 
dominate the person. The special horror of things is a common 
element in Gothic novels. They seem to take on a perverse 
likeness of their own, a horror well depicted by the 
surrealist paintersn (157). Cited in "The Mirror and the 
Cameo: Margaret Atwood s Comic/Gothic Novel , Lady Oracle, 
in Fleenor, 157. 

33 This sight/site of the male genitalia priapically huge 
and h e m  in marble surely invites comparison with a prima1 
scene that is for Eleanor an invitation back to the pre- 
oedipal . Commenting on the relevance of psychoanalytic 
discourse to analyses of the gaze in Sexuality in the Field of 
Vision, Jacqueline Rose states, "Freud often related the 
question of sexuality to that of visual representation. 
Describing the child8s difficult journey into adult sexual 
life, he would take as his mode1 little scenarios, or the 
staging of events, which demonstrated the complexity of an 
essentially visual space, moments in which perception founders 
(the boy child refuses to believe the anatomical difference 
that he sees) or in which pleasure in looking tips over into 
the register of excess (witness to a semial act in which he 
reads his on> destiny, the child tries to interrupt by calling 
attention to his presence). Each time the stress falls on a 
problem of seeingn (227). The characters in Hill House more 
than once note EleanorOs predilection for drawing attention to 
herself. 



Eleanor f inds particularly disturbing . Y Over the door are 

"two grinning heads...their separate stares captured forever 

in distorted laughterw (86) . rn 'Everything is worse, ' " remarks 
the doctor, in a comment that validates Eleanor's paranoia, 

"'if you think something is looking at yoWN (86). 

Relentlessly, then, the  gaze of the house absorbs 

Eleanor, pulling her away from human contact and towards some 

other mode of being unrepresentable in human tenns. In the 

scene in which, collective victims of the auditory 

disturbances that constitute part of the house's repertoire of 

special ef f ects, the four are trapped in the bedroom, Eleanor, 

prescient if not sane, notes "We are in the eye of the storm; 

there is not much more time rn(142). Thus the house itself is 

troped as a hwnungous evil eye, robbing the heroine of a l1  

possible modes of seeing and placing her firmly in the 

Imaginary and one-way mirror, where representation is surely 

beside the point. 

Housekmping 

If The Haunting of Hill Hoouse represents the dark s ide  of 

Y EleanorOs investment in the materna1 is congruent with 
the desire, and fear of, becoming a child. "Accordhg to 
Guilia Alberti, classical Hollywood cinema incorporates a 
modal of spectatorship which reinscribes the psychic position 
of the 'immature wonan.' Cinenatic [and literary] pleasure is 
linked to an unresolved feiale Oedipal complex. The symbiosis 
with the materna1 body signifies an attitude of deleqation, 
similar to what classical cinema [and fiction] requires of the 
female spectator, that  La to let someone act in her place" 
("Guiliana Brunon 33) . (Parenthesis added) . See gf~uiliano 
Bruno," in Bergstroni and Doane, 33. 



the ~maginary, then Housekeeping, with its ambience of lost 

harmony and wholeness, is its mirror image. To enter the 

looking-glass world of Fingerbone is to inhabit a place of 

plenitude wherein lie al1 the dead ancestors, fathers as well 

as mothers . 35 The unburied Stones and Fishers, whose 

genealogy Ruthie narrates, rest beneath the waters of the lake 

on .which the t o m  is built, se that the lake/mirror works as 

the unconscious of the text. Seeing in the novel is always 

inwards and averted, away from signification and towards the 

watery otherworld that reflects the town in a rhetoric that, 

like the biblical flood, promises not simply death but the 

hope of regenerati~n.~ The pull towards a blind and benign 

pre-oedipal space is very strong, apparent even in the 

subsumed story of Ruthie's grandfather whose job as a train 

watchman speaks his investment in the visual, and whose 

subsequent derailment undermines the patriarchal privilege 

attached to modes of seeingmn 

35 Ruthie's materna1 grandnother does not drown, but 
Ruthie8s nemory of her is so tied up with the derailment and 
her grandfatherOsdeath that it is as if she had. In fact the 
text makes a point of noting that her death was recessed in 
her husband's, as though traditional women have no death to 
cal1 their own. 

16 Kaja Silverman argues in The Subject of Semiotics that 
there are "two powerful lures recalling the female subject to 
the imaginary-the original love object, and the desire to 
return to a space unmarked by castration and phallic 
dif f erencen (235) . The gothic text activates both these 
temptations. 

As Barbara Creed argues, "the male gaze does not always 
signify power, nor does it follow that the female protagonist 
is of necessity rendered a passive objectbefore the gaze or 
that her point of view is not represented through other codes, 



Ruthiets (maternal) grandmother, the parent of three 

girls, is herself adept at manipulating and directing the 

female gaze. She feels (rather than sees) her children 

"leaning toward her, looking at her face and her handsW (11). 

The passage which narrates her shrewd awareness of the way in 

which the gaze is constructed is worth quoting in detail for 

its canny insights into gender visual politics: 

She had noticed many times, always, that her girls? 
faces were soft and serious and inward and slill 
when she looked at them.. .If a friend was in the 
room her daughters would watch his face or her face 
intently and tease or soothe or banter...But it did 
not occur to them to suit their words and manners 
to her looks, and she did not want them tom In 
fact she was often prompted or restrained by the 
thought of saving this unconsciousness of theirs 
(Housekeeping 18) . 
This childhood inner gaze is further augmented/reflected 

by the presence of the lake/mirror whose surface, both in 

summer and in winter, returns the children's images and whose 

ubiquitous presence, since it contains the drowned bodies of 

the fanily members, threatens/promises a return of the 

repressed. 

Moreover, as though to mark.her coming, the lake floods 

when Sylvie arrives, becoming such an intrusive element in the 

lives of the three that Sylviets gaze too is drawn to its 

glassy surface. Bofh Lucille and Ruthie remark the vacancy of 

Sylvie's stare; Ruthie, who remembers accounts of her mother 

"gazing at the lakeg@ (23) on the day of her suicide, brings a 

other forms of %pe~tatorship'~ (133) . See "Barbara Creed, " 
in Bergstrom and Doane, 133. 



wary watchfulness to her relations with Sylvie. When Ruthie 

observes ~ylvie t@lookinq at the lake for a long timegt (80) a 

web of metonymic threads is activated that links Ruthie's dead 

mother Helen with Sylvie in recollected mirror scenes. Like 

her sister Sylvie, Helen8s gaze is directionless and so 

that, watching her, Ruthie recalls, @@one of us would 

for a drink of water and to assure ourselves that there 

intent 

9et UP 

was no 

one in the room with herw (110). Watching Sylvie b ~ s h  her 

hair in the mirror, Ruthie visually displaces the @@realgt 

Sylvie with her dead mother in the Imaginary to the extent 

that, 

Helen is the woman in the mirror, the woman in the 
dream, the woman remembered, the woman in the 
water, and her nerves guide the blind fingers that 
touch i n t o  place al1 the falling strands of 
Sylvie s hair . (Housekeeping 132) 

Sylvie8s gaze is, furthermore, directed downwards as 

though to facilitate memory rather than to remark the nrealtm 

world. Often her look, like that of earlier gothic heroines, 

is framed through windows and practised in darkness. Ruthie 

observes "ber eyes as wide and mild as the eyes of a blind 

womanm@ (137). For al1 practical purposes she is almost 

sightless. Looking at Ruthie "ber expression was intent and 

absorbed. . .It was as if she were studying her own face in a 
mirrormm (161). After a period of tirne spent in her presence 

This passage shares striking stylistic similarities 
with the episoàe in Lady Oracle where Joan fingers the mise- 
en-abyme mirror-mother with the words, W h e  had been the lady 
in the boat, the death barge, the tragic lady with the flowing 
hair and stricken eyes, the lady in the towerN (331). 



the chileen, for whom she serves, after all, as a role model, 

find themselves visually deprived. Their life with Sylvie, in 

fact, results in heightened aura1 perception as the visual 

sense attenuates, a displacement that aligns Ruthie with 

Eleanor Vance. Ruthie movingly describes this re-alignment of 

the sensory economy. 

We looked at the window as we ate, and we listened 
to the crickets and nighthawks, which were always 
unnaturally loud then, perhaps because they were 
within the bounds that light would fix around us, 
or perhaps because one sense is a shield for the 
others and we had lost ous sight. (Hoasekeeping 
86) 

Doubly interpolated by the directionless gaze of two 

mothers addicted to mirror watching, Ruthie's own visionary 

practice refracts towards the Imaginary. Unlike Lucille who 

repossesses her vision, and is seemingly able to access and 

react to the external gaze in worldly and acceptable ways, 

Ruthie "felt the gaze of the world as a distorting mirrorml 

(99) . Her gaze begins to mime Sylviets, whose atternpts to 

correct her fail miserably. Ruthie spends much time staring 

purposelessly through windows, a visual practice that the 

increasingly sophisticated ~ucille dismisses as "oddW (133 ) . 
But Ruthie experiences her investment in the Imaginary as 

pleasure, a displacement of the external world with a 

comforting sameness that is better than sight. Vision, for 

Ruthie, is a blind trickster, giving her fragments and 



splinters when she desires wholeness . 39 With Sylvie, in a 

shadow world, she need not feel the lack that vision of 

necessity makes clear . Moreover , it is the materna1 (non) look 

utilized by Sylvie that absorbe her. Rowing with Sylvie in 

the lake a+ night, she intuits that "It vas possible to pass 

out of the sight of my grandfatherts empty eye, though the 

effort was dreadfuln (170). Moving from the paternal and 

patriarchal nnsocket, * and into the Imaginary, Ruthie is at 

peace." To forgo the gaze, to be a child of Sylviets, is t o  

relinquish visual (and perhaps, pace Mulvey, even narrative) 

pleasure for some other, less chartered terrain. 

39 Judith Mayne's analysis of woments cinema is useful for 
understanding what this text may be up to in terms of the 
female look. "That is, women's cinema may well be 
characterized, not necessarily by an outright rejection of 
voyeuristic and fetishistic desires but by the recasting of 
those desires so as  to open up other possible pleasures for 
film viewingM (Wonan at the Keyhole 5 )  . 

Rosemary Jackson conunents that *To get back, ont0 the 
far side of the mirror, becomes a powerful metaphor for 
returning to an original unity, a 'paradise' lost by the 
'fall' into division with the construction of a subjecttg 
(89) . Sec her Fantasy: The Ltferature of Subversion (London: 
Methuen, 1981), 89. 



Iasida tha vail 

The swa~tnosa and fine upreasion of ber voica 
atttactad hi8 attention to h u  figure, vhich had a 
diatinguishod air  of doliomy rad graca; but har 
fice wrm eoneoilad in har vail. 

It is clear from the thematic f requency with which veils, 

cloaks, disguises and other methods of obfuscating the 

otherwise visible marks of qender difference are employed in 

the gothic, that disguise is coded as one of its major tropes. 

Obviously that which requires concealment (from whom? What is 

it in these women-centered texts that resists closure, and 

why?) constitutes a danger, a disruption to the narrative 

order in the way that carnival marks the locus of difference 

in the social order. 

That disguise i s  used to cloak gender difference is, of 

course, a tenet of Lacanian discourse. In h i s  

conceptualization of the phallus as veiled, Lacan critiques 

the notion of power invested in the phallus by way of the 

penis. Rather, he displaces the penis as the organ of 

representation, foregrounding instead the concept of lack as 

that which demarcates and decenters phallic desire. Jane 

Gallop plays with this notion of the displacement of 

Director Neil Jordan, in his recent film The C r y i n g  
Game (England, 1993), activates al1 three of these tropes for 
the purpose of problematizing gender. 



phallocentric desire in her usual ludic fashion. Speaking (as 

usual) of /for the @#prickW she states: 

Phallic Lacanian desire is always a displacement of 
the phallic centre. Lacan writes that 'the phallus 
can play its role only when veiled8 (krits, 692; 
Sheridan, 288). The 'prick' at the centre of 
phallocentrism unveils the phallus and spoils its 
game. It is the ec-centricity of desire, the 
avoidance of the centre, of the 'prick,' which 
gives the phallus its status as signifier. (The 
Daughter's Seduction 2 9 )  

For gothic fiction, this veiling as a means of disguising 

identity particularly works to expose the codes that establish 

senial dif f erence especially (but not exhaustively) , gender 
difference. In the early gothic it renders the male more 

physically potent, so that his vulnerability as mere 

biological mortal is exposed only at his downfall (in the case 

of the villain) or at his exposure to danger (in the case of 

the hero who dons and doffs the cloak of phallocentricity 

according to the dictates of the plot. 

For the gothic heroine, whose subjectivity focusses the 

text, veiling is the (unconscious) determining metaphor for 

the site of construction of a feminized female self. 

Moreover, this f emininity not only diverts male attention f rom 

the concept of the female as lacking the phallus, it is, in 

itself, a disguise, a notion 1 discuss more f u l l y  in the 

section of this chapter devoted to masquerade. As Stephen 

Heath's comments on Joan Riviere's formulation of femininity 

and/as masquerade testifies, 

In the masquerade the woman mimics an authentic- 
genuine--womanliness but then authentic womanliness 



is such a mimicry, fs the masquerade ( 'they are the 
same thingf ) ; to be a woman is to dissimulate a 
f undamental masculinity , f emininity is that 
dissimulation (49) .* 
Excess f emininity , (like excess masculinity , or machisrno) 

disguises anxiety about sexuality and constitutes, if you 

will, an imprecise taking of the veil of difference. What 

marks the female gothic as a discourse of difference is its 

textual readiness to lift the veil, if not overtly, at least 

in prosaic cracks aad crannies. The oedipal contract 

necessitates the placing of the veil of difference; the 

gothic, however, with its insouciant references to disguise, 

foregrounds the veil as a prominent prop that the patriarchal 

mise-en-scene would rather recess. 

The veil, therefore, is understood here as actant, so 

that cloaks, masks, garments, those items in the text which 

facilitate disguise, are analyzed as veiling agents. Some of 

the work of veiling 1 have relegated to the section on 

masquerade, using carnival both as a textual theme, and as a 

metaphor for facilitating disguise. Here I am concerned with 

metaphoric tropes that work latently both to hide the fictive 

character, and to provide an ambience of darkness. As well, 

1 cite places in the text where actual veiling takes place, 

either by means of the material veil itself, or by an item, 

event, or series of events, that substitutes as one. While 

See also Joan Riviere's mmWomanliness As A Masquerade," 
in Formations of Fantasy, eds., Victor Burgin et al. (London: 
Methuen, l986), 35-44. 



Emily St. Aubert actually has a curtain/veil briefly thrown 

over her, the equivalent for Mary Katherine Blackwood, for 

example, is the passing of her textual life in darkness. 

What is hidden beneath the veil is naked lack, 

unmitigated and ungendered nathingness that, in the oedipal 

plot, requires concealment. Amazingly, these texts, with 

their literal and figurative veils, seem willing to expose (if 

you811 pardon the pun) the sexualization procesa, the textured 

moment(s) of concealment before the fa11 into gender. 

The Ilysteries of Udolpho 

The work of unveiling sexual difference begins with Ann 

Radcliffe. Elizabeth Napier, although dismissing early gothic 

texts for their failure to "lead to the profound realization 

about human consciousness that some critics have asserted that 

they do" ( 7 ) ,  nevertheless points out the erotics of veiling 

in the early gothic (although her comments do not include 

Radcliffe8s texts). Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, on the other hand, 

explicitly equates the veil with the void in The Mysteries of 

Udolpho, linking it with an absence of form that Lacanian 

discourse codes as lack. In two sequences cited by Sedgwick, 

drawn curtains/veils reveal memento mori that are, "in no way 

related to the rest of the storyw(258) ,) and are therefore 

Veilinq, as figurative trope, represented a kind of 
textural/textual turn-on in the early gothic. The veil (and 
the finger that lifted it) worked rather like rose and thorn 
imagery in medieval fiction. Furthermore, Radcliffe was 
cognizant of the semiotic erotic practice utilized by Matthew 



indicators of absence/death. 

They are, however, relational to mood. While Emily's 

expectations are unrealized when there is absence behind the 

lifted veils, they are not voided. One way of reading Emily8 s 

quest is as a search for the kinship alliances that will 

enable her to situate herself in the patriarchal structure. 

Since the maternai position reserved for her is not yet 

formalized (but always and already formidable) traces of death 

behind the veil relate to her own possible fate. The fact 

that EmilyOs murdered aunt and a wax eff igy of a dead monk are 

both situated behind the veil indexes them together in a kind 

of awful gender-free proximity. Metonymically in this text 

(and also in The Italian) the veil signifies maternal presence 

for good or evil linked, of course, with the heroine's 

femininity. Behind the veil are traces of the pre-linguistic 

mother associated with silence and deathO4 Beyond the veil is 

always and already the male phallus, since the mother does not 

signify in the oedipalized daughterOs story. In fact, al1 of 

Udolpho8s mysteries relate to Emily8s place in whatever semial 

Gregory Lewis in his plainly semial gothic fiction. 1 can't 
resist the temptation to credit her texts with a certain coy 
awareness. 

Sarah Kofman, in her critique of Freud's "Three Essays 
on the Theory of Sexuality," takes umbrage at his use of the 
phrase thick veil. ' "If woman is silent, if she keeps a 
'thick veil' drawn over herself and her sex, she must have her 
reasons, and good reasons, for wishing to remain enigmatic: 
she has to hide that cavity f illed with pus (48) . Quoted in 
The Enigma of W o m m :  Women in Freud's W r i t i n g s ,  trans . , 
Catherine Porter (Ithaca: Corne11 UP, 1980). 



relationships are, or will be, operating there. Though 

portraits and traces of blood prove thematically empty 

signif iers in Montoni's castle, they nevertheless continue to 

signify dis/ease, as well they might. Bloody trails, of 

course, are not without signif icance relating to biological 

female sexuality; The Mystery of Udolpho is full of these 

sanguinous tracks. 

Moreover, speculation by the servant Annette thot the 

veil may conceal the portrait of Udolpho's dead mistress has 

particular relevance for Emily. On this occasion the veil is 

used to cloister the portrait of Agnes de Laurentini, whose 

excess sexuality results in madness. Interestingly enough, 

the portrait itself, unlike al1 the others, is not veiled, a 

point on which the text is emphatic. It is as though 

~aurentini's character did not warrant concealment. Her 

sexuality is not erotically obscured, rather its unveiled 

status exposes a naked lack of ,proper8 femininity. Emily is 

allowed ta gaze at the portrait unhindered by the forbidding 

veil. Laurentini 's portrait speaks f amiliarity with a 

discourse forbidden to eighteenth-century heroines since, 

"it was a countenance. which spoke the language of 
passion, tather than that of sentiment; a haughty 
impatience of misfortune--not the placid melancholy 
of a spirit injured, yet resigned* (278). 

1 t is, in effect, the countenance reserved for evil characters 

of gothic narration, and therefore a face not unfamiliar with 

the semial. 

The event which marks the veiling function most 



emphatically as the site of sema1 difference, however, 

involves the actual placing of a veil over EmilyOs head and 

her subsequent inscription into the social order as one having 

maternal signification. This consequent, however, is not 

f ixed; rather the maternal function is one of the sites of 

femininity reserved for Emily. She may refuse it (though 

given the Lady Laurentini's ex~mple, she would be wise not 

to) . The veil itself interpolates reader desire/anxiety 

concerning oedipal status for the heroine.' Behind the veil, 

according to much recent critical theory utilizing desire as 

a major narrative concern, lies the fear of the void, the 

absence of pleasure and the end of desire. Peter Brooks' 

succinct summary of this states the case well. 

It is, as f suggested, like Freud's descriptions of 
male fantasies of the castrated f emale, 
particularly in his essays 'Some Psychical 
Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction between 
the Sexes' and 'Medusa's Head. ' If there is no 
phallus there, runs the phantasmic scenario , then 
there is nothing there. Something is missing. But 
that conclusion is unacceptable. So there is 
something that is nothing, nothing that is 
something: a situation of the uncanny. (24) 

The text, though it always places something behind the 

veil is not chary of giving us signifiers that are, to repeat 

Sedgwick's remark, "in no way related to the rest of the 

s t ~ r y . ~  It may be that women are less anxious than men about 

Elaine Showalter notes that in her mad scenes, Harriet 
Smithson, who played Ophelia in a nineteenth-century Paris 
production of Hanlet, nwore a long black veil, suggestive of 
the symbolism of female semial mystery that permeates the 
Gothic novel...'@ (The Fernale Malady 11): 



the revelation of lack, including lack of plot development. 

For some feminist critics, the veil is understood as a 

rhetorical device for aïïaying male fears of castration, the 

look reveals lack syndrome which 1 discuss in my chapter, 

"In/sight~.~ since for women to mite at al1 meant usurping 

a masculine prerogative, it aay be that veiling worked to 

allay male fears around an already over-determined female 

sexuality; certainly itwas used differently by women and men 

writers. In The I t a l i a n ,  of course, where much of the events 

take place in the space reserved for clergy, veiling is 

downright ubiquitous. 

The Xtalfan 

Even more than in The Mysteries of Ildolpho, this text 

emphasizes the importance of veiling as a marker of 

subjectivity-in-process. In fact, because the two primary 

loci are the convent and the dungeons of the Inquisition, many 

of the characters are either veiled or cowled for most of 

their textual lives. Certainly Schedoni, who dies in his 

monk8s robes, signifies the irresolution of a character not 

yet formed in terms of gender. His sexuality, as a man of the 

cloth gone wrong, is always displaced. Olivia too, in her 

nun8s habit, is another instance of desire under wraps, as is 

also the Marchesa, Vivaldi's mother, whose frequent veiled 

visits to Schedoni suggestthather desire is cathected by/for 

the villainous monk. 



However, it is Ellena who best illustrates the veilrs 

function as a mark of gender definition. She is herself 

conscious of its ef fect as a signifier of femininity, in s p i t e  

of the fact that, in the episode where she meets the assembled 

nuns for the first tirne, she remarks, 

. . .an absence of that decorum, which includes 
beneath its modest shade every grace that ought to 
adorn the female character, like the veil which 
gives dignity to their air and softness to their 
f eatures . ( I t a l i a n  94) 

The veil itaelf signifies a veiled threat when Vivaldi's 

f amily attempts to incarcerate Ellena within the convent 

walls. That it is used to punish the woman who seeks to 

satisfy her own desires at the expense of the family is clear 

from Oliviags remarks to Ellena: 

. . .since you have rejected the husband which was 
proposed to you, you are to accept the veil;...many 
of the customary foms are to be dispensed with; 
and. . . the ceremony of taking the black veil, will 
follow without delay that of receiving the white 
one. ( I t a l i a n  92) 

The veil here obliterates not only sexual difference but 

also female roles within the convent hierarchy. It signifies 

the presence or either sex,'monk or nun, since it covers the 

signifiers of biological difference, and blurs the lines 

separating convent initiate from full-fledged sister. That it 

works to break dom individual character difference is 

attested to by the fact that Vivaldi consistently fails to 

recognize Emily when she is wearing one. 

As an ever-shifting signifier, however, the veil is most 

in evidence on the occasion of Ellena and Vivaldi8s thwarted 



nuptials, when it is figuratively used as a mode of deception, 

itself seeming t o  shift. On one occasion, Ellena is observed 

to have a dejected countenance which her veil *but il1 

concealed" ( 1 8 4 ) ,  although it was powerful enough ta cloak her 

identity during her escape from the convent. Her mood is 

subsequently validated when the Inquisition bursts in on the 

pair of elopers with the accusation that Vivaldi has eloped 

with a nun. The hapless Vivaldi then nobserved, for the first 

the, that Ellena was shrouded in a nuWs veilu (187) . The 

wearing of this particular veil turns out to have been an 

error on Ellenats part. In her (understandable) haste, she 

has thrown on the wrong signifier. She meant, the text 

explains, to have worn her uusualn one. It is at this point 

that Vivaldi, who Wnew not hou to account for the 

circumstance of the veilm (188) begins to perceive "the v i d e  

citcumference of the snare that was spread around him* (188). 

The veil turns and shifts, first one way, then another, 

to the distress of the characters and the confusion of the 

plot. It is a trap, a snare, a net, an ever uncertain web of 

difference that c o n f i n s  the text as one in which meaning is 

forever unattainable. This articulation/reticulation of 

difference is even more evident in Villette. 

Vif lette 

For Lucy Snowe, concealment is a way of lif e. Her own 

familiarity with the veil that conceals subjectivity is spoken 



by her compassionate sympathy with the phantom nun whose 

ghostly figure haunts both the narrative and narrativity 

itself in this text. The remarks in which she reveals empathy 

with the figure of the religieuse also remarks a consciousness 

of the veil as a shifting figure of difference, not in itself 

signif icant . 
Her [the nun's] shadow it was that tremblers had 
feared, through long generations after her poor 
frame was dust; her black robe and white veil that, 
for timid eyes, moonlight and shade had mocked, as 
they fluctuated in the night-wind through the 
garden-thicket. (Villette 172-173) 

Again, Lucy's first sighting of the nun speaks the void 

behind the.vei1, in this case textually validated by the 

subsequent revelation that the shrouded figure is male. 

Gender identity behind the veil s always and already 

uncertain. "1 saw in the middle of this ghostly chamber a 

figure al1 black or white: the skirts straight, narrow, 

black; the head bandaged, veiled, white ** (325) . Here again 

the veil as an unstable signifier is foregrounded, resisting 

meaning with the persistance and perversity of narration 

itself. The veil is black or white, the figure beneath troped 

as either male of female. Interesting also is the text's use 

of the veil to conceal the figure of the effeminate de Hama1 

whose lack of gender specificity is openly c i ted  by the text. 

In fact, many of the characters in Villette appear, at 
/ 

one point or another in the text, as veiled. Polly as a child 

is concealed behind a white curtain, her sexuality a mystery 

but predetermined by her father's pleasure in her excessive 



femininity. Later, she appears in the virginal white that 

signifies the brida1 veil, the patriarchally correct reward 

for "normaln female s~bjectivity.~ Ginevra's wedding veil 

receives brief mention. It passes from the text in a 

suggestive last flutter as she says good-bye to Lucy and 

departs for her new life as w i f e  and mother. A portrait of 

Graham Bretton as a boy is described, from Lucy's point-of- 

view, as being veiled by the curtains around Lucy's bed during 

her collapse and convalescence in the Bretton home. Madame 

Beck frequently appears in shawls. But it is Lucy for whom 

veil imagery has the most significance. She wears the veil, 

she recognizes objects through veils, she is haunted by the 

image of a figure in a veil, and she ultimately achieves 

mastery over mystery when she decodes the veil as trope for 

absence by her dismantling of the nun mannequin left in her 

bed . 
Attempts to reveal/subjugate Lucy are partly deflected by 

her dun-gray garment analyzed in the masquerade section, the 

dress that prevents recognition and subsequent fixing of 

identity. In her encounter with Pare Silas, whose attempts to 

interpolate her for the church alarm and distress her, she 

avoids further contact by pulling d o m  her veil and securing 

her cloak around her. At the fête in the park, her shawl and 

When Dr. John is called upon to act as Paulinars 
physician. she receives his ministrations in a bed "like 
snow-drift and mist--spotless, soft, and gauzyw (385). This 
premarital veiling forecasts her future wifely status. 



hat protect her from discovery at the hands of Graham Bretton. 

The pink dress purchased for her by Madame Bretton is worn 

with reluctance and mitigated by veil-like black netting. 

In fact, there is a remarkable amount of textual space 

given to the wearing of clothing in this text, and to the ways 

in which it signifies character dif ference. More will be said 

on this subject in the section on masquerade. It is, however, 

the veil in particular that locates Lucy on the margins of 

gender specificity, and on the undecided edge of sexual 

signification. 

Lady Oracle 

Many signifiers in this novel perform the work of 

veiling; make-up, clothes, hair, cloaks, costumes to name a 

few, are discussed further in the section on masquerade, the 

rubric under which gender disguise is more thoroughly 

articulated. For &ady Oracle's heroine, however, it is the 

veil of fat that most thoroughly disguises femininity. 

Joan Foster uses fat as a way of deflecting her motherfs 

determined attempts to oedipalize her; she wears it like a 

veil. The adult Joan, recollecting her adipose childhood, 

remembers that . . al1 fat women look the same. They al1 look 

forty-two. Also, fat women are not more noticeable than t h i n  

women; they8re less noticeable, because people find them 

distressing and look awayw (79-80). 

Even when thin,  Joan manages to evade the sexual 



signification of her new body image by never seeing her adult 

self in a mirror. She remorselessly visualizes herself as the 

fat and non-threatening/threatened child reflected in the 

Imaginary. This fat-protected past is experienced as a return 

of the repressed, one that recurs in âreams during her 

relationship with Arthur; "when 1 looked at myself in the 

mirror 1 didn8 t see what Arthur saw. The outline of my f ormet 

body still surrounded me, like a mist, like a phantom moon, 

like the image of Dumbo the Flying Elephantw (216) . Joan8s 
experience of fat as protective tissue/veil carries into her 

fantasy of the Fat Lady on display, which translates as excess 

femininity with a difference. The Fat Lady is a tease, a 

semial turn on but she is safely protected within the psyche, 

itself veiled. Joan controls the fantasy so that no "rea18< 

intrusion of gender is possible. As spectator of her own 

fantasy, Joan reveals libidinal pleasure in the Fat Lady's 

dance that, 

.. .wouldnft be a dance at all, it would be a 
striptease, she'd start taking off her clothes 
while 1 watched, powerless to stop her. She'd 
wobble her hips, removing her veils, one after 
another, but no one would whistle, no one would 
yell Take it off baby. (Oracle 252)  

Even, in fact, when Joan removes her own fat, her uncertainty 

concerning subjectivity concealed by the veil carries into her 

love-object choicewhen she becomes libidinously interestedin 

a man veiled in a bandage at the t e x t f s  conclusion. However, 

whatever eroticism the man in the bandage cathects may be 

linked with that cathected by the other -les in the text, 



specifically Joangs father who as a doctor s p e ~ d s  h i s  

occupational life veiled in the gauze mask that speaks his 

occupation. In fact, before the death of Joan's mother, Joan 

experiences her f ather as though he were physically veiled, as 

though he signified only in the aggrandizement in terms of his 

phallic power in the world, and not in the particular as an 

individual father. She remarks of his face that, w...it had 

looked as though the features had been erased, but not 

completely, they were smudged and indistinct as if viewed 

through layers of gauzen (177). 

The phallus is always veiled and always powerful. Joang s 

mother veils her face in the daily ritual of putting on her 

make-up. As she does so, she becomes the powerful three- 

headed monster/goddess for the watching child. Eventhe Royal 

Porcupine, the wimpy Chuck Brewer under his costumes, pays the 

veil its tribute as a signifier of power when he offers Joan, 

as treasure, ". . .a truly grotesque white pancake hat f rom the 
fifties, with a feather and a veiln (271). 

Finally, in faking her o h  death, Soan covers/veils her 

face in male-U~--~...I crouched on the deck, peering into my 

compact mirror and trying to cover my face with eye shadow 

from a pot of Midnight Blue" (304)--an act which both aligns 

her with the dead mother-in-the-mirror, and illustrates the 

concept of nothingness behind the mask, since textually the 

self behind the veil is always split, never essentialized. 

What generates textual tension, as 1 state in my analyses of 



masquerade, is in the desire to know which of the selves will 

emerge, and in what ways this new sub jectivity will be gender- 

inf  ormed . 

The Hauntbg of Bill House 

In Jackson's text, the house, which is as much a conveyor 

of meaning as any of the characters, cornes equipped with a 

covering veil of darkness beneath which gender relations are 

never normalized. The house plays with subjectivity. It is 

allowed to do so because it is %ot ~ a n e ; ~  its dementia is 

both concealed within an isolated setting and foregrounded 

through the odd archaeological features that give it the 

appearance of sentience. The opening paragraph establishes 

Hill House as wuholding darkness withinw (5). 

The house is shadowed by trees and hemmed in by hills. 

The secluded locale imposes silence, and this attribute of 

Hill House gives it the ambience of an enchanted castle whose 

significance is veiled by temporality as well as location. 

The . doctor, . bothered by the excitement/desire generated by its 

atmosphere uses the phrase nfallen under a spell" (99) to 

describe the aura of the house. 

Darkness, as a kind of shroud, is repeatedly mentioned as 

the events in the text unfold, and, with each mention, its 

ef f ect intensifies. The inhabitants are ". . . wrapped around by 
the r i ch  hills and securely set into the warm, dark lumiries 

of the housew (106). In the episode that establishes Eleanor 



as irrevocably nad, the house is textualized as generating 

mist, a comforting sort of veiling within which Eleanor 

reveals her desire as being cathected towards the house 

itself, her otherness established in direct dialectic with the 

humanity of the remaining characters. 

She stood with her back against the door, the 
little mists of Hill House curling around her 
ankles, and looked up at the pressing, heavy hills. 
Gathered comfortably into the hills, she thought, 
protected and warm; Hill House is lucky. (Hill 
House 163) 

Moreover, closure effected by veiling is established by 

the repetition of the statements which open and close the 

novel. At the end of the te*, th is  darkness is pre-oedipal 

and prelinguistic; it veils the terrible (phallic) mother. 

Furthermote, Eleanor8s desiring imagination tricks out her 

phantasmagorical oedipal scenes (like the family picnic)  in 

brilliant colours, as if setting them in opposition to the 

ambiguous dark relations working out their unspecified and 

disruptive patterns in the gloom of Hill House. Darkness 

veils the difference, and, as always in those problematic 

texts where happiness (read oedipalization) is not the issue, 

the scopic regime (as 1 argue in another chapter) is not 

privileged. 

We Have Always Uved in the Castle 

Here, as in Hill House, veiling is intrinsic, located in 

the dark and secret places of the text. There is not the 

association of veiling with evil that permeates the ambience 
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of Hill House, but veiling continues its function as the locus 

of dif ference. 

Merricat is comfortable only in the dark, either in the 

corner of the kitchen reserved for her, or the hidden places 

on the Blackwood land she calls her own; in fact she prefers 

the dark, secret natural spaces to the confines of the house. 

"No one," she says of the land around the Blackwood mansion, 

"knew its secret places but men (28). ~erricat's solipsistic 

monologues are conducted with Jonah the cat in a hidden place 

where Merricat eventually takes Constance. This place, like 

the grounds of Hill House, generates its own mist. It is 

enclosed, private, made invisible by the thick branches of 

trees. Merricat8s triumph is that she is able to duplicate 

this realm of safety in the interior of the house, thereby 

safely veiling the sisters from the intrusions of outsiders. 

Constance too cornes to inhabit the veiled world of 

difference, once Cousin Charles has been rousted by the fire 

and the sexual tealm of the two sisters is again unprotected. 

The text insistently makes mention of the veil/shawl from 

which Constance escapes villager scrutiny during the fire. 

Moreover, the shawl belongs to dead Uncle Julian, as though 

the male and phallic Blackwood family mantle were being passed 

to the distaff side. 

Finally, the house itself is nailed and shuttered to keep 

the sisters safe. The women within become guardians of female 

di f  f erence or, perhaps , sameness , since veiled off f rom 



signification, they are no longer visible representations of 

lack, having no male Other to bestow that difference upon 

them. Here gender is of no consequence since there is no 

realm i n  which it can signify otherness at all. This same 

veiled other world is set up in the text of Housekeeping. 

Housekeeping 

In Housekeeping, veiling is once more troped in metaphors 

of darkness including the rhetoric of ice and snow with which 

descriptive passages of the town of Fingerbone abound. 

Textual attempts to ward off darkness and difference for the 

daughters with matronly expressions of the ndear ordinarygg are 

deflected by "... black wilderness that stretched away from 

Fingerbone on every side" (18). The t o m  itself partakes of 

the blackness of the lake and the eclipsed mountains, so that 

". . . it would have been possible not to notice the town at ail" 
(34). Furthemore the lake itself serves as a kind of veil, 

through whose semi-permeable waters the repressed returns. 

It is Ruthie Stone whose textual presence functions as an 

embodier of (unresolved) difference. Veiling works directly 

here to connote Ruthie as the signifier of elusive gender 

meaning in an early episode involving her granàmother8s 

curtains, an example of domestic practice thwarted in its 

attempt to f i x  femininity in a female character.' Ruthie, 

' This episode resonates intertextually with that of 
EmilyOs symbolic donning of the black veil in The Mysteries of 
Udolpho. The diff erence is that Emily takes the veil; Ruthie, 
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installed under the ironing board while her grandmother irons 

the curtains, recalls that "One veil after another fell around 

me, starched and white and fragrant, and 1 had vague dreams of 

being hidden or cloisteredm (27). Hidden and cloistered she 

eventually becomes, but not gendered. The veil has been 

differently and significantly placed. 

Further, an episode concerning Ruthiegs dead Aunt Molly 

is contextualized by Ruthie in a net/veil trope that again 

foregrounds veiling as the place of oedipal construction. 

Aunt MollieOs metaphoric net is figured as the crucible 

wherein al1 difierences are located, so that it reduces al1 

the Fingerbone inhabitants to sameness. The net, speculates 

Ruthie, gmwould put an end to al1 anomalyn (91) and in the 

general erasing of difference, including that of gender, 

Ruthie's powerful and phallically imagined mother wwould 

hardly seem remarkablen (92). 

Subsequent to her placement in the veil of difference, 

Ruthie is concealed/veiled in SylvieOs 

the child of the unsub jectif ied Sylvie. 

and oversi~ed@~ (45) , points to Ruthie 

cloak, marking her as 

The cloak, "shapeless 

as the yet unformed, 

ungendered subject dependent on the maternal, a dependency 

answered by the solicitous Sylvie in a passage that 

resembles/re-assembles the situation of the child in utero. 

Sylvie slipped her coat off and put it on me. She 
buttoned it Upr bottom to top, and pulled the wide 
manOs collar up around my ears, and then she put 

on the other hand, avoids it. 
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her arms around my shoulders and led me d o m  to the 
shore with such solicitude, as if 1 were blind, as 
if 1 might fall. (Housekeeping 162) 

It is as this male dress-coded/coated subject, finally, 

that  uth hie escapes the feminine gender coding of narrativity 

and crosses the bridge of difference. 

carnival and the Manquerade 

He might think, he might .von bolievm that Lucy was 
contrinad within that rihawl, and rholtuod under 
that ha+; ha could navar be eartria for ho did not 
maa my taoa. 

Villette 

Thatmasquerade functionsto problematize gender ident i ty  

has been remarked by a number of critics following Mikhail 

Bakhtin' s extensive work on carnival .' Feminist critics in 

particular find useful anti-patriarchal fodder in the concept 

of disguise as one aspect of the difference foregrounded by 

the masquerade as deconstructor of the social order. If 

masculinity and femininity are indeed social constructs, then 

structuration of gender difference invoIves the female8s 

deployment of make-up and costume to achieve visibility within 

a social order that recognizes her only as a person when her 

sexuality is clearly coded feminine. Conversely, without the 

masquerade that distinguishes femininity as a product of the 

oedipal f actory, the f emale remains undif f erentiated and 

'bpecifically Rabelais and His World, trans., Helene 
Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1984). 



potentially dangerous. Hence social insistence on the 

assumption of gender roles. 

Carnival, as Bakhtin has shown, functions as the locus 

where al1 social differences, iiicluding those of race, class 

and gender, may be reversed, or sinply Undone; it 

contains/sustains those elenents which, if not restrained, 

foreground the potential for a reversa1 of the dominant 

structure. By permitting carnival, society contains the seeds 

of its own disruption, which explains the large body of 

prohibitive legislation enacted about and around its presence. 

Bakhtinfs paesionate commentary on the discourse of carnival 

lists its revolutionary aspect in medieval life as an event 

that f unctions 

... to consecrate inventive freedom, to permit the 
combination of a variety of different elements and 
their rapprochement, to liberate f rom the 
prevailing point of view of the world, from 
conventions and established truths, from clichés, 
from al1 that is humdrum and universally accepted. 
(Rabelais 34) 

Once ideology becomes established hegemony, however, the 

carnival is relegated to, for example, tame traces in dumb 

shows, pantomines, state-sponsoredtheater that curtains./veils 

its political potential for change, and in country fairs with 

their liminal loci on the edge of tom. 

Terry Castle, in what amounts to a fascinating 

application of Bakhtin's work to the eighteenth century, 

traces the reappearance of carnival/masquerade where, a major 

trope in the work of eighteenth-century woman writers, it 



continues its work of displacement, functioning as a Derridean 

trace of difference and deferral, and signifying the concept 

of carnival sous rature Terry Castle tantalizingly comments 

on the specific importance of masquerade etiology for women, 

its bermeneutics if you will, in a passage that links its 

usage in their fiction with a subversive political agenda 

regardless of authorial intente 

... the psychological and philosophical appeal of 
the masquerade may be different for men and women, 
and its ideality most fully articulated in the 
eighteenth century in works written by women. The 
narcissistic projections of the carnivalesque held 
a charged existential and political meaning for 
contemporary women precisely because they 
challenged so powerfully the ordinary structures of 
female exparience in patriarchal society. (130) 

Castle pin-points the nineteenth century as the time of 

masquerade0s decline and fall, and while 1 agree with h i s  

assessment, 1 nevertheless maintain that the trace of its 

presence in fiction continues to exert powerful pressure on an 

othewise overdetermined oedipal order. Masquerade elements 

occur with relentless regularity in the female gothic, where 

sartorial choices, for example, perform the textual work of 

disguise so prevalent in the genre. Moreover, aside from the 

manifest content of the text, the presence of carnival in any 

form: dress, make-up, fair, theater, points to the 

patriarchal proscriptions relating to womenOs roles. Castle 

For Gayatri Spivak's helpul explanation of this tem, 
see her introduction in Jacques Derridat s Of Granmatology, 
trans., Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1974) ,  
ix-xc . 



makes this clear in a cornent connecting the semiotics of both 

female transvestism and writing: 

... the woman sporting male attire was a symbolic 
figure of a different sort, one inevitably 
projecting more radical aspirations after power, 
sexual prestige, and masculine authority. The 
woman novelist invoking the carnivalesque re- 
created these aspirations in the literary realm. 
(256) 

Continued and continuing deployment of the  elements of 

carnival by women writers, then, signifies a persistent 

problematizing of the dominant social order and the wôys in 

which its female subjects are constructed within it. 

Carnival, masquerade in particular, opens the gap wherein the 

Other is concealed. Moreover, certain practices within 

carnival. embrace the Other in disguise, containing the two-in- 

one enceinte not sanctioned by the body politic. The female 

body, structured in the patriarchal paradigm by lack, is 

enabled by masquerade both to conceal and reveal the ferninine 

self a s  process, particularly in contemporary literature 

where, as Kaja Silverman commenta, 

Dress is one of the most important cultural 
implements for articulating and territorializing 
human corporeality-for mapping its erogenous zones 
and for af f ixing a sexual identity . ("Fragmentsm 
146) 

Gender boundaries dissolve during carniva1 and 

masquerade, a fact that women writers in particular tend t o  

ce lebrate  increasinglylO, so that what is only l a tent ly  

'O Angela Carter and Janet Winterson corne immiediately t o  
mind . 
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suggested in Radcliffe's texts becomes aggressively asserted 

in contemporary fiction. Lucy Snowe, for example, re j ects the 

potential for gender-bending in masquerade; Ruthie Stone, on 

the other hand, embraces it. 

In relation to Radcliffe's texts, 1, like Elizabeth 

Napier, am struck by the fact that "something occurs in every 

chapter so decidedly incongruous, as at once reminds us of an 

ill-sustainad masqueradew (262). However, congruent with the 

gothic's ability to signify according to the reading(s) of the 

critic, rather than concluding, as she does, that the text 

therefore lacks subversive potential, 1 hold the opposite 

assertion. It is precisely in these transgressions from the 

well-tempered text that Radcliffe signifies her writing 

practice as subversive. Radcliffeg s erratic (and erotic) off - 
the-wall occurrences produce delicious diffexences in the text 

that open up a dialectic between oedipal plot and a discursive 

practice less patriarchally programmed. 

In both The Mysteries of Uâolpho and The Italian, the 

work of disguise is facilitated in a significant number of 

textual incidents by a garment so ubiquitous as to function 

almost as the dress code of /for the early ~othic. 1 refer to 

the coverings that signify as cloaks and robes for both sexes 

which invariably include some kind of head covering in the 

form of veil, cowl, shawl or hood. 1 am particularly struck 



by the resemblance between these garments and the masquerade 

domino, the usefulness of which is remarked by Terry ~astle." 

This disguise, of course, scranbles plot in a most 

satisfactory manner, delaying Radcliffe's notorious 

dénouements by obfuscating the demarcations of both kinship 

and gender boundaries (but not, interestingly enough, class. 

Servants are always recognizable since the loquaciousness that 

serves as their identifying characteristic is never obscured 

by clothing) . 
In Udolpho the dress code is required in both convent and 

castle; in the former the nunOs robe may be understood as 

disguise hiding sexual dif f erentiation, while the latter 

houses the military, thatmale cabal whose menbers frequently 

conceal corporeality by the wearing of long, dark cloaks. 

This dressing dom of difference does more than permit the 

character misrecognition so prevalent in the texts; it 

contributes as well the sexual frissons that helped to 

establish the genre's popularity. Anything, as Castle 

tantalizingly points out, was possible 'when the domino was 

deployed as disguise, "for ... to W e a r  a domino was to exempt 

oneself, after a fashion, from the realm of being-to cross 

wOf the domino little need be said. ft was at once the 
most perfect and the least inspired of disguises--a simple 
loose cloak that  totally enveloped the body in its folds. 
When the domino was worn with a mask (or sometimes a little 
hood known as baout or bahoo), the shape and sex of the person 
beneath were ritually obscured" (59) Quoted in his 
Masquerade and C i v i l i z a t i  on: The Carnivalesque i n  Eighteenth- 
Century English Culture and Fic t ion  (Stanf ord: Stanf ord UP, 
1986). 



symbolically from the realm of what 'was8 into the realm of 

what ,might be8 or of what 'was not8 * (78) . 
In The I t a l i a n ,  most of the plotting occurs in the 

convent and in the chambers of the Inquisition. Characters are 

rarely vested in anything but the black, sack-like garments 

which signified ecclesiastical status, which is why mother 

fails to recognize daughter, lover to recognize beloved, and 

why no one at Vivaldi8s trial is capable of positively 

identifying anyone else, so similarly are they garbed. 

Throughout the trial scene, Vivaldi is rendered cognitively 

useless in "the customary black garment which entirely 

enveloped h i s  figure, and prevented his observing what vas 

f arther preparing" (3 13) . In this text, in fact, the 

domino/robe is foregrounded as a deconstructor of identity. 

Schedoni, the Italian of the title, dons and discards it at 

the whim of the text, depending on whether or not the plot 

calls for an ecclesiastical or a secular father, but every 

character has some such protean garment at her or his 

disposal. Until the final throwing back of the hood or veil, 

then, both character and reader respanse to the texts must 

contain some elenent of guesswork as to the sexuality of the 

subject behindthe masquerade. If aven the lovers are capable 

of misrecognizing each other, who knows what homo or hetero 

erotic practices are taking place in liaisons between priest 

and laity, family members, or servant and mistress or master. 

One final comment by Castle elucidates the link between the 



ecclesiastical garb, which signifies as domino. and a 

sewality repressed by historically and socially specific 

textual morés. He states that, 

ecclesiastical travesties were...charged with 
erotic meaning. The ironic disparity between the 
trappings of celibacy and the all-too-human body 
beneath held then as now-a peculiarly inflaming 
power. (40) 

Thus the oedipal paradigm is constantly being eroded by the 

power of masquerade. 

Further to this particular use of masquerade tactics for 

deconstructing difference is the fact of carnival itself as a 

threateninqly disruptive presence within these texts. In both 

The Mysteries of Udolpho and The Italian, the carnival is 

pervasive as an activity, part of the cultural and social 

framework involving both plot and narrative. In Udolpho, 

Eniily's party, en route by gondola to Venice, f ind carnival 

included as part of the textual mise-en-scene. Emily notes 

that 

the Carnival did, indeed, appear to extend from 
Venice along the whole line of these enchanting 
shores; the river was gay with boats passing to 
that city, exhibiting the fantastic diversity of a 
masquerade in the dresses of the people within 
them; . . . (Udolpho 174)  

Since Emily is on her way to a possible marital liaison 

engineered by Montoni, the fact of carnival heightens tension 

attendant upon her status as subject-in-process and emphasizes 

the instability of her position. Because carnival represents 

the possibility of a reversa1 of fortune, nothing is 

predictable, which means that events may yet be altered in 



ber f avour O 

It is this same carnival whose fantastic fonns stimulate 

her sea-nymph poem, with its rebellious undertones. Further, 

transported back to Udolpho after an aborted escape attempt, 

she sojourns at a cottage where a vine festival is in progress 

and hears the peasant girls singing of a sea nymph, again in 

a context suggesting rebellion. In neither case does the 

mention of carnival advance the plot; quite the contrary. But 

it does suggest the possibility of other plots, a plurality of 

plots, any or al1 of which threaten to undo the novel's 

classical realist structure, 

The Itslian foregrounds carnival even more insistently 

than does Udolpho. Besides the use of the Inquisition8s 

headquarters almost as theater, with the spectacle provided by 

a cast of thousands of characters in dominos, there are two 

specific mentions of carnival. In the first, Paulo and 

Vivaldi, prisoners of the Inquisition, find themselves in the 

midst of the carnival at Rome. While Vivaldi, intent on being 

reunited with Ellena, is appalled at the unruly spectacle, his 

servant Paulo, true to his folk roots, 

... forgot that he was a prisoner on h i s  way to the 
~nquisition; almost forgot that he was a 
Neapolitan; and, while he exclaimed against the 
dullness of a Roman carnival, would have sprung 
through the carriage window to partake of its 
spirit. . . ( I t a l i a n  194) 

Carnival here retains its ancient link with the vox 

populi, pointing out a way of life in opposition to the ruling 



classes with their ideological state apparatuses, and 

unwittingly revealing wide gaps in the loving master/servant 

relationship so painstakingly developed by the plot. Further 

discontent with established order is revealed when the 

carriage, with its aristocratie and priestly cargo, is seen by 

the carnival participants who *regarded with contempt the 

proud moroseness, that refused to partake of innocent 

pleasures, because they were trifling, and shrunk from 

countenances furrowed with the sternness of crueltyw (195). 

This establishing of discontent between the people and the 

religious order, even in a text as Fantastic as this one, 

serves to point out as well the text's dis/ease with hegemonic 

discursive dictates. 

The second instance of carnival highlights the character 

reversa1 potentialized by the festival. On this occasion, 

schedoni and Emily, accompanied by a guide, again encounter 

carnival. This time the guide, ecstatic as are al1 the text's 

good peasant folk on festive occasions, points to a performer 

with the incriminating remarks, "And look there, Signor! 

there is a jugglar! 01 good Signor, stop one minute, to look 

at his tricks. See! he has turned a monk into a devil 

already, in the twinkling of an eye!' (274). Given that the 

rhetoric characterizing the monk Schedoni is heavily weighted 

to suggest the demonic, carnival in this text continues to 

perform its antique function of uncovering the binary 

oppositions inherent in character semes. Moreover, al1 this 



joy on the part of the peasantry at the sight of difference 

speaks an aristocratic investment in repression and control, 

an unease reflected in the narrative's tortured twists and 

turns. Again, a theater in progress as part of this particular 

carnival, on the stage of which, "the people above were acting 

what seemed to have b e n  intended for a tragedy, but what 

their strange gestures, uncouth recitation, and incongruous 

countenances, had transformed into a comedyn ( 2 7 4 ) ,  suggests 

the novel's own topsy-turvey mots in discourse m...as the 

direct descendants of a traditional literary genre: the 

menippeag* (Jackson 14) . '  The play being staged mimes the 
action of The Italian's plot, and works as a mise-en-abyme; 

the actor/father kills his daughter in a simulation of 

Schedoni's plans for Ellena, but, more than this, it 

accentuates the shakiness of the father/daughter social 

contract founded on the incest taboo. 

Finally, the verisimilitude of the entire plot is 

sabotaged by the servant Paulo in his role as wa sort of 

master of the revelsqq (413), in other words an elevated 

carnival barker, at the nuptial celebration of Vivaldi and 

Ellena that finalizes the plot. Nobody would argue that the 

Gothic represents a window on reality; nevertheless the 

reader is expected to invest some belief in the plot's 

romantic infrastructure. We are, at the very least, meant to 

l2 Also, both Bakhtin and Kristeva discuss at length the 
debt owed by the novel as a genre to Menippean satire. 



credit the love story culminating in the uniting of the lovers 

as the desire that effects/impels closure. Yet the actions of 

Paulo, capering clown-like on the green, reminds us that the 

revels are indeed ended and that they were, in fact, no more 

than revels masquerading as verisimilitude, surely an 

authorial position which, if taken deliberately , is the 

literary equivalent of shooting oneself in the foot. 

.. 

V i l l e t t e  

Villette's "heretic narrativen also dabbles in the 

elements Bakhtin defines as carnivalesque. Fromthe narrator- 

in-process-in-disguise, Lucy Snowe masquerading in her gown of 

shadow, to the incteasingly chaotic events culminating in the 

scene in the park, textual collusion with carnival practice 

marks this text as heretic in more ways than just its blatant 

anti-clericalism. 

The ways in which the text takes a critical look a t  

femininity are particularly interesting. Lucy Snowe, as has 

been noted, tries on various gender roles in an attempt t o  

secure a subjectivity for herself. The subdued dress in which 

she marginalizes herself serves not only as a domino erasing 

difference, but also as a starting point for various other 

sartorial sorties. Thus the garment that renders her 

invisible is also a kind of chrysalis, from whence she emerges 

in the school play as the male "butterfly, talker, and 

traitorw (203) whose characteristics have more in common with 
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Ginevra than w i t h  her own shy self. The discarding of this 

particular representation permits a double dismissal of both 

the male role and the particular character type that would 

align her with the Fanshawes and de H a m a l s  of the text. 

That Lucy is cognizant of the signification of clothing 

is established early in the text. Mrs. Sweeney, the woman 

Lucy replaces at Madame Beckgs, possessed a shawl whose 

properties m i m i c  the m a g i c a l  vestments of the fairy tale in 

its ability to convey special status on the wearer. This 

character (an ex-washerwoman as the s l y l y  elitist Lucy 

observes) was enabled, through the wearing of this gament, to 

cast 

...the spell by which she struck a certain awe 
through the household, quelling the otherwise 
scornfully disposed teachers and servants, and, so 
long as her broad shoulders w o r e  the folds of that 
ma j estic drapery , even influencing madame 
herself... (Villette 133) 

In fact, from the moment that Lucy arrives in Madame8s 

establishment, that f actory of f emininity , descriptions of 
clothing become prominent signifying tropes. Lucy8s 

domino/dress establishes her . as the person lacking 

signification, but it also enables her to observe and analyze 

the ways in which women in particular achieve power through 

the donning and doffing of vestments signifying either 

femininity or its lack. L i k e  the denuded nun of the attic, 

women here signify nothing without the investment in 

femininity established by àress codes. 

Dress also functions as the code by which the text 



assesses the (class-connected) morality of its female 

characters. Ginevra, adept at manipulating the moral code to 

suit herself, is always gorgeously costumed, her dress code 

reflecting the bourgeoise desite to mimic the aristocracy. 

Paulina, on the other hand, sure of her social statu, wears 

the virginal white and simple garments that establish her as 

a genuine class act. The text in one descriptive passage 

contrasts the two women in language that semiotically locates 

them at opposite ends of the Snow White/Rose Red fairy-tale 

paradig, and congruentlywithin the blonde/dark, virgin/whore 

binary oppositions within which representations of women are 

so often contained. Lucy observes that, 

Ginevrags dress of deep crimson relieved well her 
light curls, and harmonized with her rose-like 
bloom. PaulinaOs attire-in iashion close, though 
faultlessly neat, but in texture clear and white-- 
made the eye grateful for the delicate life of her 
complexion ... ( V i l l e t t e  398). 

This is an interesting contrast because the masquerade upsets 

the blonde/brunette stereotypes usually functioning in 

opposition. Here the blonde figure signifies evil, while the 

brunette Paulina, like the brunette Lucy,-carries the weight 

of textual approval. 

As well, the little niceties of costume illustrate ways 

of delivering textual class judgments on the minor female 

characters. Madame Bretton's clothes reflect her position as 

a respectably placed bourgeoise matron. Madame Beck, dressed 

almost as simply as Lucy, nevertheless signifies sexual and 

class power through the addition of jewellery, "a bracelet and 



a large broach bright with gold and fine stones~~ (200). But 

the onus of textual distaste for feminine hyperbole falls on 

the carnivalesque figure of Madame Walravens, whose ornaments, 

"rings on her skeleton hands, with thick gold hoops, and 

stones-purple , green, and blood-redw (48 1) , like her "hunch- 
backed, dwarfish, and dotingn shape ( 4 8 2 ) ,  speaks a 

femininity-in-excess, one that slips through signification 

into the region of blood and death beyond desire. No wonder, 

then, that Lucy eschews the pink dress chosen for her by Wrs.  

Bretton, opting instead for respectable invisibility. 

Lucy is no+, however, above playing with clothing 

signifiers that work ta deconstruct sexual and class 

difference. In the lottery following the concert (itself a 

manifestation of carnival with its "alternations of hope and 

fear raised by each turn of the wheeln ( 3 0 0 ) ,  Lucy insists 

that she and Graham keep the prizes they have won, although 

gender suitability mandates in f avour of trading. Thus, though 

Graham begs for an exchange (suggesting his greater need for 

f ixed gender boundaries) Lucy retains the gentleman8 s cigar 

case, while the lady's turban won by Graham enables Mrs. 

Bretton to playfully feminize/castrate her son by placing it 

on his sleeping head and writing playfully to Lucy of his 

altered appearance. 

Interestingly enough, the mostproblematic female figures 

for Lucy, Madame Beck and Vashti, bear traces of carnival, In 

the confrontation between Madame Beck and Lucy, the made in 



which Lucy apprehends the former is described as IL.her 

habitua1 disguise, her mask and her dominonn (544). The 

dismantling of the domino to uncover "a mere network of 

reticulated holesn (544) represents a triumphant 

deconstruction of a powerful authority figure, and moreover, 

indexes Madame with the nun manqu8 in the attic. Vashti, 

however, embodies an unsettling representation of female 

desire that Lucy confronts in a series of contradictions which 

illustrate how disturbing she finds this figure in its 

potential for unfixing femininity altogether. 'It [Vashtifs 

performance] was a marvellous sight: a mighty revelation. It 

was a spectacle low, horrible, immoral,..' (399)- Moreover 

the further incorporation of carnivalesque contrasts involved 

in the description of Vashti also combines the red and white, 

the colours assigned to Ginevra and Paulina. The character 

represented by Vashti thus effects a merger of good and bad 

through the character-coded colours in which she appears on 

stage. 

She stood, not dressed, but draped in pale antique 
folds, long and regular like sculpture. A 
background and entourage and flowing of deepest 
crimson threw her out, white like alabaster-like 
silver: rather be it said, like Death. (Villette 
233) 

Lucy's desire is, in fact, dangerously cathected by the image 

of Vashti; dangerous because Vashti, like Madame Walravens, 

signifies as femininity in excess. 

Textual inability to combine the white and the red, 

purity and passion, in a single acceptable fexnale character 



within the narrative structure is pin-pointed in the figure of 

Vashti. Furthemore the reason for Vashti's unsuitability is 

given in Graham Bretton's patriarchally-programmed response to 

her performance: "he judged her as a woman, not an artist: 

it was a branding judgmentm (342) . Lucy does, however, do her 
feminine best to combine the red and the white herself by 

inf requent appearances in pink. A l a s ,  even that mild blend is 

suspect, inviting, on one occasion, the disapproval of 

Monsieur Paul. Villette's male characters, in f act, are given 

considerable textual space in which to comment on the 

suitability or unsuitability of the clothing worn by the 

female characters, tailoring their judgments to suit their 

male notion of respectable femininity. 

The great carnival scene, however, occurs at the park in 

Villette, almost at the end of the text, when masquerade cornes 

out of the closet and deliberately shapes narrativity. Here 

closure is held in abeyance, while the shifting forms in the 

park threaten to topple the narrative structure entirely. 

Drugged Lucy, of course, is at her most unreliable as 

narrator. However, the entire mise-en-scene foregrounds 

beautifully Bakhtints concept of the novel as, like carnival, 

forever involved in the , undoing of its own borrowed 

structure (s) . 
"There were many masks, Lucy remarks, the part that 

nightN ( 5 6 2 ) ,  not the least of which is the one worn by Lucy 

herself who feels, the text helpfully points out, "safe as if 



maskedn (551) in her gardening dress. The scene further 

throws into relief the question of Lucy's shifting identity. 

"Folded up closely in my large shawl, screened with my straw 

hatw (549) Lucy's shrouded figure illustrates Bakhtin's 

observation that "the notion of the self-so crucial in the 

artistic and philosophical idiom of the period, so endlessly 

problematic--mu& be invoked in any discussion of the 

masquerade" (4). It is as this shrouded figure, finally, 

that Lucy confronts and confounds the "dear reader. f8 The 

scene in the park is the text8s most powerfully insistent 

description, and muffled Lucy at its center represents the 

cypher signifying a problematic femininity that appears, yet 

again, in the carnivalesque elements underlying Atwood's Lady 

Oracle. 

Lady Oracle 

Lady Oracle is, of course, a text that thematizes 

carnival; its title alone evokes notions ranging from the 

attic Sybil to the gypsy fortune-teller whose locus is the 

country fair. It is, furthemore, a text about the writer of 

costume gothics. The use of mise-en-abyme foregrounds the 

fact that Joan uses disguise/masquerade to disguise the fact 

that her life itself is a masquerade. The plot thus twists and 

turns upon itself in ways extremely redolent of carnival 

reversal. Ultimately, after the layers of disguise have been 

penetrated, concepts of masculinity reveal themselves as 



founded only upon an unknown man in a bandage, although, of 

course, the signifier %anw is, by this tirne, textually 

suspect. Femininity too is, not surprisingly, f ounded upon 

textual heresy . The narrator speaks in/through a daz zling 

variety of female personae, each revealing aspects of the 

other/Other. Fat, red-haired, ungainly Joan Delacourt becomes 

willowy Louisa K. Delacourt, becomes brunette Joan Foster who, 

having suffered a sea-change in Lake Ontario, emerges into a 

text finally incapable of accoiiodatingthe multi-selved, non- 

personality she has become. Al1 this shape-shifting activates 

the text-within the-text, so that the narrator and the 

fictionalheroines of the costume gothics she herself invents, 

change and split and enlarge and dwindle and finally make the 

possibility of fixing identity as risible as the smile of the 

fat lady herself. 

Moreover, the men in this text are implicated in the 

carnivalization process, preferring their women as spectacle, 

objects to be fetishized rather than accommodated as partners 

in a viable relationship. This is clea: trom Joan8s analysis 

of her husband Arthur's (non) involvement in the carnival that 

her l i f e  has become: 

And where was he in the midst of al1 this uproar? 
sitting in the front row conter, not moving, barely 
smiling, it took a lot to satisfy him; and, from 
time to time, making a gesture that would preserve 
cr destroy: thumbs up or thumbs dom. (Oracle 15) 

Chuck Brewer, aka The Royal Porcupine, also facilitates 

masquerade in his dress-up games with Joan. Joant s mother too 



is implicated in the dressing-up of difference, not only in 

the way she encourages her daughter to participate in 

masquerade (Mrs. Flegg8s dancing school is a case in point) 

but in her own investnent in costume, naks-up and mirrors. 

Finding a ferninine place within signification is as 

problematic for Joan as it was for Lucy Snowe. In both texts, 

masquerade plays a key part in their subjectivity search. 

Each f eminine position taken by Joan is, moreover , marked 
by the wearing of a different costume. Joan's funerary 

costume consists of "jeans and navy-blue T-shirt" (16), a 

markedly androgynoue choice approved by M e  morally righteous 

Arthur who disapproves of her splandid collection of costume 

exotica. H e r  Italian garb, a "sacklike print dress, also 

pi*, with baby-blue flowersn ( 9 ) ,  is comparable in its 

ability to contain the female body to the black dresses that 

encase the nhuge obsolete torsosn (22) of the old Italian 

women in Torremoto. These women, in effect, hide their 

sexuality (render it ~obsoletem) under a garb that passes for 

the equivalent of the domino. Most of Joan8s clothing is, in 

fact, worn to disguise/conceal the female form-in-excess, 

which, like the fat lady's excessive adiposity, displaces 

patriarchal notions of malieable femininity. The fat Joan 

embodies one of carnival's cardinal principals, that of the 

grotesque body-in-flux. This is a concept, particularly when 

applied to the female body, with which patriarchy is 

traditionally (and acutely) uncoafortable since, as Mary Russo 



in a feminist analysis of the carnival function points out, 

"the grotesque body is the open, protruding, extended, 

secreting body, the body of becoming, process, and changeaa 

(218). 

Joan, a product of her ovn textual gender politics, is 

only comfortable in the lavish feminine costumes she loves 

alone in front of a mirror, which focusses her desire in the 

Imaginary. Initially her delight in the wearing of costumes 

speak her investment in the patriarchal good/bad woman 

dichotomy. This morality surfaces in her gothic novels, where 

the "goodn heroine is dressed in self -effacing clothes and the 

@@badn in sartorial splendeur with much sensual fleshly 

exposure. Joan8s nbada@ self is kept carefully away from the 

straight-laced M h u r .  Later, as Joanrs identity shifts and 

changes, the text's moral investment is reversed and she 

becomes emotionally and sartorially aligned with the evil 

Felicity, the bad girl in the gothic mise-en-abyme. 

It is, however, the circus fat lady who structures the 

shape of Joanrs desiring imaginative play. More than any 

other female character in the text, the fat lady exposes her 

body, relentlessly focussingthe male gaze on female corporeal 

lack. The fat lady is modelled on Aunt Lou who first engages 

the child Joan8s attention by establishing Êemininity-in- 

excess as desirable. A u n t  Louise, with her talking fox fur 



piece," is also one of the models for Joan's fictive Lady 

Oracle; in effect she represents femininity in rebellion. In 

Aunt Lou, the young Joan has a mentor for rebelling against 

cultural notions of feminine pulchritude. Joan remembers of 

Aunt Lou that 

She piled her graying yellowish hair unto the top 
of her head and stuck extravagant hats with 
feathers and bows ont0 the mound with pearl hatpins 
and wore bulky fur coats and heavy tweeds, which 
made her look taller and fatter. (Oracle 78) 

Aunt  Lou uses masquerade to foreground, rather than 

conceal, an ageing, over-weight female self. The fat lady of 

Joan8s most powerful fantasy, body spilling out of her 

feminine pink tutu, goes Louisa one better. She does it on 

the high wire. Hers is the hysterical body repressed in 

culture, demanding signification at the same time as she 

flaunts its lack in patriarchy8s averted face. As a writer 

of costume gothic, Joan is concerned with the semiotic 

importance of clothing. Early in her authorial career she is 

aware that ".. .if only 1 could get the clothes right, 

everything else would fa11 into linen (156). Her failure 

occurs in the textual 8@rea188 when she proves to be far less 

reflexive about her own dress code than she is about the 

clothing worn by her fictional female characters. 

Clothing i s  important to Joan, but she employs it 

carelessly, without regard for its signification. The dress- 

l3 1 am unable to resist passing on the 
of the reader who understood this oracular 
excess as a vagina dentata. 

delightful insight 
piece of sartorial 



up games with the Royal Porcupine literally blow up in her 

face. The memory of her mother making-up in the mirror and 

congruently slipping into monster mode fails to alert her to 

the perils of the feminine masquerade; nor does her mother8s 

rigid costume, the navy-blue suit and matching accessories 

that slavishly conform to the dictates of fashion, warn her of 

its dangers. It takes Joan most of the text to grasp Mary 

Russo8s point that, 

female sexuality as masquerade is a well-moted 
psychoanalytic category . Jacques Lacan, a great 
poseur himself, has written of female sexuality as 
marking a lack, pretending to hide what is in fact 
not there. (256) 

What is lacking for women in patriarchy is, of course, 

the phallus, the male totem of signification. When the text 

permits Joan to understand this notion at some level, her 

several selves become integrated. She is at least able to 

recognize the male as, like herself, a disguised subject-in- 

process. When Joan strikes the male reporter inconnu with the 

Cinzano bottle, she does so as a result of the recognition 

that the male too is a poseur in drag, wounded and concealing 

his own lack beneath a bandage. 

There are several instances of actual carnival in the 

text that f unction as shifting play-grounds for Joan8 s 

emerging subjectivity/sexuality. Her marginalization begins 

with the mothball episode which showcases on the social 

importance of femininity as spectacle. Further episodes 

include visits to the Canadian National Exhibition with Aunt 



Lou, where livelihoods are made through the exhibition of the 

grotesque female body, and where the freak show which includes 

the fat lady, is controlled by a debased master of the revels, 

"the man with the megaphonem (988). Here in the crucible of 

spectacle al1 femininity is food for male voyeurism. "The man 

with the megaphone sounded the same for freaks and dancing 

girls alike. They were both spectacular, something that had 

to be seen to be believedu (88). Here too, carnival's 

function as dissembler of perceived identities is troped as 

Aunt Lou's favourite place, the funhouse. V t  had phosphorent 

skeletons, and distorting mirrors that stretched you and 

shrank youw (88) . 
As a n  adolescent school-girl, Joan has a job at the 

axchery range at the Sportsmen's Show, again on Exhibition 

grounds. Here, her pounds of flesh are marked for cutting in 

a hilarious and markedly phallic episode involving her massive 

rump and an erroneously aimed arrow. Read as a signal from 

dead Aunt  Lou, carnival becomes the locus for a castration 

sequence that heralds Joan8s entry into the quest for 

femininity and symbolic signif icance. (It is also the passage 

where lack is overtly remarked by the sympathetic carny Bob 

who states, "Too bad you can't piss standing upg8 (116) . 
Finally the fat lady becomes conveyor of carnival ambience 

when fantasies of her circus performance begin to interfere 

with Joan8s dual roles as celebrated author and Arthur's 

little woman. The fat lady as carnival trace works to 



deconstruct Joan's conscious life, representing death, chaos 

and a disintegration of the self thatterrifies the Joan who 

is desperately trying to insert herself into the oedipal order 

through ferninine masquerade. 

Manifestly, of course, the carnival metonymyzes into the 

funhouse/labyrinth/maze where the women of both texts,  

AtwoodOs and JoanOs, gather their several narratives and 

confront, as one, the unknown man in the bandage and in the 

maze. Latently, however, it is by now unclear who is 

signified by the Nshem of Joan8s narrative, just as the final 

"IW of Atwood's text might masquerade any number of foster 

Joans . Masquerade, involved in the work of unmaking/remaking 
identity, is again about its motherOs funny business. The 

ending of Lady Oracle is problematic, since it remains unsure 

both who will emerge from beneath the bandage, and which of 

the textrs several Joans will be there for the unveiling. 

The Hauntllng of Hill Bouse 

The Haunting of Hill House, as a text  concerned 

thematically with the doubling and dissolution of the self, 

invests heavily in the concept of carnival. It, more than any 

of the other texts under consideration, invests particularly 

in Castle8s insight that 

the pleasure of the masquerade attended on the 
experience of doubleness, the alienation of inner 
from outer, a fantasy of two bodies simultaneously 
and thrillingly present , self and other together , 
the two-in-one. (4-5) 



Carnival is invoked early in the text through the 

reiteration of one of the songe Sung by Feste the fool in 

Shakespeare8 s Welf th Night, a play whose experiments in 

gender displacement are imbued with clownish and carnival 

presence. Like al1 foolish articulation, howthe random lines 

mean is of more lexical consequence than what they actually 

say. The words borrowed from Feste are redolent with semiotic 

possibilities; Eleanor recites them in scattered fragments 

during her jovney to Hill House, and l i n e s  recur suggestively 

throuqhout the text. The full import of the word nloversw in 

the line njourneys end in lovers meetingm ( 2 7 ) ,  however, is 

not felt until it takes on the plural signification of house, 

Theo and Luke. The Song, then, functions like Julia 

Iü-isteva's chora, breaking through the thetic barrier and 

fragmenting the text as an intertextual example of the power 

of carnival. 

The friable remains of an actual carnival is imaged 

manifestly only once, but it is powerful enough to work as a 

kind of omen or oracle. Its presence may mark, in fact, the 

incident that triggers Eleanor f i  s unconscious into recalling 

Feste8s song. En route ta Hill House, Eleanor passes the 

dismantled locus of a fair. Her musings on its significance 

focus textual attention on carnival as a site of recessed 

meaning . 
There had been a fair somewhere near here once, 
long ago, with motor-cycle races; the  signs still 
carried fragments of words. DARE, one of them 
read, and another, EVIL, and she laughed at 



herself, perceiving how she sought out omens 
everywhere; the word is DAREDEVIL... (Hill House 
16) 

Eleanorps reading of the signs as womens" proves, of 

course, prophetic. 

Finally, Hill House itself participates in the troping of 

carnivalized concepts throughout the text and, like the fun 

house in Lady Oracle, works to undo the concept of identity as 

a seamless, essentially unified self." Al1 the characters in 

Hill House remaA on its resemblance to the crazy house at a 

carnival. Theo in particular comments on its peculiarly 

disturbing properties in a passage that speaks the menace 

inherent in al1 structures not socially sanctioned and their 

ability to deconstnict personhood. Like the maze in Lady 

Oracle, the park in Villette or the twisting passages in 

Radcliffe's castles, convents and crypts, Hill House 

represents patriarchally uncharted space with 

Rooms opening out of each other and doors going 
everywhere at once and swinging shut when you corne, 
and 1 bet that somewhere there are mirrors that 
make you look al1 sideways and an air hose to blow 
up your skirts, and something that comes out of a 
dark passage and laughs in your face... (Hill 
House 71) 

The uncharted house, like the unterritorialized female 

body, points to genderization as a structured social process 

with congruent potentiality for deconstruction. 

Textual clothing here, as in Villette, marks the 

l4 Interestingly enough, the fun-house in both these 
texts is indexed with the maternal. Both Aunt Lou and the 
maternal presence in Hill House favour it as a locus. 



destabilization of the wessentialn heterosexual self/selves. 

Hill House sets up a lesbian relationship between The0 and 

Eleanor signified by an exchange of clothes. In the identity 

guessing-game played by the characters, Eleanor identifies 

herself as herself because she wears a red sweater. ühen Theo 

wears the sweater, the incident functions as a tentative 

exploration of the identity of the other. Later, Eleanor's 

mature self is problematized by the appearance of a child 

wearing a red sweater at the fantasized family picnic. If 

clothing signifies selfhood, what happens when that clothing 

is appropriated by the other becomes one of the text's latent 

explorations. 

This destabilizing of identities is remarked by the 

notoriously insensitive Mrs. Montague in her analysis of the 

semiotic practise of the ouija board, or planchette. When 

pianchette is confused, it throws into focus the increasing 

(mis) recognitions involving even (and especially) gender . "1 

am Elean~r,'~ exults Theodora, suer in her lesbian self than 

is Eleanor in her shakily assumed heterosexuality, "because 1 

have a beardm (157) . Manifestly playful as this comment is, it 
becomes even more ludic when read as the dissolution of bars 

between binary oppositions, gender included. 

Theodora's ability to mime femininity foregrounds the 

semual awareness lacking in the unsophisticated Eleanor. 

Unlike Eleanor, Theo is comfortable with the masquerade, even 

though, or perhaps because, her own sexual preference is 



lesbian. Unlike Eleanor, who seems caughtbetween conflicting 

homo and heterosexual desire, Theo at least owns a pref erence. 

Thus her easy application of aiake-up appals the sexually naive 

Eleanor, who responds to having her toenails lacquered as 

though to a semial violation. #*'It8s horrible,' she said to 

Theodora, * itOs wicked, ' wanting to cry" (83) . 
For Eleanor, in the grip of the pre-oedipal mother, the 

masquerade signifies betrayal. Because of her status outside 

the oedipal order, she can articulate an honesty unavailable 

ta Theo, whose choices within the symbalic are limited. 

Femininity, after all, represents a take-over of the materna1 

by the logos/name of the Fathet, a surrender to the symbolic 

and a betrayal of the mother. Thus Theo may be read as simply 

exercising one of the few options available to women within 

patriarchy, staging, as Mary Ann Doane remarks, @@...a 

performance of femininity, a masquerade by means of an 

accumulation of accessories-wjewellery, hats, feathers, 

etc.. .al1 are designed to mask the absence of a lackw 

("Woman's Stake" 222). Theo8s investment in clothes and make- 

up also, of course, masks her refusa1 to conform to societally 

prescribed heterosexuality. 

The text, then, through the use of carnival, raises the 

kinds of questions provoked by Freudian discourse concerning 

what it is that women want. More profitable, 1 think, is the 

question raised by the gothic texts which problematizes the 

Freudian interrogation. These texts ask not what women want 



but how the tex t  works to establish them as desiring 

signifiers, a question that is partly answered by reading 

carnival as at least one of the ways by/in which female 

sexuality is shown in formation. Women characters grappling 

with (dress) codes of desire are not the fixed, feminized 

subjects desired by the f athers, particularly when their 

subjectivity choices veer widely from the ones prescribed by 

patriarchy. 

W e  Have Always Lived in the Cast le  

The masquerading of femininity is further elaborated in 

the semiotics of masquerade transcribed in We Have Always 

Lived in the Castle. This story of the relationship between 

two sisters, one oedipalized/feminine, the other not, is 

played out in narrativity utilizing the clothing exchange that 

involves, as in Hill House, a bartering with gender 

identities. 

The (overdeterminedly) feminized Constance, her blonde 

sweetness a tribute to successful oedipalization, is troped 

with the trappings of ferninine signifiers. As one of the 

terrifyingly traditional townspeople points out, Connie 

gggDoesn't look like a murderess, does ~ h e ? * ~ ~  (70) . The extent 
to which she has invested in a relationship with Charles is, 

in fact, neasured by her participation in masquerade. 

Merricat, her own (non)identity threatened by the invasion of 

Charles, observes with alarm that not only is Charles 



ensconced at the dinner table, but that "Constance was wearing 

pink, and her hair was combed back nicely8' (118). 

A s  Constance dons the signif iers of f emininity , so 
Charles takes on/mimes the role of the Blackwood sisters8 dead 

father, the missing patriarch in the household run by women. 

Charles' imbrication in patriarchal power makes him privilege 

those masculine items coded as economically valuable, thus his 

violent reaction when Merricat nails her father8s gold watch 

t o  a tree. Merricat, however, whose investment in the 

patriarchy is minimal, easily decodes h i s  masquerade. She 

experiences Charles as a talking, degendered head, a kind of 

happy face castrated of corporeality . 
1 still could not see him clearly, perhaps because 
he was so very big. His great round face, looking 
so much like our father8s turned front Constance to 
Uncle Julian and back, smiling and opening its 
mouth to talk. (Castle 80) 

Later, she chatacterizes him as demonic, miming, through 

borrowed gestures and masculine jewellery, the manifestations 

of patriarchal potency . Merricat , adept at decoding the 

masquerade, notes that "if he ever forgot, or let his disguise 

drop for a minute, he would be recognized at once and driven 

away" (101). 

Still, Charles remains a large and potentially dangerous 

ghost, even after his exorcism by f ire. It is, then, the 

business of the text to relocate phallic power, and it does 

this through the (re) assignment of gender-coded clothing 

items. The demarcation of gender lines begins w i t h  the fire. 



Constance escapes the house carrying Uncle Julian8s shawl, 

with which she hides/veils her face. The appropriation of 

male clothing by the ultra-feminized Constance connotes a 

signif icant gap in the bar of dif ference. Later, as though to 

affina the change in textual politics, Merricat "took Uncle 

Julian's shawl away from her and covered her with itw (132). 

It is as though the dispossessed Merricat, with her 

schizophrenically illuminated insights concerninggender power 

politics, empowers her sister by enveloping her in an article 

of clothing previously indexed to a male wearer. 

Finally , clothing conf irms the sister8 s appropriation of 
the power of the other when they impose materna1 and domestic 

order on the friable remains of the Blackwood mansion. 

Merricat and Constance engage in an exchange of remarks that 

confirms them in their old gender identities. Constance 

remarks "'1 have only this pink dress 1 have on, and 

Merricat responds 'and 1 am wearing brown8 " (161) . They then 
proceed to deconstruct the difference and, not incidentally, 

to both re-define and realign power politics as semiotically 

assigned by the masculine/feminine clothing code. Constance, 

dressed in Uncle JulianOs clothes, is vested in the power 

culturally assigned to masculinity. Merricat, on the other 

hand, carries into this brave new world one dictum from the 

old: she does not permit herself to touch anything belonging 

to Uncle Julian, and continues to avoid contact with his 

possessions now that ha is dead. (Since that is the only 



proscription to which she adheres, her abhorrence of/for 

phallic contamination is made the more emphatic) . Cunningly, 
she permits Constance to dress her in table cloths, thus 

reasserting her daughter right to femala/maternal 

signification. The table cloth carries the semiotic weight of 

food preparation, a function from which she had been banned. 

Female access to patriarchal privilege is ultimately 

finalized in this text with a reference to Robinson Crusoe and 

the dress code employed by the outlaw. When Merricat remarks 

that "Robinson Crusoe dressed in the skins of animals. . .He had 
no gay clothes with a beltn (162) and further remarks that 

Connie is . .wearing the skins of Uncle JulianN (163) she may 
be read as affirming female capability regardless of the 

ferninine socialization acquired by masquerade. The inter- 

textual invocation of Robinson Crusoe brings up, of course, 

the individual's ability to construct civilization in blatant 

disregard of gender-coded clothing. The whole notion of 

gender difference is thus problematized. 

Housekeeping 

There are no carnival citings/sightings per se in 

Housekeeping. Nevertheless the carnivalesque ambience 

maintains itself through the utilization of water as the 

symbolic medium that structures the t o m  of Finqerbone and its 

inhabitants. The entire text, in fact, may be read as an 

illustration of Robert Kroetsch's thoroughly Bakhtinian 



observation that, "Water, like f ire, is a dimension of the 

carnival, insisting on the stateless and the flux;. . .It is 
becoming, incompleteness; it is the verb, to carnivalizem 

(102). 

Certainly the statelessness of things is Housekeeping% 

(de) stabilizing motif. It is a Heraclitean river of a text in 

its ability to produce new meaning(s) with each successive 

reading, including ones that contradict the concept of the 

patriarchal oedipal iamily as heaven's gift to the social 

order. The transient Sylvie represents every traditionalist's 

nightmare embodied in the female form. She is the textual 

signifier whose relentless ability to unfix meaning threatens 

al1 the -other signifiers whose business it is to establish 

patriarchal order. Certainly the good townsfolk of Fingerbone 

want her removed from their center. Her ability to function 

in the ways of traditional women, as mother, wife and 

housekeeper, is seriously impaired. 

Moreover, she functions, carnivalesque fashion, in the 

area of play. Sylvie plays with stability, not in a conscious 

effort to rearrange the social paradigm, but, more deviously, 

because she participates in the play that is part of the 

semiotic fwctian. In this way she connotes the female as 

unsemiotized other, the elusive signifier of desire and 

difference. Textually she is at once manipulative, 

mendacious, voyeuristic, thieving and parodie. Her thorough 

deconstruction of feminine representations is possible because 



she has never used fernininity as a power tool for entry into 

subjectivity. Like a child, she understands the masquerade as 

a game, playful and ludicrous. 

This explains her clothing choices for her nieces  Ruthie 

and Lucille. In opposition to Lucille, who tries to arrest 

meaning, to prevent the inevitable slippage of things, Ruthie 

notes Sylvie, s on-going investment in mutability. For Sylvie, 

... the deteriorations of things were always a fresh 
surprise, a disappointment not to be dwelt on. 
However a day8 s or a weekOs use might have maimed 
the velvet boxes and plastic belts, the atomizers 
and gilt dresser sets, the scalloped nylon gloves 
and angora-trimed anklets, Sylvie always brought 
us treasures. (Housekeeping 94) 

Clothes are for participation in the dress-up game that is not 

a ritual. They are purchased, not for their lasting 

qualities, but simply for the delight they give the wearer. 

That Sylvie knows the difference between mime and 

masquerade as a serious prerequisite for entry into the 

symboli~,~~ may be read in her story of the little girl, one 

in her stock of exempla for the children, concerning a woman 

whose attentions, under the guise of materna1 ministrations, 

make a mannequin of her daughter. W h e  wouldnft let her go 

outside or play with other children. When the little girl 

fell asleep the woman would paint the little girl's nails and 

comb her hair into ringletsaaan (67). The story reflects the 

l5 Of mimicry as a deconstruction strategy, Michelle Massé 
remarks that "the risk for the Gothic subversive, of course, 
is that her miming may become reality, its point forgotten 
over too many years of too thorough acquiescence" (250). 



patriarchal dictate that masquerade makes the woman; however, 

in this text the official construction of femininity is 

understood as undesirable. Sylvie may be warning her nieces 

of its unsuitability for them. 

Yet although ~ylvie's play with masquerade aligns her 

with its connotations as, according to Castle, both 

*@daemonically interesting and an affront to Bildung,  the great 

plot of socialization a+ the heart of the classic eighteenth- 

century fictionw (106), she is ludicrously aware of its 

importance in establishing women within the symbolic/social 

order. She 

borrowed and 

green, with a 

round collar 

arrives in Fingerbone in a dress blatantly 

jarringly out of date. "The dress vas a deep 

satiny shine. It had short sleeves and a large 

on which there was a brooch, a little bunch of 

lilies of the valleyn (45). Nevertheless for the two maiden 

aunts who were Sylvie's precursors, hopelessly dated 

themselves, the dress establishes Sylvie as a suitable 

guardian; it is, after all, a signifier of femininity, however 

outmoded , 

Again, when the forces of tradition and authority 

embodied in the sheriff threaten to remove Ruthie from 

Sylvie8s care, Sylvie reacts with a socially correct version 

of the masquerade. Ruthie narrates, 

1 put on a skirt which Sylvie had taken dom for me 
and pressed (things like that matter to them, she 
said), and my best sweater, and Sylvie worried the 
largest snarls out of my hair with a wide-tooth 
comb, 'Now stand up straight,' she said as 1 went 
out the door. ' Smile at people. ' (Housekeeping 190) 



Faced with the exigencies of "properW socialization, Sylvie is 

able to instruct the harassed Ruthie in the ways of the 

oedipal world. 

Lucille's socialization takes place in spite of Ruthie's 

opposition and Sylvie's indifference. A touch and go affair 

at first it involves the incendiary destruction of a dress 

before the final change in attitude that marks Lucille as 

ready for the social moment where she appears Wressed like 

a l1  the others in a sweatshirt and sneakers and rolled-up- 

jeansgg (173). 

Ruthie too, though she ultimately re j ects the 

construction/constriction of f emininity for herself , is not 
unmoved by its power. Through a train window she glimpses a 

woman whose ferninine investment in patriarchy is marked by 

jewellery, clothing nand a brightly painted facem (54). The 

image entices Ruthie, who runs after the receding train. 

Iconically, this representation continues to engage Ruthie at 

both a conscious and a pre-conscious level, so that the image 

fuels the desire that propels.her narrative. Ruthie states, 

Il.. . indeed 1 dream of her, and the dream is very like the 
event itself, . . . lg (55) . ~nterestingly enough, the womanf s 

attention is engaged by her own image reflected in the lighted 

train window, as though her investment in masquerade prevents 

her from seeing outside of her socially constructed self. 

While Lucillefs place in the social order is assured at 

least partly through her ability to Wear the correct costume, 



RuthieBs occupation of the margins of subjectivity is, 

conversely, secured through the event that renders her 

clothing semiotically impotent. Her clothes are ruined on the 

excursion that marks Ruthie as Sylvie's chi ld ,  a transient 

herself. Both Sylvie and Ruthie cover themselves in Sylviefs 

man% coat. Textually the coat works both to veil 

subjectivity and to  displace/disguise gender difference. In 

effect, it functions as a domino for the doubling of the 

characters. Both use t as shelter from the ferninine 

masquerade that Housekeeping uncategorically refuses. 



oodipal ~ompluitiou: îlatiilco and Blaturrl Food 

Al1 the Blrckwood woron had takm tbo food froi  tha 
grouad aad premarrod it and the bamply colotod =ors 
of ja l l ios  and piaklom a d  bottl.6 vogatablam and 
fruit., mu000 and ambar and dask proon 8tood sida 
by 8 i d O  i n  our a a l l u  an6 would stand thoxo 
foravu, p o u  by the Blaakwood romon. 

W e  Bave Nways Lived in the C a s t l e  

It has long been a 

collection of cookbooks, 

discourse by descriptions 

be analyzed exhaustively 

theory of mine, buttressed by my 

that f emale desire is - displaced in 

of food. If female sexuality is to 

(supposing this were possible) it 

must include an examination of womengs eating and cooking 

pract ices . 
Sexual desire is sublimated in the early gothic texts in 

socially acceptable ways. This is reflected thematically in 

the historicity of the novel's discursive practices as it 

pertains to both sexes. In the eighteenth century, one of the 

pleasures permissable for women of a certain class, both in 

and out of fiction, was the enjoyment of natural scenery 

through the contemplation of its delights both in lived 

reality and discursively. Subversively, however, gothic 

heroines expressed their love of nature in language that could 

as easily have been used to signify sexual desire had that 

particular avenue of pleasure not been (at least fictively) 

closed to them. L a t e r  gothic textual practice speaks female 

characters taking full advantage of the openings available for 

the figuration of textual desire. Interest in nature in these 

later texts is displaced by culinary pleasures, tef lecting 



women8s roles as handlers, preparers, servers (and eaters) of 

food . 
Descriptions of both nature and food in the f emale gothic 

serve, first, to derail the oedipal trajectory of a text bent 

on closing/climaxing plot with the return of the heroine ta 

the marriage bed; secondly to permit spaces/places of desire 

within patriarchal discursive practice where the text may 

speak love without fear of societal retaliation. Finally, the 

prevalence of both nature and food descriptions may connote 

female resistance to acculturation, a resistance 1 have 

documented elsewhere. Each text, of course, speaks its own 

specificity. Still, nature writing in Housekeeping connotes 

an aesthetics of desire also apparent in Radcliffe's texts. 

The details, however, speak the difference. While both texts 

contain plentiful descriptions of nature, only in the later 

text does nature displace food, with its connotations of 

female domesticity, as a deliberate political practice; 

Robinson's heroine rejects al1 the traditional ways of 

accessing femininity. 

Of particular interest is the fact that food privileged 

by these texts is unprocessed. With the exception of Lady 

ûracle, where the heroine's eating practices contribute to her 

dis/ease, when food is enjoyed, it tends to corne directly from 

natural sources, or it i s  prepared in kitchens in a way that 

suggests a continuum of pleasure from the contemplations of 

natural beauty to the preparation and ingestion of natural 



food. This may, in fact, be another way of signifying female 

reluctance to participate in the symbolic order, since 

packaged and processed food is the result of patriarchal 

business practice in the public reaim, while the labour of 

women in the preparation of food in the private realm goes 

unacknowledged. 

My conceptualization of food as a textually significant 

signifying practice has been both augmented and strengthened 

by Roland Barthes' seakiotic analysis of eating as a cultural 

practice in his essay "Reading Brillat-Savarin, and by the 

work of the seventeenth-century gourmand Brillat Savarin 

himself, who mites orgasmically of food; (1 use the word 

because his description of "ozone," the quintessential 

essence governing taste, parallels contemporary discourse on 

the g-spot) . Further corroboration cornes from the 

mystery/detective story as women are currently reworking it.' 

The playing with food in these texts amounts to a ninning 

parodic commentary on the politics of food and its 

signification for ferninine desire. 

In speaking/writing of food in the texts  under 

discussion, 1 do not mean to privilege them as texts whose 

utilization of food in novels is in any way unique. Many 

texts , f rom The Canterbury Ta1 es to contemporary romance 

fiction, use food to signify character, to advance plot, and 

* Ellen Godfrey, M.D. Lake, P.M. Carlson, Margaret 
Marron, Susan Dunlap and Orania Papazouglou to name but a f ew. 



to signal desire (the famous eating scene in Tom Jones is a 

case in point.) The Gothic in particular, however, in 

adopting/adapting these tactics, uses +hem particularly in a 

setting where gender difference figures prominently in the 

tex t  as a whole, thus foregrounding significantly the ways in 

which social practice centering on food relates to and 

augments sexual practice in tetms of gender. Middle-class 

women especially have a relationship to food that is different 

from men's. Guilt and desire figure more prominently, and 

manif est thenselves in dif ferent ways, in women's relationship 

to food; it is predominantly women, for example, who are 

victims of eating disorders. In women-centered, 

women-authored novels, then, food acts as an indicator of 

gender specificity involving deoire, both erasing and 

foregrounding female sexuality. 

The llysterfes of üâolpho 

1 combed this te* in vain for one good meal, or the 

mention of one. %he must, I thought, "eat sometime. @@ In 

fact Emily doesnft so much eat as take refresbment. It seems 

to be her only acknowledgment of the needs of a body that is 

surely hungry by the end of her labours. 

In fact, the utilization of textual rhetoric on food 

from the feast (in the case of the upper classes) to the 

harvest festival (in the case of the lower) points to the 

eighteenth-century ferninine ideal of delicacy and decorun 



associated with refined sensibility. Eating seems an 

indecorous function unworthy of the early gothic heroine. The 

ingestion of food is textually understood as a need, not a 

pleasure, unless indulged in by the licentiate among the upper 

classes in which case it is directly related to the passions. 

The infamous Madame Charon/Montoni hosts banquets disapproved 

of by the refined Emily. It is, in fact, a Radcliffian 

textual staple that those upper-class citizens who indulge 

their passions are destroyed by them. The frequent deaths by 

poisoning in her texts attest to the taking of food as a 

dangerous practice to be exercised with caution (the hissing, 

poisoned wine meant for Montoni is a case in point) . Carnival, 
where eating and drinki ng have a celebratory function, must be 

kept in abeyance, lest the social/sexual order be undermined 

by appetite in excess. 

Yet much depends on dinner. It serves as the locus for 

important sexual~revelations. Emily meets Montoni at dinner, 

the same dinner "served in a style of splendeur she had seldom 

seen bef ore" (24) , where she' is made aware of her f ather's 
failing health; (it is as though when one father figure 

falters, textual practice of fers up another in his stead) * At 

one of Madame Cheron's banquets, she is made melancholy by 

Valancourt's attentions to anothex woman. Besides the obvious 

plot device of mealtime as a convenient locus for the 

dissemination of information, events involving food are 

calculated to increase Emily's unease vis-&-vis her particular 



social and class food practices. Relaxation, for Emily 

contextually and for the narration, is focussed elsewhere on 

the contemplation of nature which supplants food as the 

promise of erotic fulfilment. 

This economy of desire for the upper classes, the 

separation of signification into food/nature binary opposites, 

does not hold textually true for the lower orders; the 

peasants take much pleasure in their meals. In their case, 

the ingestion of food amounts to an incorporation of natural 

scenery, a sort of internalizing of the landscape. Food 

consists mainly in f ru i t  of the land and is eaten in rural 

settings privileged by the text for their salubrious affects, 

and appreciated by the gentry who stroll by fortuitously j us t  

as the dinner is being served. Folk fare consists of fruit, 

cream, butter, cheese, wine and figs, which movable (and 

ubiquitous) feast is served on locations from La Vallée to 

Udolpho and return. mile the peasants enjoy theit food 

thoroughly, Emily accepts these gustatory offerings with 

melancholy, gratitude and resignation; everything, in fact, 

but appetite, professing her desire to be "refreshed by the 

cool and fragrant air, and her spirits soothed to a state of 

gentle melancholy by the brook below and of the woods aroundw 

(416). In these natural settings the text initiates the 

possibility of fulfilled sexual desire through a juxtaposition 

of scenic descriptions and EmilyOs nostalgic recollections of 

the absent Valancourt. The emotional turmoil evoked in Emily 



by her solitary musings speaks semial passion gone 

underground. This gap between desire and its ostensibly 

heterosexual object is made wider by the social and cultural 

forces at work in the period. The only ferninine desire 

permitted to speak its name would seem ta be the 

jouissance/sublimity evoked by the contemplation of scenery. 

The entire figuration of desire through textual rhetoric 

signifies a textual practice uncornfortable with its own 

manifest ideology regarding hegemonic heterosexual.po1icies. 

Love and marriage signify as nothing in comparison with the 

enjoyment offered by the Romantic Iandscape. 

It is in the textual descriptions of landscape, when 

narrative is at a standstill, that the writing becomes most 

erotic. Landscapes glow; sound, lightand colour are deployed 

in a manner found nowhere else in the text. A sensuous 

synaesthesia undemites nature descriptions, and, for the 

desiring heroine (and her reaber) promises the plenitude 

lacking in the male/female bond, such as it is. This reliance 

on nature descriptions as a vehicle for unfulfilled longing 

appears, to a lesser extent, in The Italian, where food and 

drink are again conflated with nature. 

The Italian 

The connection between food and unlicensed social 

practice is made early in this text. In the opening framing 

chapter, some English tourists comment on the ease with which 



an assassin, sheltered within the church, is able to acquire 

food. An explanation is provided by the iriar, who states: 

"...there are always people who are willing to assist those, 

who cannot assist themselves; and as the criminal may not 

leave the church in search of food, they bring it to him here" 

( 2 )  

Food in the service of illegality, then, continues as a 

staple of Radliffe's rhetoric. Poison is suspected in the 

death of Ellena's guardian Signora Bianchi. Though the 

evidence is unsubstantiated (coming as it does from a 

domestic) intertextual evidence supports this verdict since 

the face of the poiaoned Marchioness in The Mysteries of 

Udolpho turns the same black colour in death as does the face 

of Ellena's guardian in The Italian. Food again signifies 

death during Ellena's capture and confinement by the evil 

Spalato, where even the wholesome "oaten cake and a bason of 

milkW (216) are suspect. 

Interestingly enough, the convent is the locus of the one 

banquet scene at which Ellena is present, but it is clearly 

not a source of gustatory pleasure. In this episode Ellena is 

removed from the communal feast and textually positioned on 

the side of the bar of sexual difference and away from the 

source of en joyment. There is food (a separate table) in the 

abbess' inner apartment, but only the abbess and her guests 

partake of it. Although the collation is prepared by the nuns 

"who had been busy in preparing the pastry and confectionary 



during several days, and who excelled in these articlesw (124) 

it is the priests who are expected to enjoy themselves. 

Nevertheless the nuns anticipate the event lgwith as much 

eagerness of delight, as a young beauty anticipates a first 

bal lg@ (125), which passage seems to give them the desiring 

edge over the hapless Ellena. Yet sema1 pleasure and the 

banquet table are connected, as in Vdolpho, by the fact that 

it is this feast that facilitates Ellena's escape from the 

convent. 

Reference to the feast as awakening desire in the female 

clergy notwithstanding, the presence of food is usually a 

source of anxiety for the heroine, whose desire is, like 

Emily's, more often awakened by indulgence in the 

contemplation of nature. Yet pleasure in appetite lingers in 

the countryside, equating gustatory stimulation once more with 

%atural*' food. Vivaldi and Ellena, on their escape route, 

interrupt a peasant feast of "cream, cheese made of goat's 

milk, honey extracted from the delicious herbage of the 

mountains, and dried f igsw (150) . The food, as is al1 food 
eaten by the peasantry, is served by the wayside, a practice 

that makes it agreeable to the delicate sensibilities of the 

nature-loving, upper-class characters. Food in both 

Radcliffe's texts, thon, assists in positioning the heroine 

on the side of nature as opposed to culture. Female food 

practice is associated with the unspoiled and the uncivilized. 

While there is a promise of pleasure in eating, it is 



certainly covert and obfuscated by the delight taken in the 

contemplation of nature, The same nay not be said of 

Villette, where the tex t ,  albeit parttaking of the 

sensuality/sexualityambience evoked by naturalscenic beauty, 

nevertheless exhibits a direct link between desire and the 

ingestion of food. 

V i l l e t t e  

It is the child Polly who first acts as Lucy Snowe's 

mentor in linking food with feminine desire. The older and 

wiser Lucy is able to articulate the role played by food 

practice in feminization through her earlier obse~ations of 

the child's use of appetite and food as an emotional 

signifier. Polly, abandoned by her father, loses her 

appetite, motivating Mrs, Bretton to remark, "'If she were to 

take a fancy to anybody in the house, she would soon settle; 

but not till then8" (68). 

Later, when Polly8s fancy is captured by Graham Bretton, 

she tempts him with food, hoping to seduce him by means of the 

same behavioural tactics she deploys successfully with her 

father. Polly feeds Graham especially solicited treats in a 

manner that emphasizes the Verninine" qualities of nurturing 

and self-effacement. That Graham encourages and rewards this 

behaviour is evident from his declaration that %he should be 

h i s  housekeeper, and perhaps-if she showed any culinary 

gonius-his cookn (81). Later evidence linking food practice 



and femininity occurs when the ever-vigilant Lucy sp i e s  Polly 

and Graham together at the breakfast table, 

..she standing at his elbow, and sharing his fare: 
excepting the marmalade which she delicately 
refused to touch; lest, 1 suppose, it should appear 
that she had procured it as much on her own account 
as his. She constantly evinced these nice 
perceptions and delicate instincts. (Villette 81) 

M. Paul later woos the adult Lucy in an interesting 

gender reversa1 of the traditional masculine/feminine food 

mores indulged in by Paulina and Graham. He chooses food for 

her, offering goodies that she particularly likes and 

hovering solicitously while she eats. On the occasion when he 

sets her to learning her lines in the attic, he as 

ptecipitously suamons her to the kitchen and procures coffee 

and cake. Lucy marvels at his ability to divine her food 

preferences, remarking, "How he guessed that I should like a 

p e t i t  pâte 8 la cr&ne 1 cannot tell; but he went out and 

procured me one from some quarterm (206). 

Later in the narrative he traps her in the classroom over 

a discussion, interestingly enough, about male and female 

intelligence. M. Paul, Lucy remarks, 

. . .believed in his  sou1 that lovely, placid, and 
ferninine nediocrity was the only pillow on which 
manly thought and sense courd find rest for its 
aching temples; and as ta work, male mind alone 
could work to any good practical result-hein? 
(Villette 443) 

It is at this particular juncture in the text that Lucy 

chooses to bring him a dish of baked apples, thus 

foregrounding the connection between female transgression, 



desire and food. But M. Paul vil1 not permit her to occupy 

the f eminine position as food server unchallenged. He insists 

on sharing the apples, much to Lucy's chagrin. Ruthemore, 

he demands that she acknowledge her position as desiring 

subject (in an exchange that procures him the apples but 

solicits her anger) by first calling attention to her 

appetite/desire, and then requiring her to relinquish the 

position of victim. 

'Petite gourmande! 'said he, smiling. 1 have not 
forgotten how pleased you were with the @te B la 
crême 1 once gave you and you know very well, at 
this moment, that to fetch the apples for me will 
be the same as getting them for yourselfm8 
(Villette 444) 

This ability of M. Paul's to cathect Lucy's desire by 

means of food is again carried out on the occasion of the 

class visit to the farmhouse Litchen. M. Paul is textually 

rhetoricized in military terms . He commandeers food, 

establishing himiself as a general in the art of narshalling 

desire. Waving forned his troop into line once more," the 

narrative tells us, "he marched us straight on the fam,  

which, on seeing our force, surrendered without capitulationtt 

(473). 

The meal thus obtained consists of %aturalW food: 

butter, rolls, coffee, chocolate, cream and new laid eggsw 

(473) but M. Paul does not completely control the battleground 

of ferninine desire. The young demoiselles veto his order of 

meat, and in this way not only 9nanaged the economy of the 

repast in our own wayn (473) but also establish themselves as 
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ferninine subjects in barring meat, traditionally associated 

with masculinity, f rom the tablem2 Covertly, then, textual 

politics around food involves gender ideology, both subverting 

and supporting gender positions in the construction of 

sub jectivity . 
The last meal shared by Lucy and M. Paul is taken at the 

house he has acquired for her, at the moment in the text when 

she enjoys her fullest taste of happiness. The text signals 

f ulf ilment of desire with an orgasmic synaesthetic display 

involving sound, colour, light, touch and, taking its place in 

the list of signifiers siqnalling desire, food. This meal too 

involves only %aturalu foods. Lucy eulogizes, 

Our meal was simple: the chocolate, the rolls, the 
plate of fresh sumer fruit, cherries and 
strawberries bedded in green leaves, formed the 
whole; but it was what we bath liked better than a 
f east. (Villette 588) 

The pair seem at last to have jockeyed each other into 

comfortable gender positions: food by M. Paul, service by 

Lucy Snowe, who at last takes delight inexpressiblet' (588) 

The association of meat-eating with masculinity is 
well-researched by Carol S.  Adams in The Sexual Politics of 
Meat : A Feminist-Vegetarian Cri tf cal Theory (New York: 
Contimuum, 1990), and goes a long way towards explaining why 
real men don't eat quiche. 

1n The Female Malady, Elaine Showalter, drawing on a 
variety of nineteenth-century textual sources, states: "meat, 
the 'roast beef of old England,' was not only the traditional 
food of warriors and aggressors but also believed to be the 
fuel of lust. Disgust with meat was a coxunon phenomenon among 
Victorian girls; a carnivorous dietwas associated with sexual 
precocity, especially with an abundant menstruel flow, and 
even with nymphomanian (129). 



in tending to his dining needs. 

That food and the (dis) satisfaction of desire are related 

in this text is evident from a conparison of passages linking 

food and desire with other textured textual moments involving 

food. Lucyr s embarkment on The V i v i d  is troped in gender 

specific food terms. The carriage driver hands her from his 

vehicle into a crowd of men as though she were lla dripping 

roastw (110). She loses her appetite completely when she is 

required to perform the more unpalatable nursing tasks for the 

cretin pupil left in her care during the school holidays 

(226). The letter from Graham, on the other hand, solicits a 

textual orgy of food rhetoric, troping comparisons from manna 

t a  Esau8.s mess of potage. It is interesting that the food 

mentionad in connection with Graham specifically links him 

with meat (and masculinity) , "the wild, savoury mess of the 

hunterll (318) as opposed to M. Paul, whose culinary 

associations are primarily indexed with fruit of the forest 

and the field. 

Since food does connote desire in the textual economy of 

Villette, it ia interesting that Lucy shates hers with 

~inevra. Lucy herself remarks on the problenatic nature of 

their relationship in the context of eating when the two young 

women are en tete in the schoolyard. 

1 don't know why 1 chose to give my bread rather to 
Ginevra than to another; nor why, if two had to 
share the convenience of one drinking vessel. .I 
always contrived that she should be my convive, and 
rather like to let her take the lion's share, 
whether of the white ber,  the sweet wine, or the 



new milk... (villette 313) 

Both manifest and covert textual practice permit a reading of 

this relationship as homoerotic, particularly as the lion on 

evoked in "lion's share* suggests intratextual links with the 

leonine Graham Bretton, the first object of Lucy's desire. 

Food practice in Villette is more politicized than in 

Radcliifeos two texts where nature signals desire and appetite 

more than culinary discourse. In Lady Oracle, however, 

Atwood's thematizing of the politics of food plays a 

privileged part in narrative economy. It whets the critical 

appetite and demands its own reading. 

Lady Oracle 

It is impossible to discuss Lady Oracle without including 

a dissertation on food and its effect on the physical and 

psychological life of Joan Foster, so woven into the text is 

food as a motif. Joan eats partly, of course, as a way of 

sustaining/maintaining a visible self against the mother she 

conceptualizes as destructive. "1 ate to defy her, but 1 also 

ate from panic. Sometimes 1 was afraid I wasn't really there, 

I was an accident.. .@* (76). Food is also, as Linda Hutcheon 

points out in The Canadian Postmodern, used to privilege the 

theme of transformation favoured by Atwood: moth to 

butterfly, fat lady to slender gothic heroine (146). 

On the neqative side, ski11 in the preparation of food 

evades and defeats Joan. Her early abortive attempts at 



cooking in her mother8s kitchen are reflected in the 

unappetizing meals she prepares for herself in Terremoto. 

Culinary failure haunts her throughout the text. On her own 

and abroad for the first time in England, her cooking is 

confined to boiling water for the making of the national 

beverage. Marriage to Arthur finds her producing nothing but 

culinary disasters : 

. . .the Swiss fondue which would turn to lymph and 
balls of chewing gum from too high a heat, the 
poached eggs which disintegrated like mucous 
membranes and the roast chickens which bled when 
cut; the bread that refused to rise, lying like 
quicksand in the bowl; the flaccid pancakes with 
centers of uncooked ooze; the rubbery pies. 
(Oracle 211) 

There are no transformations here, only a failure in 

femininity, one in fact encouraged by Arthur who @@seemed to 

prefer my inedible foodn (210), Joan remarks, to eating in 

restaurants. 

Food is, moreover, used throughout the text as a whole to 

signal the absence or presence of desire marking Joan's 

abject/object choices from the portly but loving A u n t  Lou to 

the sexually desirable vegetable man. Every major character 

in the book'comes equipped with her or h i s  particular eating 

practices. Joan, and the text, read these as signif iers 

connoting vulnerability of one kind or another, and her sexual 

choices are informed by them. Her own culinary ineptness 

signals sexual vulnerability and it is interesting that her 

male relationships are conducted with men who seem to have no 

idea hou to nourish either thernselves or others. Joants own 
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inept attempts at cooking and serving food work as culinary 

commentary on these liaisons. 

Initially, Joan is tempted by her motherfs food choices, 

lured by desserts left out to trap her. However, food 

associated with the mother eventually signifies poison; like 

the chocolate cake laced with ex-lax, and the terrible mother 

herself , it needs to be e jected. When at her motherOs f uneral 

Joan8 s eating disorder surfaces as bulimia, she is, in ef f ect, 

aborting her desire for her mother as well as rejecting the 

caloric-laden food that signified materna1 presence. 

For Aunt Louisa, food is sexy. With her, Joan en joys not 

just the starchy cakes, pies and breads overly available in 

her mother8s house, but food with style and chutzpa: m*grilled 

crab-meat sandwiches with mayonnaise, cold chicken saladw 

(go), "hot chocolatefW "pet i t  foursfn and Joanfs favourite 

"shrimp sandwichesw (108). On their annual visits to the 

Canadian National Exhibition, aunt and niece "would head for 

the Pure Foods 

situates Joan on 

in Radcliffe and 

every yearl* ( 8 7 ) ,  a textual choice that 

the s i d e  of meatless meals, like her avatars 

Brontë's texts. What Aunt Louisa does, in 

fact, is tempt Joan into accepting avoirdupois as marketable 

in the sexual field. 

This, however, Joan is unable to do. Too much her 

mother8s daughter to aecept herself a s  fat, she rejects as 

unsuitable partners the male characters who dangle food before 

her like bait. Her work at Bite-A-Bit connects her with John 



the Italiari cook, who w...cooked expensive, forbidden things 

for me, piling my plate high with shrimps, which he knew 1 

liked.. ." (100). Rightly or wrongly, she reads his efforts as 
desire for an ethnically plump wife, one with Joan's head 

start on acquiring the right shape for the production of 

offspring. His culinary offerings, along with his matrimonial 

proposal, represent a tender gender trap. 

Those characters who offer to nourish Joan with food are 

designated for rejection. The men she aligns herself with, on 

the other hand, have no such nourishing characteristics. They 

don't seem to care whether she eats or not. Arthur is 

satisfied with her decidedly unappetizing meals. Chuck 

Brewer/The Royal Porcupine is relentlessly bohemian in his 

eating habits, leaving it to his ex-mistress to supply him 

with (vegetarian) home cooking and relying almost entirely on 

junk food when he and Joan are together. The Polish countrs 

food preferences, which veer wildly from caviar to crackers, 

reflect Joan's own unstable food (and love) choices. 

Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that her taste in 

lovers favours men who are maladroits at nourishing her 

physical appetite, Joan 's most erotic sexual fantasy occurs in 

conjunction with food, and vegetarian food at that. The 

vegetable man in Terremoto begins by proffering a bunch of 

grapes, "wiggling it suggestivelyN (24) and the gesture 

culminates in a wonderfully parodic Marvellrs garden of a 

fantasy, featuring mgrape-coloured eyes, caressing the furry 



peaches, hefting the grapefruits possessively as breasts...we 

surged together on a wave of plums and tangerines, grapevines 

twined around usm (185) . A second f antasy involving the 

vegetable man is more explicitly vegetarian. Locked in an 

embrace that crushes his vegetable bouquet, Joan remarks, "it 

was like making love with a salad, crisp and smooth at the 

same t h e w  (312) . 
It is tempting to read JoanOs end-of-te* musings on 

refrigerators as a textual coda to the theme of food and 

desire. *mat the bank was to money, muses Joan, "the 

refrigerator was to foodn (313) . Similarly, if food signifies 
desire, then the refrigerator represents its containment. 

Since this passage marks a kind of turning point for Joan, it 

might well convey her willingness to look at sexual object 

choices with a view to taking control, to the judicial 

preservation and containment, as it were, of her own sexual 

desires. While the man in the bandage/in the refrigerator is, 

at the end of the text, an unknown entity, still to be de- 

coded, a reading of how food means in this text hints that 

Joan may be disposed to assume the subject position in her own 

narrative. 

The Haunting of Hill Eouse 

In this text that speaks sa darkly of the mother/daughter 

relationship, food functions as an early warning indicator 

that al1 is no+ well in the edible/oedipal realm. Eleanor, on 



her way to stealing her sister's car, bumps into an elderly 

woman carrying a bag of food. The sack spills, revealing: "a 

broken piece of cheesecake, tomato slices, a hard rollw (11) . 
As well as suggesting the debased sexual status culturally 

r- (1 d 
assigned to the spinster (the W e  is hard, the cheesecake 

A 
broken) , the smashed leftovers also f oreshadow the end of 
Eleanor's life in the car crash at Hill House. Before her 

cal1 to Hill House, Eleanor had undergone years of displeasure 

associated with the experience of eating. As caregiver to her 

mother, she had been required to serve unappetizing "endless 

little trays of soup and oatmealm (8). No wonder that en 

route to Hill House she imagines being herself served by an 

elderly lady who nourishes her each evening with na glass of 

elderberry wine" (15) to be sipped in elegant surroundings. 

This is the terrible mother made good, the mother Eleanor 

should have had. The whole mother/daughter relationship is, in 

fact, probleiatized around foodm4 Again en route to her 

destiny, Eleanor f inds in the mill-house restaurant the dining 

elegance of her dreams, and the child longing for her cup of 

stars (17) could easily be the lost child Eleanor seeking 

nourishment o f  her own. The restaurant family 

similar to the ideal oedipal family group seen 

is, in fact, 

/imagined at 

The Hill House/mother threatens to devour 
terrifying moment that pre-figures the house as 
difference. 

Eleanor in a 
dissolver of 

Another appearance of the hungry mother as ironic 
displacement for mother hunger provides the structural basis 
for Ann Tracy% recent comic gothic nova1 The Hunger 
(Fredericton, New Brunswick: Goose Lane Editions, 1990). 



the picnic site at Hill House. The taking of milk from a cup 

of stars suggests imagined plenitude at the materna1 breast. 

These fantasies of the ideal eating experience bump up 

against the reality of the dinar in the t o m  of Hillsdale, 

where Eleanor stops (against doctor MontagueOs orders) in 

order to prolong the pleasure of her illicit trip. The 

restaurant is depicted as an ugly place in an ugly t o m ;  the 

dishes dirty , the countertop grimy, the cof fee so unpalatable 
she fantasizes it as poisoned (19). Textual depictions of 

food frequently set up a dialectic between aversion and 

desire. Mrs. Dudley, for example, is frighteningly inhuman in 

her responses, yet the food she cooks is delicious, and 

praised by al1 the guests but the ghost-buster Arthur, whose 

insistence on perpetuating the manly virtues extends to his 

eating practices; in his food economy, sauces are for wimps. 

The linkage of food with sexuality becomes dominant when 

Eleanor meets Theodora. Turned on by a playful dialogue 

involving picnic food (138), the two conclude by laughing and 

rolling on the river bank. The sexual dialectic underlying 

their culinary chorus is unmistakable. Later, holding hands 

on the dark path where semial identity becomes blurred and 

ambivalent, the picnic of their pleasant iantasy surfaces 

again as nightmare (125-6)  . Food, like the mother, its 

primary dispenser, is both life-giving and destroying and 

Luke,  whose fantasy of Mrs. Dudley as witch serving h i m  up for 

lunch is meant comically, speaks a latent textual truth. 



The story of food in Hill House, then, is also the story 

of other eating practices, manif estly unspoken, latently 

present in the discourse surrounding it. A more blatant 

reading of food as sexual indicator is fond in We Have Always 

Lived in the Castle. 

W e  Have AZways Lfved in the Castle 

More than any of the novels under discussion, this text 

is the most explicit in its linking of food, femininity and 

desire. The Blackwood sisters are guardians and preservers of 

a donain culturally coded as feminine, where women8s 

investment in the cooking and preparation of food insures them 

a place in the social order. When one of the sisters forfeits 

her place, the other both protecti her from punishment at the 

bands of the patriarchy and bars her from the kitchen. 

Constance Blackvood8s identity is st~ctuted by and 

around food; its aesthetic as well as its nourishing 

qualities. "She always touched foodst~ffs,~ Merricat remarks, 

"with quiet respectw (30) . As well, she uses food practice to 
command and control desire. Constance' place in the family, 

both before and after the poisoning, is assured and sustained 

because of her ability to manipulate food. Moreover, she cornes 

from a long line of Blackwood women who handed down the food 

traditions (the oral tradition, as it were) from mother to 

daughter. For her, food preparation is an occupation she has 

corne by honestly. Even her reading is controlled by her 



interest i n  food, a characteristic approved of by the courtly 

Uncle Julian in an early exchange. 

What are you reading, my dear? A pretty sight, a 
lady with a book.' 
'I'm reading something called The Art of Cooking, 
Uncle Julian. 
'Admirable . ' (Clatlo 9)  

Merricat on the other hand, a throwback in a tradition of 

women who know their place, represents, in G i l l i a n  Brown8s 

happy phrase, macabre mockery of domesticity" (129) . She 

is not simply a murderer, she is a poisoner; one who, 

moxeover, introduces tainted food into the well-regulated 

Blackwood dinner-table tradition, where the family 

microcosmicallymirrors patriarchaleconomic gender roles; the 

father at the head of the table controlling the amounts of 

food taken by each family member. 

Merricat, surely an early deconstructionist, destroys the 

family patriarchal structure, making Constance the nominal 

head, but her own identity is lost in the process. She is no 

longer permitted to take part in the preparation of food, and 

thus forfeits her place in thekocial order. Nevertheless she 

continues to love food; her bond with Connie focusses largely 

on the latter's ability to prepare appetizing meals. 

In fact, communication between the sisters is devoted 

almost entirely to meal planning, with a great deal of loving 

attention given to the texture and colour of the meal, as well 

as to taste. Merricat looks forward ta Wetting the table 

with a green cloth and bringing out yellow dishes and 



strawberries in a white bowlN (16). Descriptions of the 

Blackwood cellar, preservation site of Blackwood woments 

preserves, are a riot of light and colour. Even Uncle Julian 

(probably because crippled and unmanned) partakes in this 

traditionally feminine discourse, remembering in succulent 

detail each item on the menu the day of the murders. Julian, 

Merricat and Connie, the remnants of the Blackwood family, 

converse to and with each other of Food in ways textually 

coded to connote tenderness and caring. The three speak food 

as if they were speaking love. 

Again, as in the texts previously analyzed, the absence 

of meat marks the coding of the discourse surrounding food as 

feminine. Meat is served to the male characters Uncle Julian 

and cousin Charles. It was included in the meals served on 

the day of the murders, but it is not part of the culinary 

repertoire of the two sisters. They are not, strictly 

speaking, vegetarians, in that they inclue chicken, eggs and 

cheese in theit diet, but they do not eat red meat, a practice 

that speaks their femininity. 

Part of the reason for Merricat's dislike of cousin 

Charles has to do with h i s  disrespect for food. H i s  table 

manners alone mark him as Other. He eats chicken with his 

hands, so that, as the observant Merricat notes, "his finger 

sparkled with grease" (88) . He eats Nhugelym (98) unlike the 
more fastidious Blackwood sisters. Although he criticizes 

Uncle Julian's shaky table manners, he himself speaks with his 



mouth full. Charles, eating practices connote a disregard for 

womenOs domestic work that makes his presence at the table 

both intrusive and offensive. In this female dominant 

household, taboos surround the rituals involving food, the 

breaking of which is tantamount to sacrilege. 

Both Merricat and Connie understand the kitchen as the 

fulcrum of women's place in the social order, and a place of 

power. Merricat, surveying the rubble left there by the mob, 

remarks it as a plundered treasure trove; "It seemed that al1 

the wealth and treasure of our house had been found out and 

torn and soiled" (137). Tt is the kitchen that the sisters 

rebuild first; lovingly and with laughter. Joyfully, they 

retrieve the supplies not damaged, making of the kitchen a 

fortress of order and domestic privacy. 

1 n ef fect, they retire from the public realm entirely and 

become, instead, occupiers and defenders of a private 

realm/space privileging women's work. In this way they 

control the desire to consume, exiting a consumer's 

marketplace 

exiting, in 

food supply, 

so that, by 

that sustains and supports the modern family; 

fact, from discourse itself. By cantrolling the 

they control their manipulation through gender, 

the end of this text, the sisters have subsumed 

al1 appetite into desire for and about food. Both of them 

represent marks of resistance to domesticity, a resistance 

documented as well in flousekeeping. 



Housekeeping 

Housekeeping manifests a preference for Vhe dear 

ordinarymm represented bytraditional family domesticity, while 

re jecting its politics through the women characters . L i k e  

Merricat and Connie, Lucille and Ruthie demarcate opposite and 

opposing ends of the domestic spectrum; the former accepts 

traditional values, the later rejects them. Sylvie represents 

the mother divested of maternal qualities. She is a spook, 

lacking in presence, yet representing some as yet unclaimed 

space for female desire where patriarchal values have neither 

place nor power. To give her credence is to choose 

marginalization, and this the text  is wilful enough to do. 

Not, however, without giving focus to the traditional 

mother and her place in stabilizing the social order. The 

Stone sisters, ~ucille and Ruth, are nurtured by a series of 

Foster mothers before their CO-option by Sylvie Fisher, al1 

lovingly characterized by (among other things) their food 

practices. The domestic practices of Sylvie's mother are 

described so endearingly it is hard to imagine why any of her 

daughters left home. "Her bread was tender and her jelly was 

tart, and on rainy days she made cookies and applesaucew 

(11-12) . The comforts and joys af forded by maternal nourishing 
are idealistically described as flowing easily from an 

ever-plentiful maternal font, part of the divinityOs gift to 

men and children. 

Yet food is not enough. It signifies confinement in the 



domestic realm and commitment to a market economy based on 

gender coding. As such, the text (not without regret) off ers 

another practice, coding the female as outside/beyond the 

place of confort and joy. Sylvie8s rejection of domesticity 

involves an abandonment of traditional food practices. 

Sylvie's own meals are taken on the run. She carries 

oyster crackers in her pocket, the sort handed out free in 

public eating places, that connote her commitment to 

transience. She dines off the land when she can, bringing 

home hucklebetries wrapped in newspaper # catching , gutting and 
cleaning her own fish. Sometimes she concedes to the taking of 

a processed meal and indulges in a pork and bean sandwich. 

Meals for her surrogate daughters are prepared mostly 

from pre-cooked and packaged food and served in the dark, thus 

hiding the dinars from the surrounding kitchen chaos. Though 

Sylvie tries to conform to more traditional modes of behaviour 

for the sake of her adoptive daughters, ber efforts almoçt 

always result in failure. The birthday cake she bakes for 

Lucille results in a fite that destroys the kitchen curtains. 

Mostly she sets the table with pre-packaged foodstuffs, 

including: Mwatermelon pickles and canned meats, apples and 

jelly doughnuts and shoestring potatoes, a block of pre-sliced 

cheese, a bottle of milk, a bottle of catsup, and raisin bread 

in a stackn (87). 

Ruthie notes that Sylviefs own food preferences tend 

towards "cold food, sardines aswim in oil, little fruit pies 



in paper envelopesw (87) This is hardly home-cooking. ~t 

speaks an impatience with domestic tradition made more 

assertive by the fact that Sylvie eats with her fingers. 

In s p i t e  of the discornfort afforded by Sylvie8s efforts 

in the kitchen, Ruthie finds herself becoming CO-opted; her 

own food practice increasingly imitates her aunt8s. Yet traces 

of maternal comfort signified by food linger in Ruthie's 

recollections of maternal presence. She recalls hot fudge 

sundaes eaten in the presence of her biological mother, and 

her recollection of their shared hamburger dinner (in this 

text real mothers eat meat) is a memory redolent with 

pleasure. 

. . .we bought hamburgers at a white cart for supper 
and sat on a green bench by the seawall feeding al1 
the bread to the seagulls and watching the 
ponderous ferries sail between sky and water so 
precisely the same electric blue that there was 
no horizon. (~ousekeeping 212) 

With her mother8s abandonment of her, however, Ruthie 

loses her ability to take pleasure in food, her desire no 

longer cathected by physical appetite. Her apprenticeship as 

Sylvie8s ward marks the end of eating practice altogether, and 

the beginning of a kind of anorexia signifying a refusa1 to 

occupy patriarchal space.' Once positioned outside the social 

Gillian Brown comments that, "not surprisingly, some 
recent analysts and interpreters of anorexia as a social sign 
read in this hyperbolic condition a radical realization and 
indictment of cultural dictates upon women's bodies and 
f unctionsw (148) . See her "The Empire of Agorophobia, @@ in 
Misoygny, Misandry and Misanthropy, eds. , Howard Bloch and 
Frances Ferguson (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1989) , 142.156. 



order, Ruthie wonders, "what have I to do with these 

ceremonies of sustenance, of nurturing? They begin t o  ask why 

1 do not eat anything myself. ft would put meat on your 

bones, they sayoo (214) . 
Moreover, even though the socially conditioned Lucille 

maintains her place in patriarchy, the final food-endorsed 

gesture of refusa1 belongs to her. She is last imaged in a 

restaurant slipping %ellophane packets of oyster crackers 

into her handbag for the seagullsw (219), a gesture that 

traces an alignment with her sister Ruthie, the renegade 

Sylvie, and the dead mother, Helen. 

Food in this text, then, functions to reinforce the 

concept of a counter-ideology, a space outside patriarchy not 

yet tealizable for women. This is bolstered by the fact that 

though Housekeeping, unlike the preceding texts, does not 

trope food as %atural, '* nevertheless Sylvie, a kind of nature 
spirit, prefers to take nourishment in the outdoors, 

reclaiming nature as female unchartered space and including 

herself in a tradition of gothic heroines who reject the 

confines of kitchen and marketplace. 

Anorexia's connection with rejection of the biological 
mother (and her consequent return as the repressed phallic 
mother) links the condition with Kristeva's theory of materna1 
abjection. 



Concluaion 

Conclusions are as ephemeral as any other attempt to fix 

meaning. Like the friable gothic castle, they are subject to 

collapse: leaks appear, shingles flap, gaps let in the 

weather. 1 disown here, in this space traditionally reserved 

for endings, any notion that 1 speak a truth that is 

concludable, and therefore have somehow gained access to a 

primary signifier, phallic or otherwiseml 1 have corne to 

Christa Wolf's %~evitable moment when the woman who 

writes...no longer represents anyone or anything except 

herself; but who is that?n (232). 

My readings of the gothic present an attempt to 

understand a genre whose popularity for women readers and 

writers has received little critical attention. 1 offer them 

as part of the interdisciplinary work on women and the 

place/space they occupy in the Western social paradigm. Even 

(and especially) now, in this age of global re/consideration, 

the concerns of women merit particular attention. When 

historical women in large numbers, over a significant time 

period and in spite of repeated marginalization, popularize a 

discourse, it behooves us to look long and hard at what, in 

the world, is going on. Why do we relentlessly explore 

' My thesis advisor, Dr. Barry Cameron, whose enthusiasm 
for my work is, 1 hope, catching, pointed out the nuber of 
times I used the phrase "I maintain." That phrase has been 
deleted. 1 maintain nothing . Attempts .at maintenance are 
doomed . Instead, 1 offer strategies for further 
deconstructions. 



culture's dark side? Whence this ubiquitous huddling around 

a particular campfire?* 

My answer(s) to these rhetorical questions are the 

readings that structure my thesis chapters. They are offered 

as strategies of resistance to the ideological positioning of 

the reader in the classical realist, and oedipally structured, 

text. My critical analysis is heavily informed by post- 

structuralist criticism, especially the insights of feminist 

scholars re-working Freud and Lacan. Their discursive 

practices made available to me readings that were certainly 

closeted, if not closed, under New Cxiticism, the methodology 

privileged in most of my university courses. 1 am indebted to 

these scholars. They gave me a language for speaking my own 

feminist desire vis-&-vis the female gothic. To feminists 

theorists analysing film texts, 1 owe particular thanks. They 

provide a show-and-tell technique that facilitates m y  own 

learning enormously. Film theory, as a relative newwcomer on 

the critical scene, has less cultural baggage than literary 

theory, is less dependent on liberal humanist originary 

discourse and therefore freer to concoct theories of, for 

example, the melodrama without worrying itself with questions 

Phrases used are titles from Adrienne Rich's 
influential poetry text Diving into the Wreck, Poems, 1971-  
1972 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1978), and Ursula LeGuin8s 
essay, "It Was a Dark and Stormy Night; Or, Why are we 
Huddling About the Campfire?" in Dancing on the Edge of the 
World: Thoughts on Words, Women, Places (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1989), 21-30. 



that plaque a~ademicians.~ Women theorists, moreover, work on 

the cutting edge of filmtheory. They are spared the arduous 

task of mapping out paths through the master's mine-field in 

order to be heardlread. 

Kaja Silverman's re-theorizing of Freud's early work on 

the negative oedipus complex has been invaluable. She has 

kept me honest with her emphasis on the cultural mediation of 

female sub ject identity, while stimulating my work on the link 

with the mother in language. Julia Kristeva8s work, both on 

jouissance and the chora as rhythmic drive, augments that 

link, as well as making a place for f iguring desire for the 

mother in texts where the maternal position is not thematized 

(1 think of Kristeva as theory's deep breather) . Her 

situating of the mother function in textual irruptions: 

poems, songs, mise-en-abymes, stimulated my own notion of 

Mother Nature as a maternal replacement in the female gothic, 

a way of troping the unspeakable. claire Kahane represents a 

direct segue from Kristeva, in conceptualizing the mother as 

abjected object, with her work on The Haunting of H i l l  House, 

and the maternal body as collapsar of difference. 

Literary and film critic Teresa de Lauretis' playful 

deconstructions/interrogations of various male writers 

Film theorists have a head start on literary critics. 
Questions on high and low culture, inclusion in the canon, and 
race, class and gender analyses were f irst raised in the field 
of film criticism. By the time they became questions for 
literary theorists, many of the response strategies had 
already been worked out. 



(Sophocles, Lewis Carroll and LWi-Straus, to name but a few 

whose texts supplied the grounding for much recent theory) 

aided and abetted my work on the maimed/castrated male. Her 

writings remind me, moreover, that theory on women's cinema 

visually examines where the subject is constituted, a project 

as important for literature as it is for film. Though the 

female gothic puts a woman at the narrative center of the 

text, my examination of the genre is not to valorize her 

presence there, but rather to interrogate the technologies 

(language included) by/through which she is constructed. In 

de Lauretis, words, 

to ask whether there is a ferninine or female 
aesthetic, or a specific language of women's 
cinema, is to remain caught in the master's house 
and there, as Audré Lorde8s suggestive metaphor 
warns us, to legitimate the hidden agendas of a 
culture we badly need to change. (Technologies of 
Gender 131) 

Laura Mulvey and Jacqueline Rose facilitated my 

understanding of women8s ways of looking. Rose in particular 

drew my attention to the castration complex as the Ur- 

sitelsight of seeing difference. From Mary Ann Doane, whose 

thorough analysis of the gothic film 1 project ont0 the 

literary text, 1 have appropriated the concept of the woman8s 

desire to desire as descriptive of the gothic heroinefs gaze 

at the natural landscape. Ann Radcliffe's heroines are early 

examples of @the image of the longing, overinvolved female 

spectatori@ (Doane, Desire to Desire 2). Unlike Doane, 

however, 1 understand this mytheme as empowering, a way of 



buying space and time for the female spectator caught in the 

gothic narrative, her means of waylaying/delaying the tale. 

My chapter on masquerade owes much to the work of Joan 

Riviere on femininity qua masquerade. 1 am grateful to film 

critic Stephen Heath for bringing her important article to my 

attention. Also significant for my analysis is Terry Castlers 

text on carnival and masquerade. Castle reads a much-needed 

gender analysis into Mikhail Bakhtin's discourse on carnival. 

1 am fascinated by carniva18s ubiquitous presence in the 

gothic text, as though to provide a site for both divesting 

and augmenting the female body with the trappings/tropings of 

femininity. 

1 have long been aware of the gothic's roots in unreason 

and consequent susceptibilty to theories of madness and 

writing. Michel Foucault, of course, with his insistence on 

the historic specificity of madness, has been useful, as has 

Shoshana Felman's work on writing as the site of madness, but 

it was Elaine Showalter8s ieminist analysis that helped me 

with a formulation of madness as gender specific. Craziness 

is, of course, patriarchyOs name for subjects unable to make 

sense of its workings. Those unreasonable enough to make 

their neuroses manifest are then contained in asylums, and in 

marginalized literary genres. The female gothic, as one such 

genre, serves as culture's literary loony bin. 

The section on food lacks the heavy critical backup 

informing the other chapters. There are three possible 



reasons for this: 1 am on the cutting edge of discourse on 

orality; 1 am unaware of what else is out there; 1 am wrong, 

lacking in table manners, as it were. Nevertheless (and for 

reasons that are plainly self-serving) I opt for number one, 

1 am unable to resist the pleasures of the table as they 

impact on the text, and contemporary cinema seems to bear me 

out in its location of food as a fertile site of/for desire. 

Both B a b e t t e 8 s  ~ e a s r  and The Cook, the T h i e f ,  H i s  W i f e  and 

H e r   ove* attest to the conflation of orality and semial 

pleasure, and who am I to gainsay the veracity of popular 

culture. Even as 1 write, a national newspaper published a 

lip-smacking review of a written text titled Like Water for 

Choc01 ate : A Novel i n  Monthly Instal lments w i t h  Rec ipes ,  

Romances and Hone Remedies. 

Seven novels do not a sunrey make. This work is not 

definitive, nor was it meant to be. 1 do, however, invite 

readers to come up with an example of a woman-authored gothic 

text that does not, in one way or another, engage the genre's 

themes in the ways 1 have suggested. My own efforts to 

produce such a text (in late-night masochistic attempts to 

render my thesis invalid) have failed. My min4 is crowded 

with the names of authors whose work I might have used as 

illustrative: Isak Dinesen, Janet Frome, Sylvia Ashton 

- - -- 

Babette's Feast, Director Gabriel Axel, Denmark, 1987. 

The Cook, the T h i e f ,  IIis W i f e  and lier Lover, Director 
Peter Greenaway, Great Britain, 1991. 



Warner, Ann Tracy, Joan Chase, Rebecca West and L.M. 

Montgomery beg a hearing. The late Angela Carter and her 

gothic brainchild Janet Winterson turn cartwheels in the 

foreground even as 1 mite. They are, in Rachel Blau 

Duplessis ' serendipitous phrase, "writing beyond the ending, 

with "the intervention of strategies that sever the narrative 

from formerly conventional structures of fiction and 

consciousness about womenw (ix) . The popularity of their 

work validates and valorizes my own. 

The mysteries of the gothic are the secrets of 

patriarchal culture, that which it would suppress. The genre 

is thoroughly imbricated with questions of sex, subjectivity, 

race and class as these impact on the female. There is, of 

course, no female equivalent for the bildungsrom~~, the novel 

that narrates male sociali~ation.~ An apprenticeship, with 

its medieval guild connotations, is assumed to be male. When 

quest is conceived as female, it becomes somehow less 

important. It is as though a genre slippage occurs and we 

have the gothic, indeed "the f emale gothic, * a recessed branch 

of a genre already canonically displaced. Female desire is 

subverted by the demands of the dominant culture. 

But the submergence of female desire (or, if you will, 

the emergence of male denial) in the gothic offers ways of 

reading the repressed. Whether through eating practice or 

~here  is, however, the female kiinstlerroman, the novel 
in which the artistic development of the central character is 
narrativized. 



dress code, veils, spectacles or the naked eye, maimed males 

or monster mothers, gothic discourse sheds a light on the 

place Freud designated @@the dark continent." 

There are other reading strategies than the ones 1 choose 

to foreground. Music, for example, resonates in every novel 

as though attenuated vision makes way for aura1 insightsO7 

Alternative sexual practices emerge in the positioning of 

women together: servant and mistress in the castle, abbess 

and novitiate in the convent. The prevalence of incest in the 

gothic requires its own text.' The gothic is imbued with 

women's fear and dread of male violence. In fact incest, 

which represents treason against the social contract, may be 

the biggest gothic mystery of all, the act that dares not 

narrativize its nameeg 

' 1 am grateful to Wayne Koestenbaum for making explicit 
the connection hetween the singing voice and (homo)sexuality 
in "The Queen's Throat: (Hono)sexuality and The Art of 
Singing , in inside/out: Lesbian Theories/Gay Theories, ed. , 
Diana Fuss, New York:Routledge, 1991), 205-234. 

' It would be, at the very least, a provocative exercise 
in thematics to compare the wfitings of women authors of the 
gothic who are also incest survivors with gothic novels 
witten by woxnen with no known incest experience. Louise 
DiSalvo's work on Virginia Woolf might prove ground-breaking 
in this regard (although 1 tend to think that using Woolf's 
fiction as growids for proof of incest is an exercise in 
foregone conclusions. The historical Woolf has already stated 
her case). See Virginia Woolf: The Impact of Childhood 
Sexual Abuse on Her Life and üork (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1989). 

Lynda Zwinger treats the father-daughter relationship 
at length in her recent and compelling work on the sentimental 
novel. V f  the spectre of father-daughter incest, as a 
literal rendering of desire, is the cornerstone of anything, 
it is not civilization so much as heterosexual desiren (9). 



Finally, it is through film text that 1 read contemporary 

workings of patriarchal ideology in culture. Tvo of the 

novels whose secrets 1 examine, The Haunting of Bill   ou se'^ 

and HousekeepingU, are now on celluloid. Both of these texts 

have undergone editorial changes in the interests of 

patriarchal ideology, the former more so than the latter. 

1 attribute blue-pencilling in The Haunting to male 

hysteria vis-h-vis the menace of the mother in the written 

text. Eleanor Vance's name, for example, has been changed in 

the film to Eleanor Lance, a substitution that points (as is 

the way with lances) to unconscious identification with the 

male position on the part of the nearly al1 male production 

team. Dr. Montaguets name has been replaced by the more 

symbolically aggressive Dr. Markway. He is, moreover, the 

desired ob ject , obi uscating the too-boyish Luke. The shot 

sequence in which he rescues Eleanor, whose gaze up at the 

tower has made her dizzy (penis envy will unbalance you) might 

have served as cover illustration for a 

"castratedN Arthur is absent from the 

Montaque, who in the written text is net 

is Grace Markway in the film, as if 

bodice ripper. The 

film text. Ml's. 

given a first name, 

to underwrite the 

importance of the marital bond and, congruently, the magnitude 

See D a u g h t e r s ,  F a t h e r s ,  and the Novel: The Sentimental 
Romance of Heterosexuali t y  (Madison: The University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1991) . 

'O The Haunting, director Robert Wise, USA, 1962. 

Ilousekeeping, Director Bill Forsythe, Scotland, 1987. 



of Eleanorfs unsanctioned desire for the doctor. She becomes, 

in effect, her husbandOs saving grace. 

Theodoxa in spite of her glamour (she first appears in a 

jungle-print suit with fur trim that speaks her alignment with 

the animal world) functions as the bitch dyke. Her desire for 

Eleanor is blatant (and initially refreshing) but she is 

ultimately unmasked and verbally abjected. Eleanor repels 

this lesbian self/other in remarks that, in the context, are 

inappropriately vicious . wYou're the monster of Hill House, 

and again, "The world is full of unnatural things. Nature's 

mistakes-you, for instance. "12 

Housekeeping, on the other hand, translates as a lovely 

feminist-inspiritad film under the sympathetic direction of 

Bill Forsythe. The difficult beauty of Robinson's poetic 

prose is wonderf ully semiotized by Forsythe' s judicious 

f ilming of space and place.13 Ruthie0s voice-over is never 

appropriated. There is no closure, no attempt to oedipally 

resolve the film. The Imaginary place to which Sylvie tempts 

Ruthie remains as enticing on film as it was in the writing. 

l2 1 am aware of (and sympathetic with) attempts to recoup 
this film in the service of lesbian desire. Patricia White 
points out, for example, that Eleanor's voice-over at the end 
of the film affirming that @@we who walk here walk alonew 
refers to a lesbian appropriation of desire by the two women. 
In lieu of Eleanor's vehement rejection of the lesbian 
position, 1 can only read this "wen as Eleanor and her 
terrible mother. See "Fernale Spectator, Lesbian Spector: The 
Haunting, in Fuss 142-172. 

l3 A small town in Western Canada provided the *naturaltf 
setting for the shooting. 



Yet even under Forsythe8s friendly guidance, the filmic 

text takes on a patriarchal tinge. Ruthie and Lucille 

immediately ask the newly-arrived Sylvie about their father, 

a line of questioning not foregrounded in the book. The Song 

"Irene, Goodnight , " provides the musical theme for both texts . 
In the film, however, the sisters (to my astonishment) sing an 

entire verse of "Oh My Papa, * an inclusion hard to justify, 

considering the thematic importance of lost mothers. 

1 conclude, then, with a cautionary tale. In reading the 

written texts with and againstthe filmic ones, the importance 

of ideology in representation is faregroundad. Eternal 

vigilance is the price of ferniniet theorizing. We need to 

look, and look again, at the ways in which written culture 

reworks itself in film, in order to keep our gothic 

mysteries/herstories safe from expropriation by the fathers. 

If we read the gothic as documenting womengs dis/ease, then we 

need to look at al1 aspects of gothic representation from al1 

angles, lest our ways of knowing be neutralized, and we 

sustain yet another loss in the (trans)figurations of female 

desire. 
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