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BY HER OWN HAND: FEMALE AGENCY THROUGH SELF-CASTRAIDN IN

NINETEENTH-CENTURY BRITISH FICTION

by

ANGELA MARIE HALL-GODSEY

Under the Direction of Dr. Michael Galchinsky

ABSTRACT

By Her Own Hand: Female Agency Through Self-Caistnain Nineteenth-Century
British Fiction explores the intentional methods of self-castratiwat lead to authorial
empowerment. The project relies on the followielf-sastration formula: the author’s
recognition of herself as a being defined by la€kis lack refers to the inability to signify
within the phallocentric system of language. Idiidn to this initial recognition, the female
author realizes writing for public consumption eatak the process of castration but,
nevertheless, initiates the writing process as yataaesituate the origin of castration—placing it
in her own hand. The female writer also recognimssproduction as feminine and, therefore
works to castrate her own femininity in her pursgaitreate texts that are liberated from the
critical assignation of “feminine productions.”

Female self-castration is a violent act of disptaent. As the author gains empowerment

through the writing process, she creates charatttatdear the mark of castration. The text



opens a field of play in which the author utilizee page as a way to cut, disfigure, or erase the
feminine sexual body. On the authorial level, férainine writer works through her self-
castration process through the process of writadgjng, and publication. Within the text, her
characters demonstrate a will toward liberatiomfrauthorial productive hegemony by carrying
the mark of their creator’s castration and by tglkom the power the process allocates to the

writer.

INDEX WORDS: Castration, Charlotte Bronté, Georgjet=Charles Dickens, Margaret
Oliphant, Narrative Castration, ldentity, TextBody, Female Agency
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Introduction

If, as Barthes points out, “the pleasure of the iexhat moment when my body pursues
its own ideas — for my body does not have the sdeees | do” The Pleasure of the Tekt)
then how do readers of nineteenth-century Britigndture encounter characters whose bodies
pursue mutilation, fragmentation, and castratiés this process pleasurable for the character?
The author? The reader? Furthermore, if a wrtsiomeone “who plays with his mother’s body
in order to glorify it, to embellish it, or in ordé dismember it, to take it to the limit of wian
be known about the body” (37), how can the criteyg look upon this process of disfigurement
and glorification as productive? What has oftenct me as problematic in nineteenth-century
literature written by female authors is the fa@ttthe women characters rarely “win” and, if they
do, they are always complicatedly compromised.

One semester, while reading Charlotte Perkins GilsiBhe Yellow Wallpapeand
Charlotte Bronté’dane Eyreit occurred to me that perhaps Jane Eyre, DoaoBreoks, Lucy
Snowe, Catherine Earnshaw, and Maggie Tullivewesas the male authors’ creation of their
sister characters: Tess Durbyfield, Esther Summeiddss Havisham, Estella, Madame
Defarge, and Arabella Fawley (just to name a fene)ret simply failures and are not merely
women characters who desire, are punished, and/ewas compromised beings. The critical
eye certainly zeroes in on the negation — the fagkd how this missing protrusion creates a
feminine identity that cannot rise out of the ogsien established by the patriarchal system.
Psychoanalytic readings have a majority of the fernharacters wanting what was so cruelly

taken from them: their ability to signify. Howeyén the case of the female characters in the



novels of Charlotte Bronté, George Eliot, CharleskBns, and Margaret Oliphant the door that
bars access to the field of signification withipatriarchal system is self-imposed. The women
in these texts work to shift the locus of meaniragrf the system that prohibits their truth to their
bodies — a region that can speak for itself witheoitds. The characters’ various self-imposed
illnesses, erasures, and prohibitions result ielfaigitiated bodily trauma that is sexual,
identifying, and direct.

The current application of feminist, Marxist, arglyphoanalytic theories do not provide
an access to Victorian texts that can account fermale agency. When I look at these texts |
see an overwhelming violence turned inward uporbtiy and psyche. More specifically, the
female characters appear to develop through ansatself-violence — their bildung involves
traumatic bodily experiences initiated by their caations, which are actions created by the
mental manifestations of their author/god. Théwauexhibits a passionate level of violence
toward his/her female characters. This leads neemtemplate the meaning of this
(self)loathing. Why would authors, female authgpscifically, create female characters that
they loath and that they must “punish?” Why wolldge same authors create characters that
enact violence upon their own bodies? And why, marsg the availability of radical writings
and post French Revolution individualism would fésrauthors purposely choose to create

characters that are narratively, sexually, andledwially stunted?

The Development of Self-castration Theory
Etymologically, the term “castration” carries fadefinitions. Most germane to this
project is the fourth definition listed in tl@ED: “The removal of objectionable parts from a

literary work.” Comparing the editing processte fact of castration — the “removal of testicles;



gelding” and to the psychoanalytic “castration-céery which is also listed as a definition to
the term, equates writing and revising to emasiuiand sexual development. As part of the
term’s etymology, Freud’s linkage between a phygicacess — commonly applied to farm
animals and fourteenth-century pre-pubescent nogeasos — and a psychological trauma
relating to sexual development creates a fieldgfiication that does not separate physical
processes from psychological ones, but rather meadh to the other. For Freud, this binding
was extremely important to the psycho-sexual dgrakmt of little boys and girls, as it fostered
castration anxiety in the growing male child anérf{g-envy” in the maturing female child.

The sexual development of males is always threatéy thepossibilityof castration.
For Freud, this fear of castration contained botfsaal and mental component. He theorized
that as an infant, the male child compares hiscamatvith his mother’s (or female siblings’)
and recognizes a physical difference. This difieeesthen manifests a mental understanding of
absence and presence — an absence assignedémtde body, a presence to the male body.
The little boy understands his present protrudimgeadage as “normal” and, therefore, sees the
absence in other bodies as a punishment. The lsgawelopment of the little boy progresses
under the shadow of possibility that he, too, cdagdounished and made into an absent [sexual]
body. The little boy’'s sexual identity is alwayseoof presence; however, it is the very presence
that makes his sexual activities visible and susiglepto surveillance. His desire for the mother,
his pre-pubescent masturbatory exploits, and hisge of arousal are all visual indicators of
sexual development (and mastery) for which theefatiould levee a harsh punishment. Little
boys are always under a cloud of suspicion becdneseare at birth masters of their (and
others’) sexuality and, therefore, a threat toftttber. Freud explained this mastery again as an

anatomical difference. Because of the boy’'s evesgnt sexual organ, “the preference for the



hand which is shown by boys is already evidendb®important contribution which the instinct
for mastery is destined to make to masculine sexctality” (Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexualitys4). The mere fact that theresemethingo grab,somethingo manipulate, and
somethingo make sexual identity visible promulgated theetéenth-century Freudian
psychoanalytic notion that sexual identity is, ahdlays will be, tangible.

Freud placed emphasis on the tangibility and Migyf sexual identity by transferring
the interior psycho-sexual development into a sdierand historical dialogue: Freud created
the language that articulated the presence of Mat@assumptions of sexuality. As in the
Victorian sexual ideologies from which his scieictifliscourse develops, Freud privileged the
masculine psycho-sexual development, which madéethaine psycho-sexual development
answerable to it (feminine development is reactip@aad incomplete in comparison).
Furthermore, the male sexual being exerts power lwgdibidinal drives in thalhecan use the
hand to call forth his sexuality and satisfy igiprocess similar to the “fort/da” garheAs the
English translation suggests, the fort/da gametoacts pleasure around absence and presence.
The complete game is one of “disappearance anthietthereas the “pleasure [is] attached to
the second actBeyond the Pleasure Principlel). The hand is crucial to the game of
disappearance and return just as it is crucidie@mbastery of satisfying sexual desire. The hand
is the implement in which sexual desire is calledl (it is here, in his hand) and it is the
implement in which that same desire is satisfiegetgd and, therefore, diminished.

Freud’s insistence on the importance of castratiwhthe castration complex and
subsequent castration anxiety depended upon threecton between the physical and mental
processes of castration. For the little boy thefear and anxiety, which is mitigated by the fact

thathecan save himself from punishment. By simply folilogvthe “rules” and by becoming



part of civilization by “[exchanging] a portion bfs possibilities of happiness for a portion of
security” Civilization and its Discontenfg3) he maintains his “presenceHeis active in his
sexual identity — he is an agent. In the fort/deng, the player becomes the active component in
the procedure. The player is no longer passivenaridnger needs to wait for satisfactidde

can create satisfaction. As an agentpnesenceghaving the present sexual orgamgates
absence. His anatomical presence calls forth ttieiteanother. Hence, the little boy develops
through a fear of castration only to become a maxte.

When comparing the psycho-sexual developmentsatésrand females, Freud did not
simply invert the experience. As a matter of féug, little girl begins as a little man. Freud
admits that the female and male child exhibit Jéthe sexual differences in the first stages of
sexual development. However, it is the understamdf castration that compels the little girl to
realize she will never grow a penis. She needuadttin anticipation — it will never sprout.
Additionally, the little girl must undergo a strargepression of sexual libido in order®come
a normal lacking woman. Freud asserts that womest ohange their erotogenic zone, must put
their “masculine” desires aside in order to becaweman:

When erotogenic susceptibility to stimulation haer successfully transferred by
a woman from the clitoris [the little penis] to thaginal orifice, it implies that

she has adopted a new leading zone for the purpb$es later sexual activity.

A man, on the other hand, retains his leading zoehanged from childhood.
The fact that women change their leading erotogemie in this way, together
with the wave of repression at puberty, which agete, puts aside their childish

masculinity, are the chief determinants of the gmeproneness of women to



neurosis and especially hysteria. These deterrtandnerefore, are intimately
related to the essence of femininityh(ee Essays on the History of Sexudity

Theessence of femininitg repression (clearly a Freudian reverberatiothefVictorian
period’s treatment of womanhood) or, to put it inrespecifically theoretical terms: femininity
is a process of exchange. The substance of worndmeties on a change of erotic zones and a
putting aside of their “childish masculinity.” Rg$yanalytic theory forces women to realize
their presence as absence. The way women wortagtration is through acceptance. They too
must give up portions of their possible happinesafportion of historically prescribed
security’ However, the portion they offer is that of theiaterial body and sexual identity.

The sacrifice is immense; but, in the master’s owands there is the possibility for
rebellion. How do women rebel against what cam@oseen? Have women mounted a
revolution in order to recover their bodies fronpimssibility of sexual existence? What are their
tools? Their weapons? Dora: An Analysis of a Case of Hyste(i905), Freud’s patient used
writing as a way to substitute for loss of power:

Dora’s aphonia, then, allowed of the followingrgyolic interpretation.
When the person she loved was away she gaveeakisg; speech had
lost its value since she could not speakita On the other hand, writing
gained in importance, as being the only meam®ofmunication with the
absent person. (33)
Of course, Dora’s case relates to a specific FesutBxperiment” in which Dora’s father
“handed her over to [Freud] for psychotherapeugatment” Dora 13). In light of feminist
assertions that proffer writing as a tool of femamexpression, Dora’s mode of symbolic

interpretation gains greater importance than it grasn in Freud’s case analysis. Speech acts



lose power in the company of absence. Writing,oagss of exchange, offers a space for
expression. Writing becomes a tool to speak fdrtarwhat is not there. The process becomes a
way to work through castration. What Dora has i®siot the love of Herr K or her father, but

the possibility of expressing her desires. Heusélack creates the impossibility of

signification. However, writing lays open a sp&mesignification in spite of the absence.

Writing speaks of, for, and to the lack.

Dora’s inclination toward writing shadows Freugigvious clinical diagnoses of patients
with “hysterical mutism” in which “writing operatedcariously in the place of speech” (32).
Freud figures writing as a mere and insignificaristitute, one in which the patient could
circumnavigate the physical limitations of self4eéd aphonia. The writing only serves to
further Dora’s iliness in Freud’s estimation. Hawe Dora’s case illustrates the power
enveloped in the process of exchange. At the moofdass; at the core of absence; at the
center of isolation, Dora mimics speech in writirtger written dialogue to her lover does not
require his presence. The aphonia and accompangungh may be a form of Dora’s repression;
but, the act of writing is a strong representatbher desire for expression. Dora’s insistence
on the writing process during the moments of Hésrdbsence is a testament to the power of
exchange: writing fills the gap left open by theat voice.

The impetus behind Freudian psychoanalysis lasi¢torian culture. The theories of
sexuality, repression, and castration all spolsperific gender/sexual identity queries prevalent
in the nineteenth century. Freud created the psywdiytic lexicon and the mode for applying
these terms. Freud’s castration theory, desiteuitrent lack of scientific validity, helps to
create my theory of castration in that it has sugdi(in print and as literary criticism) as the

primary formulation of women’s castration. Furtimere, his castration theory rises directly out



of Victorian culture (social Victorian attitudesdaheliefs as well as the print culture of Victorian

women’s novels, poetry, and letters).

A Point of Departure: Self-castration Theory beyoride Father’s Tools

When Héléne Cixous proclaims “woman must writesbr must write about women and
bring women to writing, from which they have beeiveh away as violently as from their
bodies” Laugh of the Medusd47) she recognizes the necessary role writingsglaghe
recovery of the feminine body. This notion is netv. | do not intend to use literature as a way
to prove or disprové& écriture Feminine, Freud, or Lacan. |imbed nguanent within the very
structure of castration; however, the argument defi@m the father(s). Women must and have
been writing their bodies. Women have been workimgugh the looming fact of castration
through their ability to write, publish, and becopwet of the literary landscape. Specifically,
writing in the nineteenth century provides solicieples of female authorship that use the
process of castration as a way to “rebel agaimsutiwelcome state of affairs” and gain agency.

In connecting the exigency of writing to a deswedgency through castration | must
include Lacanian psychoanalysis and his crucialereway from Freud’s theories of castration.
Lacan’s major turn involves the conception of satigty in language. Since all speaking
subjects are castrated in that they exchange teirmgeaning’ the speech act renders the
speaker a subject in language. On the surfaceafhplication of Lacanian psychoanalysis
excises gender—castration through speaking is dagereutral process. However, the surface
reading does not take into account the inabilisiomen to signify within the field of language.
Blanket-gendered castration through the speecticas not consider the process of writing as a

way for women to experience, by their own handusaégastration and loss of their ability to



signify. Lacan’s castration complex leaves thgestthin a passive position and does not
consider the desire some women have to createaimarof their own castration.

When considering the writing process as one stegpthe desire to initiate a process of
self-castration, one must also consider the impitaisbrings the writer to this edge. The edge
is the cut and everything must be brought “bactké&function of the cut in discourse [because]
this cut in the signifying chain alone verifies gteucture of the subject as discontinuity within
the real” (LacanSubversion of the Subje229). Lacan links subjectivity to the cut in discse.
Novel writing in the nineteenth century providee trery means of establishing discourses on
sexuality, human rights, individualism, educatiett. Nineteenth-century discourses though
novel writing generated a reading public that itex®ethemselves as subjects through the opening
of thecutin the signifying chain. The cut grants accesdisaourse—and, women writers of the
Victorian period exhibit a desire to not only instremselves into the signifying chain, but also
to be the cutter or, to put it more clearly, to gase the mark that makes signification possible.

The desire to bring oneself to the edge and t@teia process of castration through
writing is also a process linked to the desiredeath. As Roland Barthes points ouGn
Racine

Speech is a substitute for life: to speak is te lde, and all effusive behavior is
experienced initially as a gesture of dilapidatiopthe avowal, the flood of
words released, it is the very principle of lifatlseems to be leaving the body; to
speak is to spill oneself, that is, to castratesetie(119)
Can Barthes’s assertions linking speech and castraive implications on women’s writing in
Victorian England? Part of the argument in thissdrtation will investigate the role the first-

person narrator plays within the process of castratThe text itself is a substitute for life. &h
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author writes and puts hers#iereon the page instead bérein the flesh. The act of writing
mirrors the act of speaking; and, the construatibtine first-person narrator writing/speaking her
“autobiography” correlates to the practice of spegler story. Furthermore, once the text is
extracted from the body—from the hand—the act dfiegthe process (finishing the text,
publishing the text, and circulating the text) tetato death: | desire to write, | fulfill this des
and, in doing so, | satisfy and then annihilateviéey desire/inspiration/need that motivated the
textual creation. The first-person narrator becoméool of self-castration in that her speech act
imitates the process of castration experiencedhéylevelopment of the author’s writing.

However, imitation gives rise to the text’s alyilib erase the author altogether in favor of
the narrator’s castration process through firsspemarration. Characters that narrate their own
“stories” carry the transfer of the author’s castraprocess on their textual body. The
castration process of the first-person narratootres textual—part and parcel of the
development (visual development from the readezisppective) of the text. The visual
representation of the castration process providesutlet that would eclipse that author’'s own
castration in the shadows. The author’s castrat@gmremairunseerand hidden away from the
reader. The author, therefore, creates a spaoetrience her own castration by transferring
the fear of shame and punishment onto a charattersimultaneously envelopes the process
while maintaining a fictive “distance.” Authorsige their characters both to experience writing
castration through the form of narrative castrafite speech act, the spilling of oneself), and to
understand the field they plow up. Their laboraff in that the author creates a field where
she can cultivate several alternatives for presgritie body: she can disfigure the body,

transport the body, or erase the body from theakagether.
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Text as body rises out of the French Feminist mam and is commonly referred to as
L écriture Feminine As | previously stated, my argument will noeatipt to dismantle the
theories imbedded if écriture Feminingbut rather use portions of this feminist persipedo
build a new castration theory. French Feminism @sawithin the vein of essentialism: women’s
writing is a codification of female sexuality. Thgstem of writing ascribed by the feminine
hand illustrates the liberation of femininity arahfale sexuality while also creating a space to
write the body and give it form within and on tojtlee textual page. Every inch of the female
body imprints itself on the text. This type of timg, as Kristeva, Cixous, and Irigarary
maintain, allows women and readers to experienedetminine body through the feminine
structure of writing. The goal, of course, is tmexploit the body, but rather recover it from the
trauma of castration and the inability to signifithin a phallogocentric system of languadé.
écriture Feminingorovides the vehicle that brings women to theimgitfrom which they have
been driven away as violently as from their bodigd%ous,Laugh of the Medus&47).

In working with and against Kristevian and Irigaaa feminism, Judith Butler
establishes a theoretical construct that reliediematerializationof bodies. Her concern with
French Feminism is thatriting the bodyindicates an essentialist approach to femininity an
female sexuality and, consequently, writing. Thed “miming,” which constitutes a large part
of Irigararian theory, forces women to inscribeittisexuality within the field of phallocentric
signification. She claims Irigarary suggests “tlméingis that very operation of the feminine
in language.” And, Butler makes a contradistinctigrstating

to mime means to participate in precisely that Whscmimed, and if the language

mimed is the language of phallogocentrism, thesmighonly a specifically feminine
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language to the extent that the feminine is raljigadplicated in the very terms of

phallogocentrism it seeks to reworBodies that Matted7)
Butler’s project focuses on the performativity eksal identity and that there must be a line of
demarcation separating gender (a performative Jdeal sex (a material existence). Butler
outlines the goals dodies that Matteclaiming one of her aims to be “the understanding o
performativity not as the act by which a subje@tds into being what she/he names, but, rather,
as that reiterative power of discourse to prodhegohenomena that it regulates and constrains”
(2). Butler’'s assertion that feminism must worlvéod the “recasting of the matter of bodies as
the effect of a dynamic of power, such that thetemaif bodies will be indissociable from the
regulatory norms that govern their materializationbues the castration theory | construct.

Butler also uses the notion of a “lesbian phallas’a way to discuss the displacement of
the Lacanian phallus. The question becomes: Why other body parts signify? A lesbian
phallus “crosses the orderstvingandbeing it both wields the threat of castration (which is
in that sense a mode of “being” the phallus as wotaee”) and suffers from castration anxiety
(and so is said “to have” the phallus, and to fesaloss)” (84). Of course, displacing the phallus
and putting it in another’s hand—a feminine handswgpts the axis of power while
simultaneously dissolving feminine lack. The feméposition no longer constitutes “the
figural enactment of that punishment, the veryfagion of that threat and, hence, [a position]
produced as a lack only in relation to the maseutinbject” (102). The material body is one that
has both a presence and a “meaning.” For Builedjes that matteare bodies that materialize
and signify. This materialization allows for thisglacement of the phallus because the material

body disassociates its being from performative gend
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Placing Butler’s materialization theory within tbenfines of my project means to
exchangenatterfor a term that represents a production of ferpal@er—writing. Victorian
publications are thmatterthrough which women repositioned the axis of pbglbwer. Novels
signify the manner in which women created theiriep@s text — bodies attual matter.
Furthermore, if the symbolic order “marks the bagysex through threatening that body,
through the deployment/production of an imagin&rgat, a castration, a privation of some
bodily part” and “without symbolic inscription, thbeody will be negated” (101) then it is
possible literary production generated the meanwémmen to enter the symbolic order and
displace phallic power while reiterating their caibn process on the page. This reiteration
allows the author to make sense of her positica @sstrated being and become an agent of her
own castration through writing.

Self-initiated castration results in a transfepofver. This power is violent and
traumatic to the subject. All writing is castratias “writing is the dissimulation of the natural,
primary, and immediate presence of sense to thleasthun the logos. Its violence befalls the
soul as unconsciousness” (Derrida 37). The autiverts the immediacy of presence through
the process of writing. The text is a productidthe castration process and illustrates the
violence of language: “there is an originary viaerof writing because language is first [...]
writing (37). Language’s structural basis is vi@e and, as Cixous points out; this violence
drives women from textual production. Howevergaage can offer the opportunity to harness
its violent origin; the core of phallic significati. Kaja Silverman discusses the multivariate
phases of castration. She argues that “thereastaation which precedes the recognition of
anatomical difference—a castration to which alteral subjects must submit, since it coincides

with separation from the world of objects, and ¢néry into language” (1). Working from the
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premise Lacan sets up in “The Mirror Stage”, Silwan inThe Acoustic Mirrolinsists on a
castration process that begins before the momedsieind when the little boy gazes upon the
little girl's body and notices a lack and assunmeslack is a result of a punishment. Silverman
argues that by locating the central castrationggsavithin the limits of anatomy, Freud “reveals
[his] desire to place maximum distance betweemthke subject and the notion of lack” (15).
However, the alternative castration theories dopeoiit such a creation of distance between
lack and gender. Language is the site in whicHiteeexperiences of castration arise; and,
language, according to Derrida and Foudautinstitutes the very structure of violence.
Violence is natural and primary to language ansl Wivlence knows no gender. Writing is a
gender-free castration process and operates witagavd to anatomy. Male authors may have
somethingo lose, but the female hand already carries thg”sgark” of castration when she
comes to the table. Writing allows women a monmenthich to carry the mark and make the
mark simultaneously—the proverbial double-edgedrdwo

Castration, etymologically, carries another impatri@efinition in the rearticulating of
castration theory. The fourth listed definitiothé removal of objectionable parts from a literary
work; expurgation” intimates a necessary compopoéttie writing process—editing. Therefore,
Barthes’ assertion that all writing is a form oktration leads us to a larger critical inquiry: if
the act of writing equals “spilling oneself’ on thage—i.e. castration, then the process of the
production of that work (editing and publicatioeplicates the act of self-initiated castration.
Repetition is crucial to the birth of subjectivitythat it grants access to a subject willing to
create identity through the repetition of signifioa. The ability of writing to mimic itself (and,
in particular to mimic the component processes)lates the fort/da game in Freud, the mirror

stage in Lacan, and the production of performagimeder in Butler.
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The various castration theories do not exist seplgraut, rather develop out of one
another. The theories discussed thus far illustatistorical continuum in which | hope to
situate my argument. Self-initiated castratiorotigedevelops out of Freudian theory of sexual
difference, Lacanian theory of subjectivity in lalage, Butler's assertion of a line demarcating
gender performance and the material (sexual) d8dsthes’ connection of writing and
castration, French feminism’s notionwfiting the bodyand Foucault’s arguments on sexuality,
surveillance, and madness. My project will focaglwe following formulation of the female
self-castration process: it begins with the Viadarauthor’s recognition of her position as a
“lacking being.” This lack refers not only to amagomical absence, but an inability to signify
within the structure of phallocentric system ofdaage. The author comes to the table aware
that writing for public consumption emulates a @exof castration in that it annihilates
authorial presence—putting herseiéreon the page instead bérein the present.
Furthermore, as a writer, she recognizes her ptamuas feminine, which attracts critical
attentionasa production of &minine text In order to avoid this assignation, the authorks
to castrate her own femininity from the productajra work: i.e., in some cases, the use of a
male pseudonym.

The writing process, however, opens up a fieldlay i which the author resists
feminine writing and works to materialize the baafythe text through the process of displacing
the phallus. Finally, the author creates charactdro bear the mark of signification/castration
with one important distinction. These charactezartihe mark created by the female author.
The writing process opens the door for women ta gaintrol over their own “lacking” position
andallows them the creative space to cut, mark, glisé, or erase the feminine sexual body.

Female self-castration is a violent act of disptaeet—the characters carry the mark of
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castration through a process of transference flenatthorial castration experience to a
character who enacts or moves (or is propelledyuin the text by a series of castrating
experiences. The self-initiated castration proedsg blade turned inward to make the cut—is,
indeed, bifurcated. On the authorial level, théewvmasks her own castration process by
directing the focus on the page. Within the téxt, characters demonstrate a desire to break
from authorial productive hegemony by not only geng the mark of their creator’s castration,

but also by taking on the power the process alésctt the writer.

ChapterOutline

Chapter onelNarrative Castration: The First-Person Speaks asl&fit Narrator,
explores the ways in which Charlotte Bronté creattesxctual body from the process of
“autobiographical” narrative castration. ReadersceinterJane EyreandVillette through an
autodiegetic construction — these two novels ateh, but simultaneously claim to be
autobiographical. Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe natiaie history, or better yet, they narrate their
will to power. Bronté desires to create a text fiimits female agency through the process of
self-castration. Both Jane and Lucy work to exthe# bodies from the text. Each carefully
positions herself outside the text (as all-knowmagrator) and within the text as subjected
character. The oscillation between these two palbws the narrating Jane and Lucy to
actively make a subject out of the characters vé dmd Lucy. This process of subjectification
is, in fact, a process of self-castration. Howetles self-castration allows the narrator, and by
extension the author, Charlotte Bronté, to botheegpce the pain of castration and the power of

making the castrative cut.
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Both Jane and Lucy’s narrative works within theistiure of a “threat narrative.” As
narrators, Jane and Lucy operate as both an afjgrgioown castration and as an agent capable
of castrating others in the text. By ruling thieixtual production (their narrative) they employ
the methods of threat narrative to erase thosepele as obstacles to their rise to power. Jane
eliminates her Aunt Reed and her cousins, who pteke earliest prohibition toward
independence. She also excises St. John, whdeheelaer story’s romantic and sexually
fulfilling ending. Finally, Jane removes Bertharr the text, which enables her to narrate the
climax to her sexual independence. Likewise, Leiyploysmodesof writing (romance and
gothic) to illuminate her authorial control. Lueydlesire to eliminate her sexual body in order to
liberate her textual one, highlights the way in e¥hshe utilizes writing modes in order to
eliminate the expression of her sexual body.

Both Jane and Lucy represent an extension ofébeealof their creator, Charlotte Bronté.
As an author, she constructed Currer Bell (a maseplersona) in order to gain entrance into the
publishing arena. Bronté understood the level tecwbhe, as a woman and as a woman author,
would be castrated by the editing and publishiragess as well as how her product would be
viewed as a “woman’s novel” and nothing more. Bhe to castrate her femininity in order to
produce. As a way to displace the pain of thisratien, and as a way to gain agency over her
own (feminine) textual productions, Bronté creatiesracters who are castrated (by her hand)
and who castrate. She uses the writing proceasvametic device, which grants her the
experience of pain and the rewards of pleasureigiranflicting castrative pain.

Chapter TwoDirty Little Secrets: George Eliot’s Fictional Bo@yd Bodies of Fiction
examines the construction of George Eliot in otdanvestigate the way in which he became a

figure who extended beyond his fictional birth. cimtrast to Currer Bell, George Eliot survived
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as an author — do we read books by Currer Bell& Historical investigation of the Victorian
period, George Eliot existed as an author. Hiatore Mary Ann Evans/Marian Lewes, fiercely
worked to protect her creation. She did so in otdgrotect herself and in order to ensure the
survival of her textual productions. Marian’s pees of self-castration offers her sex as the
sacrifice in order to permit the possibility of hatship.

Because of her desire to maintain and cultivater@eEliot, Marian Lewes had to
operate under the linguistic structure of the decfée secret, which | term as an erotic secret,
affords Marian levels of fictional and actual gfigition. As a masculine author, who creates
masculine narrators, Marian could employ the fergalee on her textual productions. She was
also able to use the secret to gain entrance im#ie world of surveillance and novel criticism.
The secret also allowed Marian to be present atideaio the discussions of her author ego,
which gave her great satisfaction. Finally, thersegranted safe harbor from the critical and
popular judgments that would have tied her pers@@®dually aberrant) life to her work as a
novelist.

Through her experience as a self-castrator whasgagency through this process, Marian
learns to harness power and utilize it in her nmvéls the author/god, or, more acutely as
Pollian, the angel of destruction, Marian creates charasterderto castrate them. She,
therefore, uses the process of fiction writingxpexience the masochistic desire to self-castrate
and the sadist desire to inflict pain over othé8g.harnessing the male power proffered by
George Eliot, the cross-dressing author uses masqubwer to enter the developing discourses
on femininity, sexuality, and authority.

The third chapter of this dissertatidrhe Mother’s Knife: Dickens and Female Violence

examines how female power through self-castratidtivates a culture of fear among male
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authors such as Charles Dickens. Dickens’s n®hels a clear desire to explore the female
body and the boundaries that can be used to cahenl. The literature in Dickens’s oeuvre
exhibits a fear of castration (an anxiety about wowho gain power through the process of
self-castration). His fiction works to stabilizectbrian norms of male/female power
relationship by working to silence, punish, or drlate women who use castration as a method
toward power. The women in Dickens’s novels uskisiated castration as a way to pervert
authority and destroy others (men and social apfaigpwomen) in the text. Their vengeance
toward men who aim to develop as the Victorian mhse ego ideal is a threat, as Dickens sees
it, to the trajectory of the narrative of mascullmeterosexual, social, and national development.

Drawing from his real-life experiences with castrg women, Dickens uses writing as a
method toward liberation. His texts representtarreto the mother, wife, and/or lover in order
to disfigure and dismember their inappropriate séiyundependent bodies so as to free men
from the cultural narrative of competition: the ¥idan male is at risk for stunted development
if, in addition to the competition for employmeatjucation, and societal esteem, he must also
compete against women for sexual liberation andtigeindependence. By linking social
structuring and libidinal desires in his novelsckdns uses a form of “process writing” to rid his
fictive communities of the threatening conflatidnsex and society. By purging sex from
community, Dickens narrates a return to the Vietotiraditional models of marriage,
domesticity, and nation.

The final chapterrresponsible: The Incessant Work of Self-Murde®iiphant’s
Fiction and Autobiographyworks to highlight the gulf between the writer‘adist” and the
author who uses writing as a means of employmdigh@nt’s self-castration process involves

her removal from the aesthetics of writing in orttefocus on the more practical effort to
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support her domestic enterprise. While the impbalsnd authorship for Bronté and Eliot
differs from that of Oliphant, her process of sedftration does lead to agency. As a contributor
to BlackwoodsOliphant’s “utility” writing earned her the labef publication “prostitute.” Her
prolific output alone indicates an author more @ned with turning a phrase into a paycheck
than one who worked on her “craft.” As her contenapies illuminate (Henry James, George
Eliot, and Thomas Hardy, to name a few), her wgitivas third-rate and certainly did not fit in
with the more aesthetically appealing and moreécatly acclaimed writing of the Victorian
period. Oliphant herself understood her positigimiw the publishing world as one that could
not be compared to the likes of Charlotte Bront& @eorge Eliot. OliphantAutobiography
illuminates her understanding of her authorshimasginal and small in the light of the other
two women. However insignificant she thought hiéteebe when standing next to Bronté and
Eliot, she was granted publication and editorititude byBlackwoodsand while her popularity
waned in the 1890s, her novels, short fiction, pedodical contributions were quite popular
among the Victorian middle-class reader.

What theAutobiography “Stories of the Seen and Unseen,” and her ndledter show
are three ways in which Oliphant uses the procgsslfbcastration in order to gain authority
over her feminine identity. Oliphant terms thedaibgraphy as an “instrument of self-murder,”
(“Harriet Martineau” 472). Her definition of theqress of autobiographical writing shows she
understands autobiography to be a form of selfraigh. In the process of fictionalizing the
self, Oliphant realizes the limitations placed uploa subject of the autobiography. Creating
identity through autobiographical subjectificatioffers a new way to analyze self-castration as
it differs from the semi-autobiographical fictiorritten by Bronté and Eliot. In Oliphant’s

“Stories of the Seen and Unseen,” she offers woaneew arena for signification. This arena,
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that which is unseen and resisting articulatiofersfa place where language fails and where the
feminine body can exist in its most primitive forroutside of social and cultural limitations.
Finally, Oliphant’s novelHester reveals to the reader the power available toethd® choose

to redefine their femininity. This “new” definitioof femininity foreshadows the work of the

New Woman literature of the 1890s and positioredfiia the discourse on “The Woman
Question.”

In the pursuit of power, self-castration allowsmen writers to experience their lacking
existence at their own hand. By transferring tlael®, the female writer can gain agency by
enacting the process of castration upon hersettih the writing and editing process) and
upon the character-creations in her textual prodBgtenacting this process, the female writer
not only gains power, but also permits a spacehithivshe can experience both the pleasure and
the pain that rises out of castration. Howeveslesis not passive in this process, the pleasure
and pain complex that she experiences as a rdsdtfecastration rises out of her own desires.
Female authors who participate in self-castratiosa because they desire to undergo the pain
of castration by their own hand, inflict pain oreithtextual creations in order to experience the
power of the castrator and, therefore gain acae8wetpleasure of cutting — the pleasure of

castrating.
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Chapter One
Narrative Castration: The First-Person Speaks asoléint Narrator
She acknowledges the fact of her castration, aid ityitoo, the superiority of the
male and her own inferiority; but she rebels agaihss unwelcome state of

affairs. (Freud, On Female Sexuality)

How does she rebel against tirevelcome statef things? Psychoanalytic theory has
provided readers with several answers—several slagworks through théact of her
castration. These answers leave little, if anymdor female agency.

Women writers during the Victorian period show @iy desire to self-castrate. By
turning the blade on herself, the female authoobessthe source of her own “lack.” She is not
passive in her sexual development. She experighegdeasure in cutting—the bliss involved in
making the mark. The very act of writing is a foofncastration and it is through this medium
that she can write the feminine body, mutilatedtover it, reshape it, or erase it. This rebellion
through writing offers an opportunity to modiftye unwelcome state of affair€astration
theory, as | will develop through this dissertatiathows for a new way to interpret women'’s
writing during the Victorian period. As this chapwill illustrate, Charlotte Bro&tuses writing
as a tool for self-castration. Balane EyreandVillette develop through the author’s desire to
experience castration by her own hand. As a sadfrator, Charlotte Bronté employs the process
in order to gain power over her own “lack.” As thend that guides the cut of castration, Bronté
subverts masculine authority by controlling thegass of castration over her own authorial body

and textual productions. Furthermore, Bronté ceeateextual world that offers her the space in
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which to castrate others. This duality of selftcason and castrator permits the author to use
writing to re-experience the pain of her own cdgiraand to use narrative to experience the

pleasure of castrating others.

I. The Self-Castrating Creation of Currer Bell

The first-person narrator’s violent recounting stuwes the text and creates a textual
body born out of an “autobiographical” narrativecaktration. Jane, in Charlotte Brontéése
Eyreand Lucy, inVillette, are not only figures of their author’s castrateadpiction, but also
characters who labor toward owning the power ofraéien (over themselves and others in the
text). Both of these characters rise out of thté@ts desire to create a narrative that allows for
agency through the process of self-castration.irTinst-person narrative works within the
formula of a threat-narrative. As the agent ofrtbe/n castration and as an agent willing and
able to castrate (excise, erase, annihilate, arguatr.) their textual productions, Jane and Lucy
utilize a capacity to “rule” over their textual bed (their material bodies) by using fear. No
character can escape their narrative power. Jatw’g exhibits a conscious decision to remove
those she sees as obstacles; the most importanpexhaeing Bertha (a character who literally
represents Jane’s inability to narrate an appragpframantic” ending). Likewise, Lucy’s at
times incoherent narrative illustrates her undediteg of romance and gothic amdesof
writing; and, she uses this knowledge to furtherehwghorial control. The shift from Dr. Graham
Bretton to Paul Emmanuel in the third volume faatks Lucy’s desire to erase her sexual
identity by annihilating the novel’s clearest exgmien of it (the relationship between Dr. Bretton

and herself). As both of the texts unfold, thedezdbecomes increasingly aware of the narrative
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voices’ power and that this voice threatens tosxthose characters as a way to further dwell
within the narrative (castrative) experience.

| have chosen to focus dane EyreandVillette because they are Charlotte Bronté’s only
first-person narrative novels from a woman’s paihview (The Professors also a first-person
narrative but from William Crimsworth’s point-ofeiv). Critics consider both of these novels to
be semi-autobiographical. Because of the novelsidiegetic construction, readers are
confronted with a narrative claiming to be “autapi@phical” while at the same time presenting
itself as a work of “fiction.” This autodiegesiboavs for the examination of the texts as a
parallel construction of the authorial castrati@ansferred onto the page through the visages of
the texts’ narratorslane EyreandVillette use the first-person narrator as a way to givenftar
the author’s self-castration while simultaneougyfprming the act of castration within the text.
Charlotte Bronté publishes two texfafe Eyrg1847),a first publication anillette (1852), a
final publication—exempting the posthumous publmabf The Professqgrthat clearly reveal
the castration process | have construéted.

Much research is available on the life of Charl@&tenté and her two writer sisters Anne
and Emily. The connection betwegmne EyreVillette, and Charlotte’s own life is outlined in
her correspondences, which have been used in dompile biographical materials that notch
out a composite of her life. Juliet BarkeFbe Brontésutlines this connection through
evidentiary materials such as her letters anddtterk of her closest confidants (Ellen Nussey,
Mary Taylor, Elizabeth Gaskell, her family, and @gSmith). Elizabeth Gaskellfhe Life of
Charlotte Bront&ollows a similar technique, adding her own persabservations. The lettérs
themselves have been compiled in several additadhdepicting events, scenes, emotions, and

Charlotte Bronté's interior dilemmas that coincwdi¢h the characters she creates in her novels.
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That being said, the letters are “incomplete” @&dbmpilations can only reprint Charlotte’s
outgoing correspondence (the incoming letters wlestroyed by Arthur Bell Nichols).
Nevertheless, the surviving letters illustrate g-Hg-day account of the author’s life as well as a
glimpse into the interior space that birthed Jayjre Bnd Lucy Snowe.

Charlotte Bronté published Jane Eyre under thedmseun Currer Bell. This act marks
an important part of her self-castration. Beydmelmere interpretation that writing as a man
elicited different critical attention than writirggg a woman, Currer Bell developed asathor
devoid of femininity. Currer Bell did neteedto perform as a woman. He wrote and reviewed
and conversed as a member of the literary inteltgje—an opportunity often elusive to the
female authors of the Victorian period. Women rist& enjoyed an immense popularity during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; howelveir, hovels were classified dsmestic
fictions novels of mannesentimental romanceand were reviewed with an eye toward female
propriety and appropriateness. George Eliot caieg® popular female writing in the following
manner: mind-and-millinery, rank and beauty, oragulhite neck-cloth novels. These novels
are purposelessly long-winded with pedantic diaéogilihe plot lines are unreasonable and not
limited by probability and reality. Eliot claimbe lady novelist customarily confuses the
purpose and falls short of illustrating British tcwe: “a really cultured woman, like a really
cultured man, is all the simpler and the less @dteufor her knowledge” (“Silly Novels” 313).
The author of ailly novelbecomes enticed by her vanity; and,

this foolish vanity of wishing to appear in primstead of being counterbalanced
by any consciousness of the intellectual or moeabdation implied in futile
authorship, seems to be encouraged by the extrdaisé/impression that to

write at all is a proof of superiority in women. (319)
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Charlotte Bront, just nine years before the publication of Gedtgiet's “Silly Novels by Lady
Novelists” sits at her writing desk in Haworth Rarage and aims to create a text that critics will
consider as text not as a lady’s novel. Bronté’s intense desired known and read as an
authornot as a woman fueled her insistence on the pa$en of her secret identity.
Currer Bellbecamean author—his identity falling into the rules ofgectification.
Currer Bell became a subject in language and bistity is as staunchly rooted as Charlotte’s.
Robert Southey’s reply to Charlotte Bronté’s iitjaeries about her level of talent precipitated
the need for Currer Bell.
[...] Itis not my advice that you have asked asdirection of your talents, but my
opinion of them. ‘and’ Yet the opinion may be wolittle, & the advice much. You
evidently possess & in no inconsiderable degrea Wadsworth calls “the faculty of
Verse.” | am not depreciating it when | day thathese times it is not rare. Many
volumes of poems are now published every year withtiracting public attention, any
one of wh, if it had appeared half a century agw, mave obtained a high reputation for
its author. Whoever therefore is ambitious ofidigton in this way, ought to be
prepared for disappointment.

But it is not with a view to distinction that yohd cultivate this talent, if you
consult your own happiness. | who have made tileeamy profession, & devoted my
life to it, & have never for a moment repentedtad tleliberate choice, think myself
nevertheless bound in duty to caution every youag mho applies as an aspirant ‘to
me’ for encouragement & advice, against takingexiigus a course. You will say that a
woman has no need of such a caution, there can peni in it for her: & in a certain

sense this is true. But there is a danger of wt With all kindness & all earnestness
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warn you. The daydreams in wh you habitually igeure likely to induce a
distempered state of mind, & in proportion aslad tordinary uses of the world” seem to
you “flat and unprofitable”, you will be unfitteaf them, without becoming fitted for
anything else. Literature cannot be the businéasamman’s life: & it ought not to be.
The more she is engaged in her proper dutiesetiseléisure will she have for it, even as
an accomplishment & a recreation. To those dyteshave not yet been called, & when
you are you will be less eager for celebrity. Yall then not seek in imagination for
excitement, of wh the vicissitudes of this life &eties, from wh you must not hope to
be exempted (be your station what it may) will griwith’ them but too much.LCB
166-67)
Southey insists writing leads women to neglectrtheper duties, those duties of being a
domestic “angel in the hous&.His concern is not based on Miss Bronté’s talefiot-he admits
she, along with several other writers during thetdfian period, had the talent to publish (no
great feat in his estimation). More specificalhputhey admonishes against recording the
“daydreams in [which] [she] habitually indulge[s]He characterizes writing as dangerous in
that it is “likely to induce a distempered state@hd.” On par with the prevalent notion that
women are more susceptible than men to bouts @hpéygical instability, Southey’s remarks
reiterate the Victorian notion that women must ®ou the duties of the home in order to avoid
over stimulating their weak and impressionable mind/riting becomes a danger when it
allows women to “indulge” in fantasy. Furthermassuthey insists Charlotte abstain from
writing as a way to ensure the healthy capacityear and rear children. Charlotte has “not yet

been called” to the duty of motherhood, but if sbhatinues to write, she places her capacity to
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mother in a perilous state. Her diminished cajtghi be aproper Victorian woman rises from
her desire to “seek in imagination for excitement.”

In responding to Southey’s letter, Bronté than&atBey for his opinion and acquiesces
to his patriarchal point of view.

At the first perusal of your letter | felt only sha, and regret that | had ever ventured to

trouble you with my crude rhapsody;--1 felt a pailrieat rise to my face when | thought

of the quires of paper | had covered with what ogenee me so much delight, but which

now was only a source of confusion; but, afterd treought a little and read it again and

again, the prospect seemed to cldaCR 168)
Shame, regret, and pain are her “rewards.” SHe leat inquiry a “rhapsody,” equating it with
passion. She notes the poems sent to Southeyfibedder with delight, now only to represent
a source of confusion. Clearly Charlotte undemdtioer talents to be worthy, but comes to
realize her sex is not. Charlotte reads the ktiger and over again in a sort of masochistic
enterprise meant to “clear” up the confusion. 8Seutkindly allow[s] her to write poetry for its
own sake, provided [she] leave undone nothing wfshk] ought to do” and that she
“[endeavors] not only attentively to observe a# ttuties a woman ought to fulfill, but to feel
deeply interested in them.” She admits | domvays succeed, for sometimes when I'm
teaching of sewing | would rather be reading otingi but I try to deny myself; and my
Father’s approbation amply rewarded me for thegbion” (169). The future author déne
EyreandVillette notes a system of reward for denying herself adoeasreative outlet. She
tries to be interested in the sorts of activitiefired as “feminine” and she punishes herself for
the desire she has to read and write. Southegf®rese is not the only proof of the difficulty the

Brontés faced in publishing their work. Aylott ahahes also refused to publish the sisters’
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collection of poetry at their own expense. In &ddito this first publication “failure” the sister
attempted to establish a school at Haworth—theynwdne application. Despite Charlotte’s
advanced and costly education in Mdme. Heger'sadhdrussels, her Aunt’s agreement to
fund the school’s opening, and her desire to becamablished author, she could only envisage
an existence within the miasma of the governess.

It is of little surprise that Charlotte lookeddonjure a separate self. She needed Currer
Bell because he offered her a new start and a avayaise her past “feminine” failures. On the
one hand, Charlotte was faced with being a deperadeéhe Haworth parsonage and her father’s
meager salary. On the other, she faced a lif@ofastic servitude as a governess. Neither
option appealed to her, especially the latterwiiting to Ellen Nussey, Charlotte claims
“something in me which used to be enthusiasm igthdown and broken—I have fewer
illusions—what | wish for now is active exertion-stake in life” LCB, vol. one 341).
Charlotte’s failed attempts at finding happiness geverness lead her to want this stake in
life—a claim upon a rightful position suited to hetellect and personal desires. While working
for the Whites at Upperwood House, Charlotte wribeg no one but myself can tell you how
hard a governess’s work is to me—for no one butetfiys aware how utterly averse my whole
mind and nature are to the employmeniCB, vol. one 246). Where writing and reading
allowed Charlotte to indulge in the excitementaritsy and active work, her role as a
governess suffocated her. In writing to W.S. \Witlis she explains the governess

live[s] amongst them a life of inexpressible miséyyannized over, finding her efforts to

please and teach utterly vain, chagrined, distcksserried—so badgered so trodden-on,

that she cease[s] almost at last to know hersedf yveondered in what despicable,

trembling frame her oppressed mind [is] prisonedd-ewuld not realize the idea of
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evermore being treated with respect and regardtédaffiection—till she finally resign[s]
her situation and [goes] away quite broken in spimd reduced to the verge of decline in
health. LCB,vol. 2 65)
In both of these depictions of Charlotte’s expereeas a governess, she provides an image of
imprisonment. Southey may have temporarily corth€harlotte that writing should not be
and is not a woman'’s calling, but she continuasse her utter distaste for “women’s work” to
fuel her ambition for self-preservation. CurredlBecomes the figure of her salvation.
Throughout her publishing career, Charlotte Bronsésted on the preservation of her
“secret.” The “outing” of Charlotte Bronté wouldean the erasure of Currer Bell. More
importantly, behind the fagade Charlotte lay na&ed vulnerable. Because of this she held fast
to the process of protecting Currer. Even aftear@te and Anne’s “pop” visit to Smith, Elder
& Co. to prove that they were indeed three autf@tsrer, Acton, and Ellis Bell), Charlotte
continued to sign letters to her publishers as€WBell. In fact, as Barker points out, “the use
of her ‘Currer Bell’ pseudonym was significant téax, [...] George Smith was the only one of
her correspondents with whom she used it consigtg6P3). Barker goes on to explain that the
use of this name granted her the freedom of frawkdirect discourse by liberating her from
gender constraints. In addition to the franknbssiom de plume allowed, Currer Bell served a
greater purpose. Botlane EyreandShirleywere published by Currer Bell during a time when
Charlotte was not known to be the actual hand lakethiair production. As Gaskell's biography
elucidates: “Miss Bronte [...] had been as anxious\&s to preserve her incognito in ‘Shirley.’
She even fancied that there were fewer tracederhale pen in it than in ‘Jane Eyre™ (306).
When the reviews insisted the pen was that of aammBronté was as Gaskell puts it “much

disappointed;” and, for certain, a bit toppled bg thought of an unwanted revelation.
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The “outing” of Charlotte Bronté came at a heawgtc George Henry Lewes, Victorian
author and critic who contributed to such jourredgheéWestminster ReviewandThe Leader
claims to know Currer Bell's secret and, in 185Qrr€r Bell wrote to Lewes “I can be on guard
against my enemies, but God deliver me from mynffg (LCB, vol. 2 330). Barker points out
that Lewes’s treatment of Currer Bell was “a liglgort of disgraceful” (613). Considering
Bronté’s relationship with Lewes, one which fed heed for intellectual discourse, the “outing”
in theEdinburgh RevieWappears especially cruel. Not only does Lewesale®arrer’s likely
location and parentage, the review also de-sexedl@te herself: “Currer Bell! if under your
heart had ever stirred a child, if to your bosobabe had ever been pressed...never could you
have imagined such a falsehood as that!” (qtd.ark8r 614). Lewes calls forth Currer’s false
sexual identity only to claim Charlotte does nattein the material fibers of woman.
Charlotte’s writing is therefore false on two carnt purports a masculine hand as its director
and it speaks of feminine qualities to which théhatess has no real claim. Lewes’ review
disqualifies Charlotte Bronté as a writer, autlamg woman.

Interestingly, théedinburgh Revievappeared two months after Charlotte pleaded with
Lewes to keep her secret and to continue to thiflepas an author, not as a woman.

[...] my lot [is] to pass some black milestones ia jburney of life: since then
there have been intervals when | have ceased ¢éoatxut literature and critics and
fame—when | have lost sight of whatever was promtiie my thoughts at the first
publication ofJane Eyre—but now | want these things to come back—vividly—i
possible—consequently it was a pleasure to reg&iuve note.

I wish you did not think me a woman: | wish all wers believed “Currer Bell”

to be a man—they would be more just to him. Yol know—keep measuring me
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by some standard of what you deem becoming to my~8éere | am not what you
consider graceful—you will condemn me.
[...] Come what will—I cannot when | write think alws of myself—and of what
is elegant and charming in femininity—it is not thiwse terms or with such ideas | ever
took pen in hand; and if it is only on such termswmitings will be tolerated—I shall
pass away from the public and trouble it no mdett of obscurity | came—to obscurity
| can easily returnLCCB, vol. 2 275)
Bronté begins this letter by expressing her intetesgre to return to the publishing world and to
the correspondences between herself and critidsasitewes. She also makes it clear that if
the mask of Currer Bell is lifted, readers wouldasiere her texts dsminineand, therefore,
place societal restrictions upon the content ayle sif the writing. Charlotte already
experienced the damning consequences of havingeltarsed as a condition of review. During
the first month oflane Eyre’ublic debut, an anonymous reviewer in the Noveride 1847
edition ofEra extolled the virtues and depth of talent held lyr€r Bell. The reviewer claimed
“he has fertile invention, great power of descaptiand goes further to claim that no feminine
hand could have producddne EyreThe reviewer describes the power of Currer Belfging
calling it “apt, eloguent, elegant” and tligne Eyrehas much to “ponder over, rejoice over, and
weep over, in its ably-written pages.” Converséljzabeth Rigby (later Lady Eastlake)
reviewed the text in thQuarterly ReviewDecember 1848.

[...] Even granting that these incongruities wereposely assumed, for the sake of

disguising the female pen, there is nothing gaif&dif we ascribe the book to woman at

all, we have no alternative but to ascribe it te @rho has, for some sufficient reason,

long forfeited the society of her own sex.
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Rigby takes aim at Bronté’s womanhood claiming timtvoman makes the mistakes in “her
own metie—no womarnrusses gamand garnishes dessert-dishes with the same haniddks

of doing so in the same breath.” In stark contrashe earlier review, Rigby, unsure of the
author’s sexual identity, calls forth the authomasnan to only chastise her inability to perform
as such. Rigby’s criticism does not rest on ser@| but also writes “and if by no woman, it is
certainly also by no artist.” Like Lewes, who tywears later criticizes that author’s sex and
authorial abilities, Rigby denounces Currer Bedlighority on two plains: that of [her] own sex
and that of authorship. As was always the cade @iitarlotte Bronté in dealing with her
criticism, she answeias Currer Bell, for it ishewho is insulted. Charlotte wrote a response to
Rigby’s “review” as a preface ®®hirley. Smith, Elder & Co. refused to print this respmas the
preface to Currer Bell’'s newest work. George Srogheved it would do more harm than good.
Bronté asserted “I cannot change my preface. kbad no tears before the public, nor utter any
groan in the public ear” and that “C. Bronté must Imere appear; what she feels or has felt is not
the question—it is ‘Currer Bell’ who was insulted-e-must reply” (CBvol. 2 245-6). In the

end, George Smith refused to publish the prefadeBaanté refused to write another. The
unpublished preface has a stronger significancgelier. It is in this piece of writing that
Charlotte Bronté as a man (Currer Bell) criticiaes‘Old Woman.” He attacks Rigby’s

attention to gossip and attacks her feminine iation toward the propagation of rumor: “Who
manufactures fictions to supply their cravingsffeéd not ask who vends them: you, Madam, are
an active saleswoman; the pages of your “Quartéoyh a notable advertising mediunt’GB,

vol. 2 243). Bronté receives a great sense doffsation in returning the bite, which is perhaps

why she fought so hard to keep it as the prefa&hidey.
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Charlotte Bronté used writing as a way to “walkigible™°

and to house her powers of
intellect behind a masculine screen. There thay wafe and there they were powerful and
respected. Bronté confided in Elizabeth Gasketl tha
none but those who had been in the position ofvamgess could ever realize the
dark side of ‘respectable’ human nature; underneatgemptation to crime, but
daily giving way to selfishness and ill-temper, itd conduct towards those
dependent on it sometimes amounts to a tyrannyhaftwone would rather be the
victim than the inflicter. (Gaskell 129)
Writing as Currer Bell gave way to freedom. Thiseidom came as a release from the
victimization offered by the role as a governessl & positioned Charlotte, a woman during the
early Victorian period, as thaflicter. The power she gained as an author so greatly dltene
identity and selfhood that she understood the phfafl she would endure if Currer was outed.
As the public insatiably tried to root out CurrezlBand to shine a light on the figure of the
author as a “woman,” the author experienced adeeevelation. The revelation may, perhaps
place her back in the position of “victim” and,raaders well know, the reviews &dne Eyre
were quite harsh when written under a cloud of gesdspicion. How could Charlotte write as
Charlotte? The writing that had been a “boon”nigkiner “out of dark and desolate reality to an
unreal but happier regionLCB vol. 2 241) was created under the influence of aauiéne
persona—in fact, a masculine alter identifiane EyreShirley, Villette, andThe Professowere
the productions of one with “a vehement impatieofcesstraint & steady work” and a woman
with a “strong wish for wings”L(CB, vol. 2 266). Currer Bell offered the opporturiity such
flight. The public worked hard to castrate CuiBetl, to bring the authorial figure forth to show

its feminine vestiges and deny its ability to wakearauthor. The revelation of Currer Bell as
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Charlotte Bronté, in a psychoanalytic light, emegathe process of castration. Currer Bell
feared the punishment by patriarchal power. CBgdrexperienced intense castration anxiety
and took measures to protect his ability to futii$ desire (to write). Castrated, Currer Bell is
reduced to a feminine author expected to perforth@sppropriate Victorian female.

The biographical experiences of castration Chigrlencountered as she entered the
publishing arena were typical of the Victorian treant of thadeologicalconstruction of
femininity. Charlotte did not have to become CuBell in order to publish—women had been
financially successful and socially popular as hewgers since the eighteenth century. But,
Charlotte wanted to be judged not as@aman but as amuthor. Popularity and financial
success were not her aim but, rather, an entramcéhe literary intelligentsia. Furthermore,
writing had a particular and more important roleCimarlotte Bronté’s life: it allowed her to
experience the process of castration, but withisttwshe could replace the public’s hand as the
castrator with her own, and she could wield the groand threat of castration in various
directions. As a castrator, Charlotte is ablexjpegience the thrill omakingthe cut while
becoming the agent of her own lack. As discusselikein this chapter, the actual process of
putting ink to the blank page is a process of e#isin (BarthesDn Racine119). Bronté makes
the cut that formulates her own lacking identi8he makes the mark and inscribes the visual
formulation of that mark on the text. The textdmes the material and, therefore, tangible
representation of her self-initated process ofraéieh. Jane EyreandVillette are the stories that
envisage a feminine form as an active agent thra@agtration. The writing process and its final
published form is a process of authorial mutilatéord erasure. The play between absence and
presence motivates Bronté as it offers a way fotdexperience castration under her own

direction. The characters in the text undergo metic process in that Jane and Lucy are the
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“authors” of their narrative. In this structureng& and Lucy move through the text toward a
liberated existence by castrating themselves amel®in the text. The texts become a history of

sorts:The History of the Author’s Castration

II. Jane Eyre Makes the Cut for Sexual Liberation

Jane Eyreopens with a description of our narrator as a sohaltl who has retreated into
a window seat. Her isolation affords her a monvattt Bewick’s History of British Birdsvhile
being “shrined in double retirement” (64). Cleastated in the first sentence of the text, the
reader is aware of the autodiegetic structure @htdrrative: “There was no possibility of taking
a walk that day” (63). The first chapters outlthe violent nature of Jane’s childhood—her
body being the locus of brutal punishment by allhmbers of the household. John Reed’s
punishment is continual and “every nerve [Jane]feaded him, and every morsel of flesh in
[her] bones shrank when he came near” (66). Hdy becomes the center of all meaning. Itis
with reference to her body that Aunt Reed makesscaad moral distinctions by describing
Jane’s countenance. It is on the body that Joled Renploys his art of mastery by surveillance
and punishment. The body is the very material ¢h#$ forth identity and, therefore, it is here
that Jane experiences the erasure of identitydyeimoval of the body. The members of the
household continually put Jane’s body out of sigahe narrates:

Me, she had dispensed from joining the group; spiiie regretted to be under the

necessity of keeping me at a distance; but thatshe heard from Bessie and could

discover by her own observation that | was ende@wgun good earnest to acquire a

more social and childlike disposition [...] she rgatiust exclude me from the privileges

intended only for contented, happy, little childrési)



37

The servants and children at Gateshead are engatezlconstant removal of Jane’s body. But
it is within this process of removal that Jane $irdsense of power and agency. Jane repeats this
process during times when others focus on her bsdycenter for detection and surveillance in
order to render judgment or assign punishment.riifield Rochester entertains Blanche
Ingram and other members outside of Jane’s cldase, summoned to the party by a Rochester
demand, retreats to a shady corner where “the wirglotain half hides me” (251). From the
curtained window perch Jane can be the “gazer’ahel to render judgment on those she
watches while escaping their gaze by placing hieosgside of it. Feminine subjectivity

turns upon the obligatory acknowledgement of thingggs which are fundamental to all

subjectivity, but whose disavowal and projectiorveen large part to define masculinity:

castration, subordination to the gaze of the caltGther, and what | have been calling

“discursive interiority” (i.e., insertion into a@existing symbolic order). (Silverman 149)

By placing herself outside of the gaze, Jane essloew of the fundamental components of
feminine subjectivity. As | will continue to argudane averts the passive castration process by
enacting it upon herself, which is another mannewvhich she prevents feminine subjectivity.
Kaja Silverman’s notion that the formulation of fale subjectivity completes itself once the
subject participates in “discursive interiority” viks within this argument in that Jane uses the
power of narration to not only insert herself itlie symbolic order but to also displace the
power of the phallus—a phallic power she relocateler own body by creating a bi-gendered
narrative.

In another example of when Jane removes her bodg $0 avoid the assignation of pain
and judgment comes after her realization of Ro@nssinarital status. Jane claims “the more

solitary, the more friendless, the more unsustalreed, the more | will respect myself” (408)
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and she flees Thornfield “with some fear—or hopeattiere | should die: but | was soon up;
crawling forwards on my hands and knees, and tgamd raised to my feet—as eager and as
determined as ever to reach to road” (413). Jameves her body from the very place and
person that would have made her the center of naoichlawful crimes. She weeps as she leaves
her “master” and after lying on the ground “pregdimer] face to the wet turf” she scurries like
an animal, even calling herself delirious. Thisgage illustrates Jane’s determination to not
only remove her body from the purview of the gdné,also to reduce the body to animal
material—waste.

As a crawling, scratching, figure soiled by thd,tdane reduces her body and, in doing
S0, castrates her own femininity. Furthermorelads Kucich argues “in the struggles for power
that saturate Bronté’s fiction, eroticized self-atgn can be an effective instrument of mastery
over others, as well as a sign of social authoaity] not simply a submission” (39). Jane’s flight
mimics this erotic self-negation. By reducing Haely, Jane creates an image much like that of
Bertha Mason, who is full of passion and unbricddedual aggression. The removal of Jane’s
body punishes Rochester (both figuratively andditg—Bertha lames Rochester and destroys
Thornfield in a fire. But additionally, Rochesterunable to fulfill his erotic desire. Jane gains
mastery over Rochester in that she creates a ivargtuse in the story. Jane narrates the entire
novel as the older wife of Rochester, so she cilulshinate the audience to Rochester’s
recuperative ending. However, she chooses to dgidification, and Rochester’s story ceases
to be the subject of the novel for close to thérenhird volume. Using a sort of threat-
narrative, Jane punishes Rochester by excisingroim the text and delaying the ending of his
story. Rochester is castrated by Jane’s (threatative; however, his castration gives way to

her own sexual liberation. The culmination of tfeel reads quite differently than Rochester’s
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usual verbosity and gallantry. Jane narratesmleoéhis story. He doesn’t say a word. Jane’s
processes of self-castration resurrect the traditioeading of the story’s culmination: Jane as a
wife because of her economic liberation. Instefaal reading based on feminine happiness
because of an elevation of class and marital stdt&ue commands the ending of her narrative by
castrating all competing voices and figures (BerBachester, St. John, Aunt Reed, and the
Reed children).

Jane’s narration evolves out of the speaker’s eédsierase her body, for it is on the flesh
that others can “punish her body to save her 4d@9). The most significant portion of the text
in the development of Jane’s desire to erase hay by self-castration reveals itself during the
famous “red room” scene. Jane is “a discord ireGatad-hall” and is a “useless thing,
incapable of serving their interests, or addinth&r pleasure; a noxious thing, cherishing the
germs of indignation at their treatment, of conteofgtheir judgment” (73). The useless “thing”
recognizes that her very presence—material existefreates the tension in the home.
Because she is a germ of discord, the Reeds phaigby locking her in the third-story “red
room.” This imprisonment leads to Jane’s mentaletg-induced loss of consciousness. Child
Jane thinks she sees the reflection of her dedd’srghost, which produces the following
reaction: “My heart beat thick, my head grew hatpand filled my ears, which | deemed the
rushing of wings: something seemed near me; | wasessed, suffocated: endurance broke
down—I uttered a wild, involuntary cry—I rushedtt® door and shook the lock in a desperate
effort” (74). The older narrator Jane remindsrigegder of her control over the story by telling
the reader “I can now conjecture readily that #tisak of light was, in all likelihood, a gleam
from a lantern [...]" (74). This interjection illusttes the lengths the narrator goes to in order to

maintain authorial control over her history. Mosportantly, the moment of crisis brings the
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narrative to the edge, the place where the cubdennto the chain of signification. Jane
evolves from a “thing” of discord to a descriptiohbodily machinery. This corporeal
apparatus, placed outside of the household’s gadswveillance (and, therefore avoiding their
judgment and punishment) reduces itself to the beterial essence. The red of the room
symbolizes blood and the thick beating heart itatsts the visual portrait of a labored circulatory
system. Her flesh dampens as her body tempenasese— a bodily function aimed at producing
sweat to aid in the body’s regulation of interreahperature. The rushing of wings in the ear
indicates an increase in heart rhythm as the fgelfrsuffocation implies the body’s desire to
conserve air by restricting its over usage. Jam&s in the red room instructs her in the fruitful
process of bodily reduction. Jane describes hedy boterms of systems and organizations and
functions. As a body, a material body, Jane seeself as an equal. She castrates femininity
(she is not a little girl in the red room, but algpin order to harness a drive toward eventual
rebellion. Jane becomes a mere body (an orgarfifiest, blood, systems, and regulatory
functions); and, aslaody,the rebellion can’t be quashed on the basis obsekass. Aunt Reed
and the Gateshead household can only quiet thedoghellion by removing it—by pacing it
out of sight.

“Unjust!—Unjust!” cries Jane’s reason, which brirfgsth her new “Resolve,” a
“transitory power [...] instigat[ing] some strangepexlient to achieve escape from insupportable
oppression” (72). As Ivan Kreilkamp argues in “teved: Withheld Speech and Female
Authorship inJane EyreandVillette” Jane understands the impulse to cry out, but also
understands the power of holding back and “remayfihe physical body from the scene of
vocal excitement” (347). After the cataclysmic neorhin the red room, Jane clain§pgeal

must: | had been trodden on severely amgtturn” (95). She proceeds with her vocal rebellion
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towards the oppressors of Gateshead by telling Reed “I am not deceitful: if | were, | should
say | lovedyou but | declare, | do not love you: | dislike ydwetworst of anybody in the world
except John Reed]...]” (95). The rebellious vocalygoes on to tell Aunt Reed that her
children are liars and that she is

glad you are no relation of mine: | will never cgdlu aunt again so long as | live. | will

never come to see you when | am grown up; andyifoaxe asks me how I liked you, and

how you treated me, | will say the very thoughyofi makes me sick, and that you

treated me with miserable cruelty. (95)
It is this rebellion that ensures Jane’s remowahfiGateshead to Lowood. This textual erasure
of Gateshead is another important component of gémeat-narrative. Once Jane leaves
Gateshead, the reader is left unaware of the asmtice of this house. Jane returns to Gateshead
once, to narrate the horrible death of her AuntcRa® to serve a dish of sweet narrative
revenge to the cousins. Jane narrates their smoibiental declines, and the reader is told that
the narrative will no longer refer to the Reedsia§d26). Jane completes her narrative threat
and powers of erasure by excising the Reeds frentetkt. Their narrative death liberates Jane
and allows her to push her history forward withinet Reeds as encumbrances.

Jane’s stint at the Lowood School resembles hétyato hold back. The Lowood
section reveals a Jane that understands the pavesr @ those who repress their passions and
desires. This type of repression “actually heightiaterior life libidinally, by disrupting it”
(Kucich 23). Jane comes to realize the staticrapdtitive life offered by the school (as a
student and as a teacher) does not permit thegedaé in passion, which leads to rebellion and
growth. The narrative can only progress when abedymoves The narrative structure must

liberate the body through the exercise of the passin order to erase the body and repress the
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passions. This exercise is extremely significarthe construction of a castration narrative. The
constant telling of the story, the spilling out @tlhe page, as Barthes puts it, grants access to th
textual space where narrator creates the bodym@ealiaters the body (and sexuality) only to
castrate it.

The oscillation between the “regulated feelingsftad become the inmates of my
mind” and the “stirring of old emotions” and “impert impulses” (150, 145) motivates Jane to
further her story, which “is not to beregular autobiography” (my emphasis 149). The
prompting of Jane’s movement from Lowood to Thaelfiarises out of her desire for liberty:
“and now | felt that it was not enough: | tiredtbé routine of eight years in one afternoon. |
desired liberty; for liberty | gasped,; for libettyttered a prayer” (151). But this liberty Jane
cannot grasp (although, the older narrating Jaoevkrshe will have liberty) and so, she
“abandoned it, and framed a humbler supplicationchange, stimulus: that petition, too,
seemed swept off into a vague space; ‘Then,’ dehalf desperate, ‘Grant me at least a new
servitude’!” (151). By narrating the interior moogue, Jane grants visual (readerly) access to
the internal process of self-castration. The naeastructure must have the body move in order
to further its agenda (the encountering of the hdluly castration of the body, etc.). However,
the narrative need not articulate Jane’s inner amibhe narrator knows Jane “wins” in the end,
so the articulation of this inner tension must seagreater purpose. Perhaps, as Shuttleworth
explains

woman’s ‘mission’ is to try and suppress all méhta so that the self-regulating
processes of her animal economy can proceed irepdaamale thought and passion, like
government intervention in the Spencerian modéhefeconomy, created blockages and

interference, throwing the whole organism intoaesbf disease. (91)
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If Victorian society programmed woman to suppressatal life as a way to foster the
regulations of her physical body, then my arguntleat Jane creates a narrative in which she
stimulates the interior through narrative articiolatshows her aim to be a disruption of the
orderly body. The interior split allows Jane tangrher interiority forward. The greater purpose
is to give the interior form and to “[throw] the wle organism into a state of disease” or dis-
ease. Jane’s interiority is no longer amorphdusas a material existence because it is part of
the text—it gains form through textual expressitmnarrating the mental space, Jane threatens
her own body with dis-ease. This is the projedeif-castration: the creation of a bodily
uneasiness or disruption.
In another moment of giving form to interior spagane reprimands herself:

“You,” | said, “a favourite with Mr. Rochestelbugifted with the power of

pleasing him?Youof importance to him in any way? Go! your follylstns me.

And you have derived pleasure from occasional tekdpreference—equivocal

tokens, shown by a gentleman of family, and a nfaheoworld, to a dependent

and a novice. How dared you? Poor stupid du@37)
As in the quote | highlighted before, Jane usesatliquotations here. This indicatedialogue
Jane gives form to interior space through articoiaind througlvoice Furthermore, the voice
replicates the same judgments that Aunt Reed, Hikelren, Mr. Brocklehurst, Blanche Ingram,
or the Victorian reader might levy upon her. Tlagrative interior voice tells Jane to “cover
your face and be ashamed” (237) and, in doingsmatés the source of her punishment on the
body. In a simultaneous moment, the directiga calls forth Jane’s physical existence while
attributing corporeal form to the inner voice. Jamarrative structure affords her the

opportunity to split herself for the purpose oftcaiing herself. She makes the mark, feels the
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pain, is subjected to judgment and the signifyihgic by a voice she endows with power. Just
like the oscillation between presence and absehiteedody, the movement between inner and
outer existence provides the tension requireddtircastration. Jane becomes an agent of this
castration because she narratively conjures thie spl

Jane Eyraepresents the textual production of a desireatoate one’s own castration.
This narrative presents the author with a uniquemarin which to experience castration
through the writing process and to enact castrdatiomugh the creation of characters that are
themselves castrated by the author’s directioron&r seems to understand that “power resides
in the figure who can unveil the hidden secretthefother whilst preserving the self unread”
(Shuttleworth 10). As an author, Charlotte Bracr#ates a world that, in its textual
reproduction, becomeshastory of female self-castration. It is within the telat the author
finds the most pleasure in the cut. She can espesithe trauma of her own lack at her own
hand and, therefore be an agent of her own sexavalapment. Mary JacobusReading
Womanavers “there is no literal referent to start with,identity or essence, the production of
sexual difference can be viewed as textual, likegtoduction of meaning” (4). So, if sexual
difference can be or is a textual production, ttienprocess of castration can also be viewed in
this light. Jane is successful at the end of laerative because she has maintained narrative
voice and power. Her triumph lies in her abilibyrtarrate a text that forces her to confront
castration and take on the process as a mode t@gaudl liberation. Jane hopes the castrative
narrative opens the door to material significatiametsexual signification: “I am not talking to
you now through the medium of custom, conventidieslj nor even of mortal flesh:—it is my
spirit that addresses your spirit; just as if bodld passed through the grave, and we stood at

God'’s feet, equal—as we are” (338). Jane is theepbehind her own narrative. The mortal
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flesh of which she speaks is a medium governedibjom and conventionalities. She claims
that her spirieddresse®ochester’s. This address is a narrative, angiogg the spirit a
narrative, by making it speak and by creating &i@xeproduction of the exchange, Jane

materializes it.

lll. Lucy Snowe and the Gothic Liberation from Sex

In a decisive move toward the erasure of sexugdrdnce and the establishment of
equality, Bronté’s final noveVillette goes beyond the work she launchedane Eyre.Lucy
Snowe’s position as an autodiegetic narrator setsdtion a schism between author and
narrator. Lucy’s autobiography illustrates hemacland direct desire not only to narrate as a way
to experience castration, but also to take ondleeaf the author altogether. Lucy Snowe
instigates a forceful separation between herselfrean creator. This autodiegetic schism reveals
a larger field of play. Lucy, as if recognizingrtp®sition as a mere narrator, takes on the role of
the author by breaking the writing process into ponents, which she uses to de-sex herself (a
form of self-castration). Ultimately, the narraiexperiment achieves its end in that it illussate
“the refusal to besitherrealisticor gothic, to write from the position eithera narratoor a
character, is linked to a subversive impulse agan4ctorian insistence on beimgther
masculineor feminine,either male-identifiedor female-identified in life and in writing” (Warhol
871).

Charlotte Bronté is no stranger to gothic literatuReaders easily find gothic elements in
all of her works — especiallane EyreandVillette. However, Charlotte Bronté’s most lasting
protagonists, Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe, have twplagely different relationships with the

gothic genre. Whereas Jane confronts externalgstituctures in order to move beyond them
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(through self-initiated castration) and construtibarated sexual existence, Lucy Snoweates
gothic elements in order to erase her femininetitien her sexual body. Matthew Arnold
responded to Lucy Snowe’s character by callingahleeing full of “hunger, rage, and rebellion.”
Of course, Arnold did not mean to be compliment&egyjn no way meant to interpret Lucy as a
rebellious “feminist” character. But since Arnotditics have looked to Lucy as a character who
fights to find a center in a period when “surplusmen” posed a major concern. Lucy’s fight
for center through employment is certainly a kesyies however, in contrast to many critical
readings of this text, | argue Lucy enacts a procéself-castration.

The gothic elements that haunt Bronté’s protadonidane Eyraesurface iVillette, but
the latter shows a clear movement way from theigath a genre to the gothic asade
Whereas typical feminine characters in gothic negatounterghosts, storms, isolation, and
displacement, Lucgreatesthem as a way to narrate her autobiography. Héngness to
employ gothic modes provides the ability to tramsceational, architectural, sexual, and
medical limitations. These confines work only wistre is the feminine subject. As the
narrator, Lucy takes the active step to make thelii@ forms of narration, storytelling, and
writing unfamiliar. This defamiliarization allowthe narrator to avoid being made the feminine
subjectof her text. The process is akin to a queernipggeras a critical term, “refers to writing
that question generally accepted associationsderdities involving sex, gender and sexuality”
and the term can be “used to refer to sexual oglafj...] that a person engages in without
reproductive aims and without regard for sociatcsnomic considerations” (Murfin and Ray
386). Lucy Snowe has a sexual relationship withtéetual production. The textual production
is not one she “births” in the traditional sensg bather, a process of reproduction in which the

fruit of her labors is that of a strange, almostegngnizable being. By using the gothic as a
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mode, Lucy can engage the text through seducfldms symbiotic relationship permits Lucy’s
play with the gothic genre and her ability to emplog tfothic as a mode. It is within this play
that Lucy both reveals and conceals her sexuatetesi order to shape heglfas a non-sexed
being. Lucy’s active queering of the gothic alldwes the authority to rewrite her body as
androgynous matter and, therefore, give M. Pautjavtze Beck, and Dr. John nothing to look at,
nothing to survey, and nothing to diagnose. Emipigyhe gothic as a mode in her own
autobiographical narrative, Lucy initiates an erasaf her sexual body through the construction
of her textual one.

In chapter twenty seven, a full two thirds throdigé novel, Ginevra Fanshawe asks:
“Who are you, Miss Snowe? Are you anybody?” These two tjes elicit a response that
illustrates Lucy’s intent focus on crafting her@hibgraphy; she answers: “Yes, | am a rising
character: once an old lady’s companion, then aaryrgoverness, now a school teacher” (296).
She describes herself as a character: not a isiinggdual, an emerging professional, or a
budding woman — but @haracter This rising character, the assignation giveth@ynarrator in
reference to herself, is quite different frdame EyreJane would have never classified herself
as such. Jane’s desire for autonomy would haverralowed for this alignment with
characterization — as Jane harnessed power thimig a creator of material production. Lucy,
on the other hand, revels in the opportunity tdobeh the creator and the character. This
classification late in the text has important imptions when applied to the early part of the text
as well. In the beginning of the novel, the readeonfronted with an unidentifiable narrator.
The first information confirming the narrator’s ¢y comes in the second chapter when this
guiding voice claims “l, Lucy Snowe, plead guildesf that curse, an overheated and discursive

imagination” (9). The reader becomes aware ohtrae attached to the voice while also
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gaining pertinent information: the narrator dis@ss®s herself from an overheated and
discursive imagination. Lucy may not suffer framst“curse” as she calls it; but she seeks it out
through her narrative implementation of gothic nede

Villette’'s narrator begins the novel with a jarring reminttethe reader: as if to say “I,
Lucy Snowe, am the writer of my body. | am theatoe of my textual existence.” There are
numerous examples of Miss Snowe’s Bahktinian “nragbé&ce.” She often writes her true
feelings and then calls on the reader to “canaelithole of that” bit of information and “picture
me then idle, basking, plump, and happy, stretared cushioned deck, warmed with constant
sunshine, rocked by breezes indolently soft” (3He stark contrast between what Lucy
originally conveys to what she orders the readéottget and then replace with scenes
inconsistent with her actual existence illustrdtesconsciousness of the process of narration.
One may ask, why would she narrate an image shé&ater wish erased? Lucy identifies with
the process of narration — she gains power front is her will to power. The act of writing and
then rewriting or redirecting demonstrates the eroars authority one gains from narration.
Some critics interpret Lucy’s absence of familisstbry as a process of her own forgetting.
Contrastingly, | see her lack of family history amet failure to tell the reader she knew of Dr.
John as John Graham from her childhood days atddras a purposeful manipulation of the text
for her own narrative gain. One of the key momémtbe book that provides an example for this
line of reasoning comes in the infamdatesshtichapter. After receiving the desired
correspondence from Dr. Bretton, Lucy first recagsithe reader’s desire to know “how [she]
answered these letters: whether under the dryirgticheck of Reason, or according to the full,
liberal impulse of Feeling” (243). She then prate® elucidate a tenuous fight between

Feeling and Reason:
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Feeling and | turned Reason out of doors, drewagjaier bar and bolt, then we
sat down, spread our paper dipped in the ink aergagn, and with deep
enjoyment poured out our sincere heart. (243)
She covers two full pages with “strongly-ardeneaffon” that reveals a “closely-clinging and
deeply honouring attachment” (243). And in spit¢he fact that she does not give these letters
up to the reader’s perusal, it is clear that hesjgeate moment found a medium of expression.
However, like the prohibition she places on thelezs eyes, she also excludes her addressee:
Then, just at that moment, the doors of my hearlvshake, bolt and bar would
yield, Reason would leap in, vigorous and revenigshatch the full sheets, read,
sneer, erase, tear up, rewrite, fold, seal, digewd,send a terse, curt missive of a
page. She did right. (243)
This fight between Reason and Feeling, which stee tarms Imagination, highlights two main
points: the first being that her process of nasratncludes and then systematically excludes the
information (however scant or ambiguous) pertirterine development of her sexual character.
Secondly, she encounters this burgeoning sexuhlibpigh an employment of gothic modes.
She locks herself away; she steals a moment frereyhs of surveillance, and in her anxious
isolation engages in a semi-violent confrontatiothviwvo mighty internal foes. Her initial
desire to be led by Feeling — to be guided by #redhof passion — to be a gothic heroine — gives
way to her desire to erase her sexual body. Cimglghese two points, it is clear that Lucy
initiates the erasure of her sexual body throughptiocess of her textual existence: her process
of narration.
The narrator makes a conscious effort to desciehcounters with internal passion in

gothic terms. She clearly wishes to excise romnsaetiminology out of her narration. She claims
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Pere Silas’ story could have done without the ramem, but that the brewing storm that drove
her into his parlor helped to carry the story alofgirthermore, Lucy claims the garden — a
location where Lucy encounters the Nun for the sddone — appeared to her “independently of
romantic rubbish” and that she liked to “rise eattyenjoy [it] alone; on summer evenings, to
linger solitary, to keep tryste with the rising moor taste one kiss of the evening breeze” (100).
The solitariness of the garden walks entices héraarifirst she was tempted to make an
exception to this rule of avoidance: the seclusibe,very gloom of the walk attracted [her].”
Gloomy seclusion used to scare her; but once ghieet out how to use gothic modes to
encounter and understand her sexual desires tdergaould no more be “parted with than my
identity — by slow degrees | became a frequentéhnisfstrait and narrow path” (101). Of course,
the references to threatening external nature appeeh earlier in the novel. In fact, her gothic
inspiration comes from the haunting mystery of Aloeora Borealis:
[...] I should have trembled in that lonely walk, whilay through still fields, and passed
neither village nor farm-house, not cottage; | $tidave quailed in the absence of
moonlight, for it was by the leading of the standyd traced the dim path; | should have
guailed still more in the unwonted presence of wiath to-night shone in the north, a
moving mystery — the Aurora Borealis. But thisesoh stranger influenced me other
wise than through my fears. Some new power it seeim bring. | drew in energy with
the keen, low breeze that blew on its path. A lletdight was sent to my mind; my
mind was made strong to receive it. (39)
Reason tells Lucy that she should tremble and gowailher solitary existence in fields far from
villages and farmhouses without the aid of moorldges not make her shake but, rather,

influences her and brings a bold thought to herdmibucy recognizes the power of the gothic,



51

and internalizes this power. This bold thoughbithrust her body outside of her national home.
The bold thought, brought on from gothic reasonallpws her to transcend national boundaries
and escape her financial destitution. Once irett#), she later uses the power presented by the
gothic by employing gothic modes into her narraiioorder to reduce and finally eliminate her
sexual identity.

The most prominent link between Lucy’s experiegdier sexual body through the
insertion of gothic modes into her narration comnethe ghostly form of the Nun. The nun
exudes gothic elements: she is a ghostly formrayisut of a folkloric tale. Those in the town
often speak of the Nun haunting the garden and Madgeck’s school. According to Gilbert
and Gubar’s essay: “The Buried Life of Lucy Snow&é ghostly figure “appears to Lucy on
five separate occasions, at moments of great pgssteen she is an actor in her own life. The
apparition embodies her anxiety not only aboutithegination and passion, but about her very
right to exist” (Gilbert and Gubar 425).While | agrthat Lucy’s encounters with the Nun appear
to coincide with moments of great passion andttiege encounters symbolize Lucy’s anxiety
over her right to exist, | am not so sure the ajfiparshe visions rises out of the passion she
subsequently experiences. My argument here id_ti@tconjuresthe Nun in order to
experience her sexual feelings as part of the gathiration. To be clear, it seems to me that
Lucy’s desire to ingest John’s epistle can onlg fintrue passionate release or a clear connection
to her sexuality when she reads it under the stfgothic hauntings and hallucinations. Upon
receiving his first letter, she narrates: “I heldiny hand a morsel of real solid joy: not a dream,
not an image of the brain, not one of those shaddvayces imagination pictures [...]" but a
tangible representation of sexual gratificatiohLucy were to have read the letters plainly,

without excitement, she would have understood tasrshe later understands her relationship
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with John — as a diagnostic interest, a desird&se the nun out of Lucy’s “diseased head.”
Therefore, Lucyonjuresthe nun. She sees what does not exist. She lhegsun into the
garret, into the garden, into her room when shesi@mition for her buried sexuality. Maureen
Peeck asserts Lucy “could easily have proved tpardpon false, but she is more inclined to
accept its validity as a supernatural visitatia2?4). Her narration ignores the obvious for
effect; Lucy, as the writer of her textual and sshaxploration, employs a gothic mode. The
narrator does not clue the reader into the fatsfityhe nun until the third to last chapter. Lusy a
the creator of her textual existence realizesripoitance of the nun — albeit a Fanshawe wooer
in disguise — in order to fully explore and exprkss sexual desires and passionate impulses.
Lucy’s nun is a necessary figment and a conduttdhannels her sexual energy. Lucy’s ability
to encounter her sexuality in this manner also ksdfer to choose the place, time, manner, and
frequency of her sexual experiences. This is #&meesrising character who pleaded guiltless to
having an overheated and discursive imaginationveé¥er, Lucy’s role as narrator and
constructor of her textual being claims authorigiohow she encounters herself.

Lucy’s use of the gothic to encounter sexualityitebly leads to the complete erasure of
her feminine body. M. Paul, Madame Beck, and DihnJall enact a type of surveillance and
diagnosis in order to classify Lucy as a femininbject. M. Paul’'s knowledge of physiognomy
allows him to survey the English stranger. Luayorents this episode by narrating: “The little
man fixed on me his spectacles. A resolute corsef the lips, and gathering of the brow,
seemed to say that he meant to see through méhaina veil would be no veil for him (61).
Madame Beck’s constant acts of espionage render &stibject of surveillance. This
surveillance invades Lucy’s private things andatliy reduces her to an object of curiosity.

Later, Madame Beck’s surveillance reduces herttoeat — a feminine threat and object that
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means to take M. Paul from Madame Beck’s equatfdmancial security. Finally, Dr. John
means to diagnose Lucy and her nervous inclinatibtis letters attempt to calm her mind and
drive the Nun out of her passionate head. Luassifinity allows access to Dr. John’s medical
discourse. In each of these relationships, Lueg g®thic modes to eliminate her subjugated
position by erasing her feminine body.

During the evening excursion to watch the infamdashti perform, Lucy realizes Dr.
John can only view women with “intense curiosityshe notices that Vashti’'s “agony did not
pain him, her wild moan —worse than a shriek —rgittmuch move him” (249). However, Lucy
views Vashti as a “marvelous sight: a mighty retietd (247). Lucy finds comfort in Vashti's
androgynous being. She is attracted to the potveratter Lucy’s narration describes Vashti as
mighty brawn, muscle, abounding blood, and full-fiesh. Furthermore, Lucy calls the actress
demoniac, with “hate and murder and madness intgrdaving the character to transform what
hurts into an object that can be “attacked, wordedn, [and] torn in shreds” (247). This
revelation is much like the revelation containedhi@ Aurora Borealis in that Lucy internalizes
the gothic and then queers it in order to implengenhic horror, terror, isolation, anxiety, and
passion upon her own body. Lucy is saddened thaidhn judged Vashti as a woman; she
claims it “was a branding judgment” (249). Butsieeing another put under the medical
microscope of curiosity, she realizes she mustshet,must violently attack the very sexual
connection between herself and Dr. John. Lucydsuthe Dr. John letters. This event is
accompanied by her second and most physical ereowith the Nun. In narrating the burial in
terms of the gothic enterprise, Lucy is able tocemter and then extinguish the most tangible
expression of her sexual identity. She burieg#mwhere it can remain untouched. She

conjures the nun in order to feel the appropriateteons of sexual loss and unfulfilled



54

jouissance. But in burying the letter through eaave employment of gothic modes, Lucy
effectively erases and de-centers her feminine b&he escapes medical diagnosis upon her
feminine body through the burial of tangible mossel her one-sided sexual attachment.

The end oWVillette has always puzzled readers. Is M. Paul dead? h&/dome back to
Lucy and fulfill his promise to marry her? Bothdyand M. Paul declare their love and make
plans for their life together — a life to starteafher returns from Central America. Waiting for
his return, Lucy is an emblem of the angel in thade: she says “my school flourishes, my
house is ready; | have made him a little libraiffed its shelves [...] and cultivated out of love
for him the plants he preferred...”(474). Lucy isesexualized angel of the house, made even
more so by the mystery surrounding her husbancete4ieturn. As the non-sexed keeper of the
house, Lucy constructs her ending narration wighgbthic element of mystery and the gothic
play between absence and presence. She presememter with an ever continuing delay of
marital and sexual jouissance. In doing so, Lscghile to employ the gothic to again avert
sexual existence. She is able to remain asexdah@nnarrator of her own feminine castration,
and in doing so she gains an ownership over hexaeimd her house and her narration’s always
absent ending.

Charlotte Bronté uses the writing process as atwaxperience castration. In a similar
fashion to reading Southey’s castrative lettermgaid again, Bronté creates a history of her self-
castration so that it can remain the visible, thlegiand material exemplum of her power and
agency. Bronté uses the function of language tkertizde mark upon a textual body. This mark
opens the field of signification and allows hentorate her desire to subject her body to the
traumatic experience. Writing equals castration, since Bronté engages in the process of her

own accord, she becomes the agent of her own tiastra
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Bronté’s characters, Jane and Lucy, emulate #sgel for self castration. In doing so,
their narrative structure develops out of an intemsed to use the process of castration to gain
agency over their textual productions. Bronté ukedext as a way to experience the pain
castration carries from a distance; however, haratters immerse themselves in the process
and, therefore, make it a constitutive part ofrtkabjectivity. Self-initiated castration becomes
the way Charlotte Bronté circumvents the mediaadjad, economical, and cultural obstacles that
stand in the way of her knowing and owning her cody. In reading these texts as the material
formulation of the sexual body, | argue we cantbediterature as an example of the method

toward sexual liberation, in Jane’s case, andditi@n from sex in Lucy’s.
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Chapter Two
Dirty Little Secrets: George Eliot’s Fictional Bodsgind Bodies of Fiction
Of those immortal read who live again
in minds made better by her presence
Here lies the Body
Of
George Eliot
Mary Ann Cross,
Born 22, November 1819
Died 22, December 1880
The text on Mary Ann Cross’s headstone points ¢aatlithor's most lasting
accomplishment: being George Eliot. Interestintig engraving signifies to all those who
search and find the marker that here, in this gent, lies thdodyof George Eliot.Most
importantly, the headstone does not refer to héasan Evans or Marian Lewes. “Mary Ann
Cross” essentially obliterates the connection betwtbe author and her pseudonym. The
headstone brings together two parts of the auttiée’shat are mainly unrelated. The
connection between Marian Evans/Lewes and Geoigei&lmost poignant; and, “Mary Ann
Cross” chronicles a life after Lewes and a lifeaféeorge Eliot. What Mary Ann Cross does
signify is a return to her given name combined witlegal last name. However, it was the
change in her first name and the illegal marriesh@af Lewes that prompted, in a large part, the
need for George Eliot.
Of course, George Eliot was a creation of Mariawés. Despite the fiction, George
Eliot had a real presence in that he was imagiadzttthe body behind the work. Editors,

reviewers, readers, and critics all correspondéld eorge Eliot and imagined him to be tall or

short, round or slim, youthful or aged. The figofehis “man” loomed over conversations at
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dinner tables, pub tables, and garden partiestottially, “he” existed. The critical reviews,
letters, publications, and documents bearing hisenpoint to gperson,abody. George Eliot's
fictional body and bodies of fiction have an infhge on literary history. For instance, although
both women used pseudonyms, why do we read bookhbslotte Bronté, but not by Marian
Lewes? George Eliot’'s body comes at the high pfddarian’s female body. George Eliot’s
body provides the proof of an erasure. It is thed of the female body — the present result of a
process of annihilation.

George Eliot is both a presence and an absence bifith of George Eliot made possible
Marian Lewes'’s literary career because it providedthe opportunity to develop and live within
an erotic secret. Marian’s secret, George Elimapded levels of fictional and present
gratification. As a man, Eliot posed as a maseudinthority and created narrators who ruled
over the text through their implementation of ttenéle gaze. Her secret (George Eliot) allowed
Marian access to the developing discourse, reflieictéhe literature of the time period, on the
domestic sphere and on the feminine body. As g Manan was able to conduct surveillance —
not just in her fiction, but in the developing aptése of novel criticism. More concretely, the
secret provided refuge from critical and populargige lashings while simultaneously enabling
the author to direct tongue lashings at otherse ddtret, therefore, is erotic, in that the one who
maintains the secret experiences gratification,(aniarian’s case, a sort of sexual
gratification) in the creation and execution ofTihe secret is also erotic because in order to
eschew bodily limitations, Marian must enact a pescof self-castration, whereby she offers her
sex as a sacrifice to make way for the birth ofi@edliot. Furthermore, the secret, an
unuttered utterance, is in constant danger of atosl. This revelation unmasks George as

Marian and then ties her writing to a woman witteputation for lascivious sexual behavior. As
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the creator of the secret and the one who mustgaladl its existence, Marian participates in a
continual oscillation between reality and fictiowhile wanting to safeguard the thing that
enables Marian to participate in the philosophiseientific, and literary movements of the
nineteenth century, Marian also desires its undoifige desire to denude George Eliot in order
to reveal Marian Evans is highly erotic. The desdiGeorge Eliot would reveal, indeed, the
body of Marian Evans. The secret cloaks the femeifiorm (freeing it from the proscribed
notions of Victorian femininity), but also threateto erase it entirely. The erasure of the
feminine body is a process of self-castration gnahts Marian access to the vault of illicit
desires that are allowable to her male countergautsnot to Victorian women (fame, sexual
expression, gender transgressions, etc.) Maragepgndence on the erotic secrets finds
expression in her writing process and her powegrfaduct.

In addition to the erotic secret, Marian’s psauguity permitted the construction of a
new narrative structure, which enabled Eliot’sifintto play with gender and class boundaries.
Marian Lewes uses the process of self-castrati@aveasy to build a second self, who in turn
creates feminine characters who use violence (wal¢oward the self and toward other female
characters), absence, and negation as a way tveswvithin the text. George Eliot is able to
shape the developing discourses on sexuality, fertynand power — it is a way for Marian to
obtain the power of the phallus. The pseudonymtgraccess to masculine power while
simultaneously illuminating that which Marian trigsmake absent — her femininity. Her
authorship necessitates the physical and lingussiiits between pleasure and pain, absence and
presence, and concealing and revealing. Mariasgation narratives exhibit a desire to be an

agent of her own castration by transferring theegss on to her textual creations.
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The “body” of George Eliot, as indicated by the headstoneessmts a tangible fiction —
George Eliot exists between the space of the presehthe absent. With the ethos of
masculinity behind her, Marian can participatehiea male-dominated literary, philosophical,
scientific, and critical communities. As an actmember of these communities, Marian can
enter into and mark upon the developing Victorigtaurses on femininity, sexuality, the
middle class, and authority. However liberatinig thclusion may seem, George Eliot
simultaneously served as a reminder of Marian’togical limitations while allowing her to rise
above them. The process of self-castration endiéggn to relive the castrative moments
while enacting castration on the text, its charactend its readers. The agency granted by the
self-castration process is fundamental to her shdreations, which, ironically, endlessly
reproduces it.

This chapter will investigate the layered castrapoocess crucial to Marian Lewes'’s
literary production. At the first level, Marianeates George Eliot and is therefore able to
manage her literary career through a male mediktarian’s arrival at the door of fiction occurs
only after the development of her pseudonym, whighlights the necessity of the masculine
ethos during the Victorian period. The first lagéicastration also allows Marian an opportunity
to engage in the aesthetic discussions concerniragd the critical development of novel
writing. George Eliot erases femininity in ordergrant Marian Lewes power. The second layer
of Marian Lewes’s castration process develops fn@eminvolvement in what | term the “erotic
secret.” While the need for the secret motivaesfierce protection of George Eliot, Marian
participates in the pleasure gained by a contiosaillation between concealing and revealing

her identity. This continual shift between a desireonceal and a competing desire to undress



60

allows the author to reenact the process of saffra@on and to re-experience the pain of
castration while simultaneously experiencing treaplre in making the cut.

The third layer of Marian Lewes'’s castration pracewolves the harnessing of power—
a power she obtains through the self-castratiora disfigured feminine body and a refigured
male identity, Marian can impose castration up@ndfaracters in her textual productions. As
the author/god, Marian uses the guise of Georgs Eliexperience the pleasure and power
residing in castrating others. Marian creates woste can castrate and women who become
self-castrators. In doing this, she harnessemtile power to enact castration while also
offering her characters a way to survive in the texself-castrators. The entire process of
Marian’s self-castration can be schematized ifdhewing manner: Marian creates George
Eliot in order to conceal her femininity and pagétte in the critical, philosophical, scientific,
and literary communities. As George Eliot, Margfittion exhibits a clear desire to harness
masculine power and enter the developing discaumdemininity, sexuality, and authority. The
male pseudonym operates as a double-edged swthdtiit reminds Marian of her biological
limitations while simultaneously allowing her to@imvent them. As a cross-dressing figure,
Marian continually employs the experiences of pleasnd pain, absence and presence, and
concealing and revealing in order to relive thdraéise moments and inflict castration on the
text, the reader, and the characters. As an ajdw@r own castration, she permits herself a

mastery over the castration experiences of heuaexteations.
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I. George Eliot’s “Come to Fiction” Moment
We should aim to be like plants in the chamberiakreess, dispensing purifying
air even in a region that turns all pale its veedaind cramps its instinctive
propensity to expand...(qtd. in Haight 15-16)

Written in a letter to Maria Lewis sixteen years$dve the birth of George Eliot, this
guotation exemplifies Marian’s intense desire tghg of an intellectual and moral awakening.
Marian could never have foreseen how her earlyel@gbuld be put to the test and how her role
as a fiction writer would grant her access to puie air breathed by a public who worked to
cramp her “instinctive propensity to expand.” MariLewes’s “come to fiction” moment in
1856 occurred as a result of necessity and de$ine.embers of necessity and desire were
stoked and fiercely protected by George Henry Lewes

Marian Lewes’s arrival as a fiction writer was @gpatated by her years as an anonymous
reviewer with Chapman and theéestminster Revieand other magazines. The work was not
always steady, and certainly not always satisfyiHgwever, the years of reading and reviewing
literary works prepared Marian for the task of tireaher own fiction style. As her reviews
illustrate, the burgeoning author knew what she'dlicke about novel writing. She clearly
advocates a new style of fiction in “Silly Novelg bady Novelists.” The essay, written in 1856,
the same year “The Sad Fortunes of the ReverendsAadon” appeared iBlackwood’s
chastises the efforts made by female authors wite far vanity and from idleness. In the
essay, Evans defines the female as an artistmbbeexhibit “patient diligence, a sense of
responsibility involved in publication, and an aggation of the sacredness of the writer’s art”
in order to reach literary excellence (319). Qdirse, the anonymous writer in tiiéestminster

Reviewcould safely criticize women writers without arfed punishment. The distance afforded
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by her anonymity gave her the space to work thrahgtcreation of her own style of writing — a
writing that might transcend gender boundarieskandielcomed in the critical landscape as
writing written by arartist, not by a woman.

“Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” also reveals Ex critique of the novel form, which
shows her interest in becoming part of the develpmionversation of writing as art. Carlyle,
George Henry Lewes, John Chapman, and Herbert 8pemce all supporters of the novel as an
artistic form. Marian Evans was initially less orced. To this critic, the novel form provided
the very means fomind-and-millinery oracular, and thewhite-neck-clothspecies of feminine
writing, writing she sees as frivolous, didactiodamoralistic. Furthermore, the novel was a
dangerous genre in that it lacked a consistensprdific format. Evans viewed art as consisting
an “absolutdechniqué safe from “the instructions of mere left-handetbecility.” She goes on
to define the novel as a genre with “no barrienrsificapacity to stumble against, no external
criteria to prevent a writer from mistaking fooli&cility for mastery” (320). It is clear that
Marian Evans understood writing as a process tlaked continually toward mastery. The
novel’'s fluid technique only invited the writing eshmost abhorred. She was not interested in
adding to the large and growing “heap” of booksslae refers to it in several letters. There is a
glimmer of hope, however. Even though it is “psety this absence of rigid requirements which
constitutes the fatal seduction of novel-writing ittompetent women,” the novel is “like
crystalline masses, it may take any form, and gebdautiful;, we have only to pour in the right
elements—genuine observation, humour, and pasgB20). The possibility exists that this
form of writing would allow for the creation andgmession of George Eliot’s realism and would
permit Marian Lewes access to the literary fieléttivas becoming more focused on the

discussion of social, sexual, and philosophicaligse
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The critical writings Marian produced for tiiéestminster Revieand (occasionally) for
The Leadenot only enabled her to support herself and hpedéents (the Lewes children, his
wife, and his wife’s children by Thorton Hunt) aitso allowed her to hone her writing technique.
Marian worked several projects simultaneously,tidioig translations of SpinoZaauthor of the
‘Belles Lettres’ section of th&/estminster Reviewnd submitting articles teraser'sand other
popular periodicals.

While the periodical press satisfied her finanoéds, it did not satiate her desire to
contribute something of greater worth. Periodmablishing “provided new opportunities for
middle-class writers” but it also, according tdics, “resulted in an overall decline in the qualit
of literature” (Easley 15). The quality of litera¢usuffers at the hands of overproduction.
Additionally, the short pieces authored by novittgsnonetary compensation flooded the
market place with literature devoid of attentiora&ssthetics. The birth of George Eliot coincides
with the growing debate on fiction during the mitdrian period. Thomas Carlyle was the
first to champion reform and he aimed “to reestibé sense of ethical responsibility in the
literary marketplace, thereby reinstilling moralues in the process of literary production”
(Easley 16). The notion of art as having a morsiruction was not new, but Carlyle insisted
that fiction, specifically, should benefit society a whole. John Chapman pushed for reform in
fiction as well. In the early fifties he “suggestinat Lewes should write an article which would
‘erect a standard of Criticism whereby to judgevigls] with a view of elevating the productions
of Novelists as works of Art and as refining andrabanfluences. If more were claimed from
the Novelist the best of them would accord mor®bdd 272). Marian’s work with Chapman
on theWestminster Revieplaced her in the midst of this great revolutidgter work amongnen

granted access to a critical and literary intefitgéa that was not open to many other women
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authors of the time period. When she argues foimtsteuction of women in “Silly Novels” and
when she claims “the most mischievous form of fen@rsilliness is the literary form, because it
tends to confirm the popular prejudice againsttioee solid education of women” (311) what
she alludes to is the transference of standartenahinity in to the language of criticism of
female writing. While her editorship produced @gs such as the 1853 publication of “Fiction
as Art,” her female contemporaries were receivimgga-level of recognition (albeit not

critically superior recognition) in the same peraads for their “Silly Novels.” Marian was part
of the (masculine) literary movement. Like a batkge pass, her life among men granted a
prized position as an artist—one that ignored leexdgr and allowed her to enter the critical
landscape as oré them. The erotic secret kept alive her ability togite among men (through
her fiction) as a man — a woman in men'’s clothiMgarian can be both the one who makes the
cut (the castrator) while, in actuality, the oneoveixperiences the cut (the castrated). The secret
gives her access to the knife (the pen), whichgaiés the pain of castration in that it grants her
the power to make the mark, to mark on the pagesgate a world in her fiction where she can
be both castrating male and castrated female.

As the anonymous critic in the periodical press asnd member of the “boys’ club,”
Marian’s critical notions on fiction and art gremim a masculine mind. At this time, women’s
writing was only useful when it “depicted the marahd manners of middle-class domesticity”;
and, when women wrote on “conventionally mascusinbjects such as politics, economics, and
social policy [they] problematized the definitiohfeminine writing” (Easley 24). With her own
abhorrence of lady novelists and with the criteadtigation of women’s writing by male
reviewers, Marian could not arrive at the doorictién as a woman. Her scandalous private

living situation barred her from taking a positieihnmoral authority, which was a position most
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needed and called for during this time of literegyolution. Additionally, Marian understood
the great power that lay behind the masculine vokgetion writing would afford her the
greatest opportunity to fulfill her life’s “prepdran for some special work that [she] may do
before [she] dies” (Haight 173). Trhe Real Life of Mary Ann EvarRosemarie Bodenheimer
suggests this special work, the work of fictionyldoredeem womankind as well (161). This
project of hers could not bear the personal artitatiscrutiny if the “special work” were tagged
with her name. But instead of anonymity, Mariarais experiences the pleasure in the cut of
self-castration: George Eliot becomes an authoraanidvisible yet present body.

When Marian Lewes put pen to paper to begin “The Bartunes of the Reverend Amos
Barton” her understanding of fiction as art hadrbeelidly constructed by years of critically
analyzing the works of others. With anonymous jmaltion in mind, she set out to unveil her
powers of description, dialogue, and sympathy. “How | Came to Write Fiction” Marian
describes Lewes’s encouragement to “try the exmeiniin(323). The essay also documents
Lewes’s supportive words and high praise of Masaability to “command pathos”(324).
Additionally, the essay details Marian’s first irdetions with her publisher, John Blackwood.
The relationship that begins in 1856 provides thmerstone to the discussion of Marian Evans
and her creation of George Eliot.

On February ¥, 1857, George Eliot introduces himself to his @it In a letter to Major
William Blackwood, he writes:

Whatever may be the success of my stories, | bealésolute in preserving my
incognito, having observed thaham de plumeecures all the advantages

without the disagreeables of reputation. Perhiyesefore, it will be well to give



66

you my prospective name ... and accordingly | subsamyself, best and most

sympathizing of editors,

Yours very truly,

George Eliot etters,2:292)
From the moment George Eliot steps on to the pudéige, he is in constant peril of revelation.
Marian Evans, George Henry Lewes, and John Blackvgmoto the utmost extremes to keep the
fiction of Eliot alive and well. The production dliot's novels rises out of the complex
triangular relationship among Lewes, Blackwood, afetian/George Eliot — lover, publisher,
and cross-dressing author. While the appearanteeatlationship remained, in the beginning,
a process of negotiation between three men, tHeyrgaesented something wholly different.
The triangulation depended upon a secret and, @vaaled to all members of the relationship,
the secret had to continue. All participants iis thiangular relationship understood the danger
that lay in exposing the woman behind the ficti&fiot wants to keep the incognito status as
long as possible for he understands “anonymityéshighesprestigé for an unknown author.
He insists if “George Eliot turns out to be a didig and an ineffective writer—a mere flash in
the pan—I, for one, am determined to cut him onfits® intimation of that disagreeable fact”
(Haight 165). But more than the fear that Eliotwabbe a dull dog or a Victorian equivalent to
the one-hit-wonder, the life of Eliot must be presel in order to let the purpose of his fiction
survive. If revealed, the unsavory details of MarLewes’s elopement, illegal marriage, and
reported sexual appetite would threaten the nestigtdished aim of Victorian fiction and would
thrust Marian’s sexual life and body into the foosit. She would no longer be part of the
literary revolution, but rather a casualty of hemfle body and sexual deviancy. She would, in

fact, be another silly lady writing novels. Thisst layer of self-castration is key for Marian in
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that it allows her to erase her sexual body in otdexperiment with the pleasure of power and
authority.

The triangular relationship (Lewes, Eliot, and Blaood) further illustrates the need for
George Eliot. The cut of castration provides Maran opportunity tglay with gender and
cross-dressing. She is both Lewes’s lover and fmeled (Lewes’s introduces Eliot as his friend
when first contacting Blackwood). She is simulangy the female and male author. A day in
the life of Marian Lewes reflects a continual dstibn between her masculine and feminine
identities. As Bodenheimer's catalogue of the evist various signatures shotfsshe may wake
up as Marian Lewes, write to her brother as MaEgans, correspond with her friends as Marian
Evans Lewes, but she will create fiction as Gedtliet, read critical reviews as George Eliot,
correspond with fellow authors as George Eliot, dadl with John Blackwood as George Eliot.
This constant shifting required Marian be adephatprocess of self-castration, in that she had
to place her body under strict surveillance. Initold to the self-surveillance, the regulations of
Victorian society subjected Marian’s sexuality tocietal surveillance. Her sexual life,
especially the relationships with Chapman, Sperarett, Lewes, became a marker of her tainted
feminine identity.

For example, after the news of her “elopement” widwes reached the ears of their
London friends, John Chapman, in an attempt to shkohder light on George Henry Lewes,
enters into a discussion with Robert Chambers onidda fierce sexual appetite. He tells
chambers that Marian had made overt sexual advaowesd him. He later tries to assuage the
damage this attack may have on his friend and adavoby requesting Chambers keep the
conversation private because he “only dropped thed \f...] because [he] felt that Lewes was

not as [Chambers] imagined almost alone to blarmettérs,8: 125-6). Furthermore, George
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Combé? “was mortified to think that the woman whose skl had pronounced perfect turned
out to have a character which made a monkey oythoénology, not to mention his own
reputation” (Hughes 153). Marian Ann Evans’s séXappetite” levied a serious blow to one of
the Victorian period’s well-established scientd@mmunities. Combe was so eager to evade the
tarnish Marian’s misread body (her head) may dbisareputation that he classified her actions
as those of a madwoman. He writes to Charles Bskyng if there exists “insanity in Miss
Evans’s family; for her conduct, wither brain, seems to me to be like...morbid aberration”
(Letters 8: 129). As this societal surveillance illustegtMarian could be a woman and write as
a woman, but her work would carry the mark of phment levied against the sexually improper
woman. In order to evade the surveillance of enifine body, Marian worked to become
bodiless. George Eliot helped Marian avoid thallof surveillance George Combe attempted to
use as a punishment for sexual transgressions.

As a nominally male writer, her body of work becatne subject of critical surveillance
instead of her physical body. Marian’s only reassbility of existence as a writer was to create
an author that could escape surveillance and, fireravoid punishment. As a cross-gendered
author, Marian must have been aware of the needribnually alter her narrative voice in order
to hide its actual gender. She may have stareeddly with a letter to Cara Bray on the ailments
she suffered or on the tangible love she finalkpiaed with Lewes, but she would shift this
voice when writing to John Blackwood as George tEMriting as a man who was a woman,
Marian effectively managed the duties of both tasti@ator andhe castrated.As the occupier of
these positions, she obtained the power of theratast (delivering the cut) as well as

experienced the pain of the castrated. Her fiotoiting mirrors this dual position.
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In the first months following the publication of HAos Barton” Eliot received high praise
for his writing. Shielded from any negative revge(Lewes opened Eliot’s mail and screened
the published reviews to keep Marian from reading discouraging critical analysis), Eliot
experienced the intense pleasure of critical esteBtarian also enjoyed the doubleness offered
by her incognito. She was often physically preskming conversations by learned men as they
discussed this new writer. Her pseudonym constduatdistance always denied by the feminine
body. George Eliot provided the means by whichfdreale body could participate with the
celebrated male minds of the Victorian period.

George Eliot was a powerful force and, as a méat €ould demand to be a part of the
publishing process. Blackwood often met with feeresistance when he suggested changes to
Eliot’s writing. The stern replies from Eliot ikirate bravado and a deeply rooted ethos granted
only to male authors during this time period. Upoiggesting that Eliot revise portions of “Mr.
Gilfi's Love Story” Blackwood elicited a stern @t — “my artistic bent is directed not at all to
the presentation of eminently irreproachable characbut to the presentation of mixed human
beings in such a way as to call forth tolerant jndgt, pity, and sympathy” (Vol Il, 299).
Similarly, but with even more vehemence, Eliot gtems Blackwood after he criticizes the
characters of Janet and Robert Dempster in “JaRef®ntance”: “the real Dempster was far
more disgusting than mine the real Janet alashifad sadder end than mine” and that if it is too
painful, too real for publication, then Blackwodubsild “consider whether it will not be better to
close the series for the Magazimew’ (Haight 174). Famously, Blackwood responds witdo
not fall in with George Eliots every day’étters,2: 352) and concedes to the author’s vision of

his stories. The absolutism Eliot wielded overlhésary productions demonstrates Marian’s
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use of the pseudonym as a way to not only to ppatie in literary cross-dressing, but also to
experience the pleasure of authority.

The publication o5cenes of Clerical LifandAdam Bedender the pseudonym did
garner unwanted attention. By the middle of 185&orge Eliot's reputation as a fiction writer
came under heavy attack. Other men claimed to atf®redScenesandAdam Bede The
intense desire to ferret out the real George Hidto several imposters. The attack on Eliot's
credibility from the likes of Joseph Liggifisand his most persistent supporter, Bracebridg#, an
from the accusations levied by the Curate of Chii@oton, John Gwyth&t necessitated the
unveiling of George Eliot. Several published reépairculated in the London periodicals. The
reports accused Eliot and his publishers of defrajuidoseph Liggins. Lewes and Eliot pleaded
with Blackwood to take a strong stand against ttecks; however, Blackwood urged silence
and instructed Eliot to “KEEP HER SECRETefters 3: 68). It soon became clear that
Blackwood’s instructions were self-serving. As tdoeowner oBlackwood’she understood the
peril that lay outside the secret. George Eliat ha past—only a carefully constructed present.
George Eliot’s identity rested solely on what hd peoduced in print. However, Marian
Lewes’s past would taint any future publicatiorurtRermore, Blackwood’s insistence implied
“there was something tainted, embarrassing, wroitly tve name Marian Evans Lewes”
(Hughes 208). Indeed, Blackwood was not the onlyto imply this fear. Barbara Bodichon,
the first of Marian’s friends to recognize her iloEs writing, wrote to implore silence as well.
She confirms that

all the literary men were certain it was Marian lesw.. that they did not much

like saying so because it would do so much harmramRheir way of talking it
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was evident they thought you would do the book niamen than the book would
do you good in public opinionLétters,3: 104)
Thereal author ofScenesandAdam Bedavas too morally corrupt to show her face in oitder
defend the slander thrown heavily on George Eliot.

In addition to the question of authority, Eliot walso accused of writing “portraits,”
which caused her to reveal her real name. Thesatiom that Eliot was simply writing portraits
cut more deeply than the misguided speculationrdégg identity. Eliot’'s brand of fiction,
established in the first paragraphs of “The Saduras of the Reverend Amos Barton” took
years to construct. If it were proven that Eli@saa simple portrait writer, her participation in
the literary revolution, her work in th&estminster Revievand her come to fiction moment
would have all been negated. The revelation di@ship could save Eliot from the Liggins
affair, but could only damage his position furtixgth respects to Gwyther’s claims. In the end,
the Liggins affair fails to muster the evidencedegtto prosecute George Eliot, but not before
the Marian and her supporters used her true igesdisupport against them. However, in
remedying the Gwyther issue, George Eliot had tittb writing portraits-® Marian Lewes had
been “outed.” Her secret fulfilled its threat—thexgal identity of the author was now available
for public consumption. Her family and friends werow privy to her life as an author, which
added to the tally of secrets she had kept froormthBlore importantly, her brand of fiction
revealed little more than a collection of childhaidries with the names and places changed, but
not much more. The experience left Marian draised weary of her “friends.” Chapman and
Spencer had all betrayed her by revealing Eliotie tdentity long before Gwyther and Liggins.

Blackwood did not stand in her corner, nor didigatfto defend his most popular author.
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In response, Marian Evans began to sign her lattefehn Blackwood with her illegal
married nam¥. She forced Blackwood to recognize the woman lketfie pseudonym. His
response to the change in signature was disappeaminthe even had to write to him during the
negotiations foiThe Mill on the Flos&l am induced to ask you whether you still wishrémain
my publishers, or whether the removal of my inctghias caused a change in your views on
that point” (Haight 232-3). Blackwood did remaiertpublisher, but the relations were quite
strained.

Perhaps the greatest effect of the scandal cathe form of Marian’s personal
relationship to her own fiction. She writes to Bara Bodichon that she feels “the influence of
talking about my books even to you [...] has beebabto me that | should like to be able to
keep silence concerning them for evermoteastiers,3: 99). And in the wake of the loss of her
incognito, she writes to Charles Bray “it is hagpyme that | never expected any gratification
of a personal kind from my authorship. The wofstlbthis is that it nauseates me—chills me
and discourages me in my worl’gtters 2: 157). Her depression results in a self-imdose
silence—a mandate that no dialogue concerning bek would be permissible. Bodenheimer
suggests the refusal to discuss her writings adaesf a “perception of disloyalty to a private or
sacred relationship. Because of her horrifiedtreat¢o having been recognized despite the
anonymity of her narratives, Eliot's books becaraespnal secrets not to be violated even in the
sanctuary of her home” (145). Marian’s undersitagof the sacred and of the secret plays a
large role in her fiction style. Betrayal of theecsed and the desire to conceal and reveal the
secret become predominate themes in her fictiar &ftenes of Clerical LifandAdam Bede.
Whether Eliot’'s characters search for the trutbegfrets, as in CausaboKsy to all

Mythologiesand Lydgate’s investigation into “primary tissues, they are forced to participate
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in a communal secret, as in the unspoken pact inetsle=en Bulstrode and Lydgate over the
death of John Raffles her narratives show a ketemest in the narrative of secret. Eliot also
guides readers with the narrative of Mr. Featheksssecret will — a plot line that drives the
entire first two thirds ofrhe Mill on the Floss

Eliot's development of the narrative secret hasatina of eroticism. In each of these
cases, the secret is tied to the pleasure onesesci using the secret in order to wield power
over another. Causaborkeys to all Mythologiebas a direct tie to his ability to control
Dorothea. In her relentless pursuit to help hesbland finish his research, she becomes the agile
and competent extension of his weak and impotdht kgdgate’s desire to analyze the primary
tissues of human flesh links medical science tacimmmunal fear of body tampering.
Rosamond’s disgust over her husband’s interessgiv&e to the prevalent concern over the
boundaries of medical research. Bulstrode’s seoust remain hush-hush so that he can
maintain his position of authority as a town eld€he secret he works to conceal concerns his
previous unscrupulous employment and his purposaiule to “find” Will Ladislaw in order to
uncover his parentage and financial security. R@atherstone’s secret will is a source of great
sexual tension between himself and Jenny Garth.

In The Mill on the Flosdylaggie retreats to a secret space above the fantilghg
guarters in order to vent her frustrations. Hereemeetings with Philip Wakem in the Red
Deeps foreshadow the communal mistrust shadowingghdan the last volume. Both of these
secrets work to connect violence (turned inward) sexual energy, a theme that Eliot revisits in
the chapters that chronicle Stephen Guest and Maggive affair. SimilarlyRomola’sentire
narrative structure depends on the secret andagiegning of the revelatory events throughout

the text. For Tito, his secret marriage to Tesghlas secret parentage allow him to
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simultaneously exert power over a simple woman gikies him pleasure (Tessa) and an
intellectual woman who gives him power (Romoldh these three examples, Eliot forces the
reader to comply with the process of the secréte fBader is part of the community holding the

secret, but yet must wait for the novel to revhaltruth and consequences of the secret.

Il. The Erotic Secret and the Process of Becoming

On the 3% of March, 1858, Marian Lewes writes to CharlesyBthere is no
undertaking more fruitful of absurd mistakes thiaait of ‘guessing’ at authorship, and as | have
never communicated to any one so much datantionof a literary kind, there can be none but
imaginary data for such guesses” (Haight 186). idakewes had, by this time, authoi®denes
of Clerical Lifeand was in the midst of writing her first full-igih novel Adam Bede The
strong admonishment sent to the Bray householda(Beay and Sara Hennell would have most
certainly read this epistolary tongue-lashinghigiesting on several levels. This letter appears
to forget the damage Miss Evans did to the longrAgsCoventry friendships during her
“elopement” with Lewes on July #01854. Marian made a habit out of concealingdeisly
from Cara and Sara) the more intimate and lascevpmrtions of her life. This letter equates the
hush-hush policy she instituted during her sexmglropriety with Lewes with her role as the
author of fiction. Marian’s desire to construcexret to safeguard both her sexual practices and
her identity as an author illuminates a paralléieen the sexual body and authorial body.
What about authorship is tantamount to the sexody land its practices? Is authorship, in
Marian Lewes’ case, improper, lascivious, sexugthtifying, and an identity that could elicit
punishment? Finally, what gratification does theator receive when she oscillates between

concealing and revealing the information contaiwétin the secret?
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The pleasure/pain nexus is a key component ofidledtic of the “erotic secret.” The
letter | reference above does not only insist omidfés innocence where authorship is
concerned, but also points to its very real poksibi

If I withhold anything from my friends which it wédi gratify them to know you
will believe, | hope, that | have good reasonsdoing so, and | am sure those
friends will understand me when | ask them to fertimy object—which is not a
whim but a question of solid interest—by completense.
Marian almost dares her friends to ferret out leeret. The negation (the silence she requests)
articulates her authorial identity. Negation, #fere, becomes a coveted position in that it
neither confirms nor denies the existence of Ge&ilge. The ambiguity opens a pleasurable
field of play. The fear of being unmasked—of remaopthe cloak of George Eliot to reveal
Marian Lewes—exists simultaneously with the detrbe known as an author. However,
Marian Lewes understands the peril that lies oathier world of newly formed authorial power
made possible by the creation of George Eliot.G&srge Eliot, she has an authoritative and
masculine hand able to command her reading pubticddemand inclusion in the literary and
critical intelligentsia. Her “anxiety to do whatin itself worth doing and by that honest means,
to win very necessary profit” fuels the continudgdigation to set rumors aright. She ends the
letter with the conciliatory assurance that
‘there is nothing hidden that shall not be reve'aleéd due time. But till that time
comes—till I tell you myself ‘This is the work ofyrhand and brain’—don’t
believe anything on the subject. There is no ohe w in the least likely to know

what | can, could, should or would write.
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The revelation here is not the calling forth of theh in order to insist on its continued
concealment, but rather the revelation that it a@lby the hand and voice of Marian Evans
alone that will, in due time, expose the fact bdhime fiction. The right of exposure belongs to
Marian Evans, and she means to make it clear; @deligt isher creation andher fiction.

Secrets carry a threat: revelation. The seriossaEMarian’s personal transgressions
precipitated the need for the secret, but her désiclear her good name in the face of such
erroneous accusations became a driving force thattered the advice given by her publisher.
As the writer of two successful works of fictione@ge Eliot understood the peril that awaited
the revelation. However, Marian Evans also tooknanse pleasure in another’s recognition of
George Eliot as a woman. Charles Dickens’s detirasldress the writer of “The Sad Fortunes
of the Reverend Amos Barton” and “Mr. Gilfi's Lov&ory” as a woman because he sees in the
fiction “such womanly touches” and if “they origtea with no woman, | believe that no man
ever before had the art of making himself, mentaltylike a woman, since the world began.”
Charles Dickens continues with claiming he haswnddar” intentions with regards to the
revelation of Eliot's “secret,” and that the knodige of the author’s sex is “of great interest” and
not a “mere curiosity.” He cordially invites Geergliot to “show me the face of the man or
woman who has written so charmingly” as the morould be a very memorable occasion”
for the seasoned writéf Marian Evans is quick to point out how painful frzognito remains
in the face of such high praise:

There can hardly be any climax of approbation ferafter this and | am so
deeply moved by the finely-felt and finely expressgmpathy of the letter, that

the iron mask of my incognito seems quite painfiulorbidding me to tell
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Dickens how thoroughly his generous impulse has lappreciated Litters 2:

424)
The language in these two letters is highly erobdickens wishes to denude the cross-dressing
writer and Evans expresses her reaction to hisulsgj as a “climax.” Underlying the pleasure
she experiences as George Eliot is an equal pkeabkerholsters to reveal Marian Evans.

The erotic secret allays her fear of the lackesfous critical interest her fiction would
generate if it sold under her illegal married naMarian Evans Lewes. The erotic nature of the
secret distinguishes her pseudonymity from th&lwdrlotte Bronté. Currer Bell did not
originate in the mind of a writer seeking to hide Bcandalous life, but rather he rose out of
Bronté’s desire to be a part of the literary ingaghtsia. Marian Evans had been an active
member of this “all boys club” and enjoyed a pegéd position in a life among men years
before her urge to write fiction. The impetus ImehMarian Lewes’s construction of the male
pseudonym is to mask her tainted feminine sexuedityer than to give her entrée. Charlotte
Bronté’s fear is that the act of writing will autatically call her right to femininity into
guestion, whereas Marian Evans Lewes’s feminirafisanto question her ability to write.

The issue for the later author is not feminingynauch as it is the actions of the proper
feminine figure in Victorian society. As Marianeates George, she develops a relationship with
her other self—a relationship that simultaneouabnts her, provides a safe harbor for her, and
threatens to annihilate her. If she were to “keepsecret” during the slanderous accusations
that faced Eliot the writer, she would be vanquished sentenced as a fraud. However, the
popularity of both of her initial works of fictiowas in large part due to the success of the
secret—who is this George Eliot? The critical @asdnomical successes®¢enes of Clerical

Life andAdam Beddinged on their communal moral instruction, whiciuld not have come
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from the pen of the sexually tainted, morally imguaind socially exiled Marian Evans Lewes.
Her ambivalence toward the secret finds clear [gral Jacques Derrida’A Taste for the
Secret:

| have a taste for the secret, it clearly has tavib not-belonging; | have an

impulse of fear or terror in the face of a politispace, for example, a public

space that makes no room for the secret. (Dernddaararis 59).
The notion of belonging and secret in Derrida oetli a crucial connection for Eliot studies. The
public and political space of Victorian England waked by the paternal figures of Scott,
Carlyle, Thackeray, and Dickens. Edging out aglaext to these fathers of Victorian writing
was difficult, especially for a female writer wha@aot posses “bold and masculine
understandings” and who was not a man “possessadhairough knowledge of the mental and
physical wants of the people—men imbued with a Isigint, of undaunted courage, seeking not
reputation by [his] productions, but wishing totmst promoting virtue and happiness among
the people” (qtd in Easley 17). The standard defim of the Victorian enterprise of
“[reestablishing] a sense of ethical responsibilityhe literary marketplace, thereby reinstilling
moral values in the process of literary producti¢B) did not include women, especially not the
likes of Marian Evans Lewes. The secret, as Daraudfully puts it, rises out of a sense of not-
belonging. However, the secret can not play inpthiglic space assecref but rather as an
absence The secret is hidden, masked, unmarked, anbettatiely constructed to lead those
who seek it astray. The keeper of the secret namgtrwally work to keep its status concealed.
As Derrida points out, the moment one belongs éqthiblic or political space, “the fact of
avowing one’s belonging, of putting in common—b#&inily, nation, tongue—spells the loss of

the secret” (59).
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Moreover, the secret cannot speak for itself.existence remains unchanged until forces
outside of it change its status. That is, theetd@s outside the chain of public significatioih.
is the one thing that eschews meaning through peeseThe secret need not exchange being for
meaning nor does it need to “identify [itself] emiguage” by “losing [itself] like an object”
(Function and Field of Spee@®). There is no a priori to the seauetil the fact of the secret’s
existence is known to the public. Lacan explam%igency of the Letter in the Unconscious”
that the “structure of the signifying chain dis@eghe possibility | have [...] to use it in order to
signify something quite othehan what it says” (155). The secret mimics tinecsure of the
signifying chain as it evades its detection andsstiption. The secret divulges a possibility of
meaning in the search for what is “true.” Howe\ke secret can remain entirely undetected,
and, therefore outside of the signifying chaint@adether. The secret is an unuttered utterance—
the possibility of an utterance kept in check Bykieeper. But, the secret is always in danger of
being uttered and, hence, it always threatenegpdér. The secret can become problematic in
that “everywhere that a response and a respongiark required, the right to a secret becomes
conditional” (“An Oblique Offering” 21).

Everyone has a “taste for the secret.” Derridausses this taste as his own personal
desire to keep secrets and to live in a world wkerzets are not called to speak of themselves in
the public space. However, | believe the “tastelie secret” goes beyond one’s personal desire
to construct and conceal them. The public, antlisicase, the reading Victorian public, has a
taste for secrets. They salivate at the thougtti®@tecret. Relentless and unyielding, the public
will ferret out a kernel of information if they pmgive this information to be hidden from them
for some reason. Perhaps because the novel'sisoome that seeks to reveal, from its beginning

to its end, a series of events, feelings, characéerd motivations in order to produce a fictitious



80

truth, that the notion of a secret authorship isisoearable to the Victorian reading public. Or,
perhaps the critical attention placed on the ntweépresent what is “real” in order to provide
moral, ethical, and social instruction placed thagthors who desired to hide behind a secret in
a precarious position. The rise in journalism dgithe Victorian period also cultivated a “type”
of reader who became accustom reading the revetatibcourt proceedings, gossip columns,
and opinion pieces. Whatever the reason, Georg#' €tiecret identity overshadowed the
production of his early works. This insatiableice$soknowand to reveal created a need to
work actively at concealment; and, therefore leathé complex construction and relationship
between Marian Evans Lewes and George Eliot.

The desire to penetrate what is secret has agstomting in the Victorian Novel. Since
the novel reflected contemporary discourse, ioisurprise that the Victorian novel became of
forum for the discourse of sexuality. As Michelu€ault argues iRlistory of Sexuality
Victorian sexuality discourse was predicated onvigry desire to speak the unspeakable. As
Foucault puts it: an “imperative was establishext:anly will [people] confess to acts
contravening the law, but [they] will seek to trioren [their] desire, [their] every desire, into
discourse” (21). By contrast, however, Marian Lewad a taste for the secret in order to
conceal her socially unacceptable sexual life. fiogluction of this secret was George Eliot.
While the use of the erotic secret was not Mariafose, the novel’'s dependence on secret
allotted the writer a space to explore and therapxiate a power derived from the secret. This
drive was so strong that even after the publicatioidam Bedewhen the secret was out in the
open and part of the public space, Marian Evansasavontinued to publish her works under the
pseudonym. George Eliot was not just a name amiNaould not just casually dismiss him.

George Eliot had become a fixture of Victorian psiihg—a brand, lets say. Blackwood could
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continue to publish the works of George Eliot withbaving to confront the reality of the cross-
dressing Marian Lewes. The literary intelligentstald keep to the task of discussing the
aesthetics of fiction without including the moresdalous and seething stories of the author.
More importantly, the continuity presented by GeokHdiot allowed all of the men in Marian’s
life to interact with her, speak about her, disdussworks, and include her within the fold of
Victorian literary culture as a man, not as a woma&he secret, once exposed, threatened to
erase Marian; however, the George Eliot brand reethalive and well in order to save her.
The Victorian imperative to have sexuality entescdurse and to normalize and regulate
it through definition meant a woman writer’s sextyalvould always be part of her public
writing. How could Marian circumvent this procegsormative behavior? As a woman, she
had very little power over her own sexual body (dmdas this very power that she aimed to
exert, which cut her from her family and Londonistcto begin with). But, as a man, she
could be part of the medical, legal, philosophipalychological and familial discourses that
aimed to fix sexuality as a subject to be examinedined, and punished. As Foucault suggests,
she was able to play within the “double impetusaglre and power. The pleasure that comes of
exercising a power that questions, monitors, watchgies, searches out, palpates, brings to
light; and on the other hand the pleasure thatl&sdt having to evade this power, flee from it,
fool it, or travesty it” (Foucault 45). Furthernegrshe harnessed the “power that lets itself be
invaded by the pleasure it is pursuing; and opposipower asserting itself in the pleasure of
showing off, scandalizing, or resisting” (FoucadB). Marian’s dirty little secret certainly
allowed her access to the world of fiction; but,renomportantly, it granted her an authority to

experience both pleasure and power.
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As George Eliot sat at his writing table in canescand petticoats, he wrote under the
influence of a masculine power that permitted tteatton of and participation within discourse.
Indeed, his omniscient narrators question, monitatch, and spy on the actions of his
characters. In the end, the fiction also workalter the behaviors and understandings of the
reading community. Simultaneously, Marian Lewdsaséhe same writing table in bloomers
and petticoats and experienced the effusive pledawvading the masculine power and the
pleasure in showing off her ability to do so. Maricannot do away with George Eliot even after
the revelation of her secret. Her fiction—the itysebehind it—depends upon the triangulation.

The novel relies heavily upon the notion of cosfes. Like an investigator, the reader
pulls from the novel bits of information neededtd together the fiction. The author, in writing
the novel, follows a narrative arc in which eachcgi of the fiction works to reveal the finale.
What secret lies beneath this story? How can gquadiit, fix it, and interpret its meaning? The
novel begins with a promise to end. The novel mplete only through the process of reading.
Foucault explains that there was a “metamorphaodiserature: we have passed from a pleasure
to be recounted and heard” to “a literature ord@@mbrding to the infinite task of extracting
from the depths of oneself, in between the wordsjta which the very from of the confession
holds out like a shimmering mirage” (59). The rlasean act of confession. It works to hide the
truth only to reveal the truth. The act of confiegghe secret is a grand gesture on which the
novel depends. For the perception of the secii&tda perception in the reader that what is
being concealed is worth the delay and defermesggmted by the novel’s structure. And, since
it is worth the wait, it must be a truthful repretsion of life, emotion, knowledge,
understanding, etc. So, what is finally revealgdhe end of the novel is never really questioned

as truth or fiction—it is always understood ascéiVe representation of truth. The structure of
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the novel is one of castration: it repeats thecttine withholding the truth in order to reveal it.
The novel plays within the binary: absence/presefi¢e structure of the novel and its
relationship with the reader yields the means resrggor Marian to reposition her sexuality.
Marian Evans Lewes cannot participate in the pr@oésastrative writing (since all acts of
writing are acts of castration, a point | arguethia first chapter) without first repositioning her
sexuality. To become an agent of her own castrati@ process that has already been enacted
upon her by the various establishments of VictoBauiety (the legal, educational, medical, and
professional establishments that champion mastylwvier femininity and that work to fix the
feminine in the position of the weaker and mallead#x), she must subvert the locus of this
castration (her femininity). George Eliot servedlae conduit through which she can evade
castration and become the hand that castratess{@@opoof agency and power). Moreover, her
development of the secret and her play within tlee@ss of concealing and revealing the secret
further accentuates her desire to experience argperience the process of self-castration.
Finally, her novels exhibit a clear preoccupatiathwhe secret, in which the narrator acts as the
revelatory and alternating conciliatory voice tpatpetuates the various secrets and confessions
in her fiction. Tito’s hidden father and secre¢ghl marriage to TessalRomola Maggie’s
secretive rendezvous with Philip in the Red Deejkleer hidden chamber in the attic where she
vents her female frustrationsTine Mill on the Floss, Middlemarcht®mmunity of secrets and
Casaubon’s relentless pursuit of Keys to all MythologieDaniel Deronda’s hidden Jewish
lineage and Gwendolen’s many secretive meetin@saimel Derondaall point to an insistence

on the secret as a way to create and sustain thegisa structure. In all of these texts the

narrator becomes the extended hand of the castrator
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In Charlotte Bronté’s works of castration fictidhe author uses a first-person female
narrator. By contrast, George Eliot's narratoesiarthe third person, omniscient form and are
decidedly male. Additionally, these narrators @ayactive part in the community in which they
narrate. For example, in “Janet’s Repentance”itimd and final story irScenes of Clerical
Life, the narrator reminisces of a time when he blushdaeahought that “Miss Landor was
laughing at me, because | was appearing in cdatftaithe first time” and that the prayer
service was often inaudible, but as his “mothereolsr, that was of no consequence in the
prayers, since every one had a prayer-book” (2056 narrator recalls a time before the time
presented in the story. In doing so, he not ostgldishes himself as a male member of the
community, but one whose family has a long standingilby society and, therefore, an expert
on the ways of thinking and acting in this smalto Of course, the narrator’s specific presence
in the text often problematizes his omnisciencer ifgstance, the narrator is privy to the
conversations at the Red Lion, he sees and comraerite abuse Janet suffers at the hands of
her drunk and aggressive husband Robert Dempstés,gresent during Janet’s most intimate
moments with her husband, friends, and savior,TWyan, and is even lingering during the
“ladies party” in Chapter three. The narrator mhesboth visibly present (as in the church scene
I quoted earlier) and invisibly present (or visilallgsent) in the examples | list here. The
narrator’s position must be seen and unseen: d&pksd Barthes puts it ioover’s Discourse
“the hiding must be seehwant you to know that | am hiding something frgon, that is the
active paradox | must resolvat once and the same titenust be known and not known” (42-
43). The speaking figure leads the reader thralighext while at the same time hiding in the

text. The hiding is understood and at times injged by the narrator’s insistence on being
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visible. Itis not enough to present an omnisciaate figure as the narrator; the figure must also
threaten the text through his ability to appear disdppear from the community.
This type of narrator offers a different form ofradive castration than the one | argued
existed in Bronté’s texts. The omniscient narréhat is both present and absent from the text is
also the voice of moral authority, judgment, ridé&gypunishment, sympathy, humor, and
compassion. He comments on women’s educatiois &tirprising that young ladies should not
be thought competent to the same curriculum asgygentlemen” (234) while also taking the
opportunity to criticize women'’s false hearts: “p@mmen’s hearts! Heaven forbid that |
should laugh at you, and make cheap jests on ymaeptibility towards the clerical sex, as if it
had nothing deeper or more lovely in it than theenailgar angling for a husband” (223). The
judgment and ridicule women face at the hand &f tlairrator is often countered by his softer
side:
this tenderness of the son for the mother was yandre than a nucleus of
healthy life in an organ hardening by disease, lisethe man who was linked in
this way with an innocent past, had become caliowgorldliness, fevered by
sensuality, enslaved to chance impulses; pretoause it showed how hard it is
to kill the deep-down fibrous roots of human lovel oodness—how the man
from whom we make it our pride to shrink, has ylete brotherhood with us
through some of our most sacred feelings. (245)

This man, Robert Dempster, is one of “us” as eator claims. The male voice works

extremely hard to present this picture of a kind gantle man who walks with his mother into

the morning sunshine. The narrative works to ratBgdempster’s cruelty, his vileness and his

corrupt business practices. Without a vast reseofoedeemable value in this character, the
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narrator elaborates upon a simple act of kindresard his mother. This effort to elicit

sympathy smacks against the narrator’s earlierrggsmn of Dempster’s actions toward Janet:
He laid his hand with a firm grip on her shoulderned her round, and pushed
her slowly before him along the passage and thrdglaining-room door which
stood open on their left hand. There was a pofalanet’s mother, a grey-
haired, dark-eyed old woman, in neatly-fluted degnging over the mantelpiece.
Surely the aged eyes take on a look of anguisheasgee Janet—not trembling,
no! it would be better if she had trembled—standifugpidly unmoved in her
great beauty, while the heavy arm is lifted tokstier. (231-2)

The contrasting views are meant to elicit sympéitbgn the reader—sympathy for both Janet

and for Dempster. As the narrator puts it, Demmiéfers from a disease and Janet stands

stupidly awaiting her “punishment” for being slowanswer her husband’s pounding at the front

door. Neither of them carries the full respongipibf their situation.

The castrating narrator occupies a position teanjis his observance of the private and
public spheres. He is a part of the community apdrt from the community at the same time.
From this vantage point, the male narrator carr aff@ght into the private lives of the characters
while setting the stage for the events that oaear more public space. In his telling of the
narrative, the male figure becomes the phallubetéxt: he is the source of the textual
production. Unlike the female first-person nawatin Jane EyreandVillette, this narrator does
not bear the mark of castration, and therefore doéseek textual space to displace it. Rather,
the male omniscient narrator wields the threatastration as ikis right. His decisions as the
storyteller are directly linked to the unyieldingwer he has over the development of the

narrative. Many critics label Eliot's narrator taethor/god and to some extent | agree with this
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assignation. For instance, the proerRtonolapresents a narrator that descends upon the text.
From his viewpoint high above time and space hensents on the physical and topographical
changes, but comments that “the great river-coussh have shaped the lives of men have
hardly changed; and those other streams, thedif@wcts that ebb and flow in human hearts,
pulsate to the same great need, the same greatdodeterrors” (1). The narratorRomola
gives the reader a bird’s-eye-view that transceimas and space. His power is omnipotent, and
his ability to order and reorder the linear stroetof the text illustrates the level at which Maria
understood the role of the narrator as authoriadivd patriarchal.

The positioning of the narrator simultaneouslynmitand outside of the community and
at the same time human and spirit-like adds tespeaker’s ethos and his access tdrili.
Josie Billington argues that many critics find ttyipe of narrator in a realist text “unacceptable”
in that “the intrusive comments of the author-n&nran a novel likeMiddlemarch is that these
comments and judgments constitute an attempt [. petsuade the reader that thesra final,
single and knowable truth or reality to which thether has privileged access” (14). The
privileged access to which Billington refers isimagg more than the signification of the phallus
and the patriarchal supremacy that was typicaliofovian legal and cultural discourse. The
guiding voice inMiddlemarchis cautious and exacting. The thoughts and espees the
narrator offers in relation to the characters “esigy externally from the characters themselves”
(Billington 14) and create a dialogue that canrastipipate in theeality of the text. For
instance: internal struggles of Bullstrode, Casatbteelings of inadequacy, Rosamond’s
expectations of marital life, Farebrother’s unfilgfil sexual desires, and Dorothea’s depreciated
respect for her husband are all moments that thratoa postures as critical;, however, “the

critical event in the scene is really a non-evsoimething that doesn’'t happen” and the absence
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of this event “by definition, is not tangible; & not realizable by the characters themselves” (21-
22). The narrator not only demonstrates a prigitegccess to this information, but he calls it
forth in order to create an event—a textual produnct The characters remain unaware of the
internal events of other characters; however, ¢éaeer must include the set of circumstances
provided as part of the novel's textual body. Pbever of the Eliot's omniscient male narrdfor
rests in his ability to make textual productiorxftel body) out of absence. Linguistically, this
process can only be enacted by the male voicejsthie only voice capable of signification.
Marian Evans Lewes castrates her femininity ancahérnorial presence in order to create a
figure that can grant the female mind access tothipotent power of creating presence out of
absence. While the process of self-castrationesetity remind her of the woman writer’'s
position outside the text or within the margingled text, the very act of re-experiencing the act
of castration permits the possibility of agency.

The narrative structure of Eliot’s fiction not grgranted access to a restricted masculine
domain, but it also “allowed the woman writer pieged insight into the complex processes of
justification and rationalization though which ttimasculine world-view is engendered and
sustained” (Tang 240). As a male author, Eliogitsshimself in the development of the
changing discourses of the Victorian period. Idigs avoid the discussion of Mariagexuality
or herbody, and focus on the shift from imaginative pdag tangible actualization of the
discourses that regulated sexual normative behater dirty little secret and continued use of
George Eliot as the narrator of her fictions adldta space for sexual play with the female body.
As the male gazer on the textual presentationefd@male characters the reader encounters in
Eliot's oeuvre, the narrator provides details om fiminine physique, the erect and small frame,

the large and robust curves of the older womentidsy the exotic beauty, the young tender
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skin, the transfixing female stare, and countlébksrosexually charged descriptions. Marian’s
gaze could be construed as homoerotic if not refcathrough the prism of the male narrator’s
view. More than just a mask or a veil meant tocobs Marian’s femininity, the male narrator
opens an entire field of play—a possible sexuabligion of sorts. Marian’s process of self-
castration through male pseudonymity eliminatesrierity from the process of textual
production only to reintroduce the existence ofifenity as a creation of the male author.
Marian does not write the feminine body. Eliot doésd in his doing so, she is given freedom

to experience the sexual pleasure derived fronmisle subjugation of the female body.

ll. Pollian: The Vengeful Author/God

The relationship between author and character itotest the final stage of Marian Evans
Lewes’ process of self-castration through fictiomtwg. Much has been written on the level of
violence that exists in the Eliot’s texts, espdgitdle homicidal fantasies and the suicidal desires
of her female charactéfs The level of aggression and violence operatinfliot’s fiction is
certainly hard to miss. Eliot’s narratives dealhnphysical abuse, homicide, the unnatural desire
to experiment on dead bodies, alcoholism, infaticsuicide, incest, abandonment, familial and
communal rejection, and deéth All of Eliot's female protagonists experiencersoform of
violence and many of them enact violence (or tlwh&nacting violence) on others in the text.
More importantly, the female characters are oftdrjugated to a violence turned inward—
violence at their own hands. Through the purpont@te author and the male narrator of
Marian’s fiction, the female characters are punised ultimately submit to the patriarchal rule
that governs Eliot’s fiction. Mark Mossman argties endgame to Eliot’s fiction involves a

reinstatement of moral certitude and that the atglattempt to strike a balance, to be
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simultaneously authentic or realistic and pedagdgic moral in her fiction, creates a number of
tensions and anxieties that surface in all of leratives” (10). For Mossman, the process of
striking this balance and remaining an “advocatqueét political process and slow social
development” comes at the price of “violence ansirégtemptation and harsh punishment”
(20). Janet in “Janet’s Repentance”, Maggi€he Mill on the FlossDorothea and Rosamond
in Middlemarch Romola inRomola and Gwendolen iDaniel Derondaall have the propensity
toward violence and they are the target of sevanéspment. While it may be more convenient
to view these women as a construction of the matetor, it is the vengeful female author/god
who purposefully creates feminine bodies in ordemttilate, annihilate, erase, and destroy, or
in order to recover and redeem them.

During her Coventry days when the letters betw@ara Bray and Sara Hennell were
frequent and illustrative of a close friendship,ria Evans signed herself Bsllian. This early
pseudonym is most interesting in that it meansatigel of destruction. Marian takes her
pseudonym frompollyon which in Greek means “destroyer.” As a fictionter, Marian
reserves the right to create and destroy; howevigical attention must be devoted to her
targeting of the female body as her focus of aughoengeance. My claim here is that the
violence enacted upon the female body serves agtansion of Marian’s self-castration
process; and, that this violence works to granhagéo both the author and the female
characters. Susan Gubar and Sandra Gilbert digtiat's use of violence in her fiction ifhe
Madwoman in the AtticThey claim Eliot “becomes entangled in contrédits that she can
only resolve through acts of vengeance againsbWwercharacters” and the preoccupation with
death and destruction is a “means of obtaining po(&9, 485). | claim Eliot uses violence

not as a means of negotiating complex narrativéradictions, but rather as a way to create such
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contradictions in the text. Not all of the actsagfression “reveal a striking pattern of authorial
vengeance in the service of female submission”}48& a matter of fact, many of the female
characters summon rage and aggression at the mevhenttheir survival in the text is most in
danger. The processes of female self-castratidnimitliot’s novels do not follow a pattern at
all. Each of the characters mentioned above wadugh the medium of violence and self-
castration for various purposes. Maggie does motivge, whereas Janet thrives at the end of the
text. Dorothea Brooke finds freedom, whereas RosahVincy Lydgate does not. Romola’s
position as the care-giver of her husband’s illegte children could be read as a compromise,
or one could read her and Tessa’s ending as anvidithe matriarchal world—full of power and
possibility. Gwendolen’s ending presents a complexble reading: she is a representation of
female submission or the heroine that restoreStlhaadcourt estate to its rightful (female)
owners. Each of these women arrives at their &xanding as products of authorial vengeance.
Janet Dempster, one of Eliot’s earliest creatisnffers at the heavy and brutal hand of
her husband. Imprisoned by her marriage (a reaogutheme in Eliot’s literature), Janet seeks
relief from the domestic abuse by turning to aldphecause “when a woman can'’t think of her
husband coming home without trembling, it's enot@gmake her drink something to blunt her
feelings” (222). Janet’s addiction to alcoholdasssrong by the time the narrator introduces the
reader to her unpleasant life, that when she doest® quit, she experiences severe physical
withdrawal symptoms. Her major transgression, atiogrto the narrator, is the fact that she is
not a mother. Janet’s position as a maternal anakdtic failure only highlights her actions as
self-destructive. The height of this aggressiondd inward comes in her attempts at suicide: “I
can't kill myself; I've tried; but | can’t leave ilworld and go to another. There may be no pity

for me there, as there is none here” (282). Hay dauggle against the “wild beast within four
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walls” (283) etches out an existence of constaant &md the hope that Dempster may, one day,
fulfill his threat to kill her. In the face of shi¢hreats, Janet resigns herself to “let him. lartes
as hideous as death. For years she had beengushio some unknown but certain horror; and
now she was close upon it. She was almost gla&#)(2

The details of Janet as a “gypsy” wife and faiteatriarch illustrate Eliot’s desire to
focus punishment and redemption on Janet’s bodhe t&xt concerns itself with Janet’s physical
location. Janet is at the top of the stairs whempster can’t find his keys, he throws her out of
the house (almost naked) during a drunken ragehdbse servants are terrified when they find
their mistress “missing” and they fear their masbeked her body in the closet. In addition to
these examples of Janet’s physical positioningpéntéxt, the descriptions of Dempster’s abuse
highlight the narrator’'s concern with Janet’'s bodye narrator divulges Janet’s history through
communal descriptions of her physical appeararsie tomes to me sometimes, poor thing,
looking so strange, anybody passing her in thestmay see plain enough what's the matter”
(221). In Janet Dempster’s case, she is ultimaedgemed: she is saved by Mr. Tryan, then
comes to the aid of her husband in his final hduregd, and closes the text as a mother and
grandmother. Janet’s body is the focus of her privation and self-destruction, as well as of
her husband’s punishment. And, it is with Janketdy that the process of redemption and
repentance must begin. One of Eliot’s earliesteadtrating figures learns to harness the rage
against her own body and the rage against her hdsdrad channel it into a more productive
manner: the work of Mr. Tyran, serving the poord amtherhood.

In contrast to Janet Dempster, Maggie Tulliversdoet fair well at the end of her textual
life. The level of aggression (outward and inwael)eals Marian’s own rage against her brother

Isaac and against the destructive power of commanidl gossip. But before Maggie learns the
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hard lesson at the hands of St. Ogg’s moral staisdard wicked tongues, she exhibits in her
youth an interest in violence as a useful expressfdeminine angst. In Tom’s absence, “she
had an occasional fit of fondness” toward her ttadk she would “[lavish] so many warm kisses
on it that the waxen cheeks had a wasted unheatpgarance” (18). Referred to as a fit in this
third chapter, the reader soon becomes accustameatious forms of Maggie’s internal angst
reflected as outward physical “fits” of rage. Magg propensity to displace her anger on
inanimate objects is just one form of aggressiorsagefrom the small child. The doll's wasted
appearance (a result of too much love—a violerg lofvsorts) suffers further when later,
“listening with parted lips, while she held herIdolpsy-turvy, and crushed its nose against the
wood of the chair” she comes to understand Tombelleaving the house in pursuit of an
education (something she is painfully denied). Ewev, the trials experienced by the
domesticated downstairs doll pale in comparisaimédfetish she keeps in the attic.
This attic was Maggie’s favourite retreat on a deey, when the weather was not
too cold; here she fretted out all her ill-humownsd talked aloud to the worm-
eaten floors and here she kept a Fetish which shisiped for all her misfortunes.
This was the trunk of a large wooden doll, whicle@stared with the roundest of
eyes above the reddest of cheeks; but was novebndiefaced by a long career
of vicarious suffering. Three nails driven int@thead commemorated as many
crises in Maggie’s nine years of earthly struggtat luxury of vengeance having
been suggested to her by the picture of Jael d@sty&isera in the old Bible.
(25)
Maggie’s retreat representsa@m of her ownin a sense. ltis in the attic, with the worntega

floors and the mutilated doll that Maggie can enactgeance. The pleasure she experiences
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during these episodes is reinforced by the fadttthia is her favorite “retreat” and the
punishment she levies displaces the punishmennhshes downstairs. Maggie’s pleasure in
exacting pain mimics the author/god’s pleasuraé@ating characters in order to punish them.
The power Maggie feels in the attic is a mirroreffiection of the power Marian feels at her
writing table. Of course, the Fetish can only sdts purpose for a short period. After she
performs other acts of aggression (killing Tom’shiss, taking the larger slice of cake, and
running away to be the Queen of the gypsies) Maguist learn how to direct that violence
inward. Her first form of bodily mutilation comeghen, after hours of ridicule and
admonishment from her aunts and mother, she cutswehair. After the deed, Maggie is left
with “that bitter sense of the irrevocable whichsvedamost an everyday experience of her small
soul” (55). But it was this moment of defiancastact of “passionate impulse” that produces a
feeling of power. The episode allows her to exgrare a brief “flush of anger, which gave her a
transient power of defiance” (58) and ultimatelguks in the “delicious words of tenderness”
from her father. Maggie finds reward in her inwgsssture of violence, and realizes a great
source of power comes from the redirecting of aggjo®. Maggie’'s approach as young adult is
to continue this inward aggression, sacrifice, pndation. It is through this process of self-
castration and feminine mutilation that Maggie stsfin order to gain power. | read Maggie’s
death at the end of the text as a moment of seeiitfi order to find peace and contentment with
her brother, Tom. Marian is able to create a ataravho carries the mark of castration through
the text. Marian’s desire to punish Maggie intéasiuntil the author/god erases her from the
text all together. In this erasure, Marian experés pleasure as the castrator and the

annihilator—as Pollian.
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Not only are these women castrated by Marian Helaé also by the narrator, other
characters in the text, and by their own hands.emthe characters initiate the process of self-
castration, their survival is the eventual reswlith the exception of Maggie Tullivéf.

Dorothea BrookeMiddlemarch and Gwendolen HarletiDéniel Deronda)luse the process of
self-castration to survive within the narrativeeifRer argues that “Gwendolen’s violent
resentment against her family (in a rage she dearter sister’'s canary) seems out of proportion
for a favoured child, unless one considers theyesgrkual violence for which she was singled
out” (39). The sexual violence Reimer claims i itlcest she suffered at the hands of her step-
father, Captain Davilow. Reimer provides a mountsitextual evidence to support this claim,
and points out clues such as Gwendolen’s aversitimet sexual advances of her male suitors and
the connection Gwendolen makes in her mind betweenvedding night and the memory of her
step-father. Reimer also discusses Gwendolentslityato sleep alone and the fact that there is
always a little bed or couch in her mother’s ro@nHer (even in adulthood). If the claim of
sexual violence is true, Gwendolen’s actions owautl and inward violence provide a
therapeutic remedy to her damaged psycho-sexuala@®@went. In this case, Eliot creates a
character who is stunted by sexual violation. if&l bodily punishment is finally worked out
through the violent aggression she enacts uponothéhe text, culminating in the death of her
husband. She admits to Daniel that she had aliefidg Grandcourt repeatedly in her thoughts
before the actual deed. Eliot marks Gwendolen thighhand of punishment from the first time
readers set eyes on her by defining her entrancdhe text as something that must “play out”
and will show “development and catastrophe [...] meas by nothing clumsier than the
moment-hand” (11). The text spends much of it faart characterizing Gwendolen as a

woman whose “self-control [guarded her] from pemtitd humiliation” and that she contains
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more “fire and will in her than ever, but there wasre calculation underneath it” (25). The
calculation is extremely important to the applioatof self-castration theory. Gwendolen is not
a passive character, and the punishment she dulethe punishment she experiences are a
direct result of careful self-management. Theatarrcharacterizes his heroine as a “princess in
exile” who rules over her “domestic empire” (41pdvy the close of chapter four he defines
Gwendolen as a paradoxical figure:
However, she had the charm, and those who fearagddre also fond of her; the
fear and the fondness being perhaps both heightanedhat may be called the
iridescence of her character—the play of varioay, eontrary tendencies. [...]
We cannot speak a loyal word and be meanly sieaicannot kill and not kill in
the same moment; but a moment is room wide encugtné loyal and mean
desire, for the outlash of a murderous thoughtthadsharp backward stroke of
repentance. (41-42)
Like the play with presence and absence, Gwendmastructs identity through binary
oppositions. The narrator alludes to MacBeth is tjuote, “[flor MacBeth’s rhetoric about the
impossibility of being many opposite things in #&me moment [...]" (42) to further drive home
his insistence that Gwendolen’s opposition to Heiséoth inwardly aggressive and outwardly
dangerous.

Gwendolen’s notions of femininity are tied to tealy. She thinks “a higher voice is
more tragic: it is more feminine; and the more f@me a woman is, the more tragic it seems
when she does desperate actions” (54). As thel powgresses, Gwendolen’s actions become
more desperate, leading to the loss of Gwendofemninity through acts of desperation. A

loss of femininity is key to the theory of self-tagion. As Marian works to erase femininity in
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order to survive as an author, she creates a dkarsbo also must erase femininity in order to
survive in the text. Gwendolen’s inspired rendgf Hermione during the tableau scene
represents an early example of her initial fear sutisequent desire to control the feminine
body. As Klesmer pounds on the piano during pradaochis “thunderous chords” encourages
the panel hiding a picture of a “dead face” andéihg figure” to open (60). Gwendolen lets out
a “piercing cry” and a marbled expression “termiyiin its terror” (61). Her reaction, like that
resulting from an “electric charge,” is most intieg when considered under the lens of
feminine erasure. The corpse that confronts Gwlendphe dead face in the painting) reminds
her of bodily punishment. The textual death theaits her must be circumvented by a
methodical act of erasure. The “soul of Fear Jthat entered” during that moment connects art
and femininity with the terrifying. In order todsew the terrifying (the tragedy of femininity),
Gwendolen must learn how to erase her feminine b&he must learn how to turn aggression
against herself in order to gain power.

Gwendolen’s source of power comes in the pleasurefusal. The first two books of
Daniel Derondacut a haughty and commanding figure for Gwenddiowever, by the end of
the third book, Gwendolen’s knowledge of her sebirtr shifts. The narrator calls this state
Gwendolen’s “condition” (290). He dictates alltbé revelations made to Gwendolen: she is not
an artist, she is not remarkable, she can’t sugpmogelf through talent, she must be submissive,
she must work as a governess, she must “keep tnghis to herself’ (290), the reader must
imagine Gwendolen as “one who had been made teuaein his own divinity finding all
homage withdrawn, and himself to perform a miralcé would recall the homage and restore
his own confidence” (290). Even at this crushieglization, Gwendolen finds power in the

process of negation: “Very well; and | wish to leathe pleasure of refusing him” (295). She
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refuses the offers of other men and she initiafyuses Grandcourt — the refusal termed as
“inspiriting” (299). As a way to save herself frarlife as a governess, she refuses to take the
position and marries Grandcourt. The narratorsdi@s her married life and submission to
Grandcourt’s mastery as “the practical submissibrckwvhid her constructive rebellion” (604).
Eliot sketches a feminine character who understé#mlart of submission gives way to a
concealment of inward rebellion. This inward réibel rattles Gwendolen’s frame of mind and
often leads to a “[growing] self-dread which urdest to flee from the pursuing images wrought
by her pent-up impulse[s]” (673). Without outwantpression, the inward rebellion (the
internalization of aggressive impulses) leads lboeak in her frame of mind. The narrator asks
if Gwendolen is mad when she reads a letter frodfid_BGlasher and holds Grandcourt’s marital
gift of diamonds in her hands: “the sight of hinobght a new nervous shock, and Gwendolen
screamed again and again with hysterical violei{889). This hysteria finds an echo in
Gwendolen’s state of mind after the death of hesbhnd: “was she in a state of delirium into
which there entered a sense of concealment andsigctor self-repression” (698)? She blames
herself and cites her murderous thoughts as evidiemder evil. Gwendolen turns the
aggression she felt for Grandcourt inward at thgy weoment she finds relief from his
oppression. Despite the narrator’s continual juelighof Gwendolen and almost obsessive
compulsion to detail her vanity and her faults, shevives at the end of the text (where
Grandcourt does not). Marian Lewes constructsasaciier who manipulates others with her
femininity, is severely punished for her vanityt Burvives the text by turning aggression inward
in order to erase femininity. Gwendolen’s selftcation leads to the restoration of feminine

authority over the Grandcourt property.
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In comparison to Gwendolen HarlethDaniel DerondaDorothea Brooke in
Middlemarchrepresents a different variation of the female-safftrator. She is the sacrificing
St. Theresa, “foundress of nothing, whose lovingrthbeats and sobs after unattained goodness
tremble off and are dispersed among hindrancetgadf centering in some long-recognizable
deed” (4). Dorothea sacrifices her “plan drawitgtevote herself entirely to the studies of her
husband and his pursuit ©he Key to all MythologiesHer notions of marriage are traditional
and she prefers to “have all those matters dedwidther]” (75). The narrator carefully crafts
the reader’s understanding of Dorothea’s chardmtestating:

her mind was theoretic, and yearned by its natfiee some lofty conception of

the world which might frankly include the parishTapton and her own rule of

conduct there; she was enamoured of intensity amatigess, and rash in

embracing whatever seemed to her to have thosetaspkely to seek

martyrdom, to make retractions, and then to incartyndom after all in a quarter

where she had not sought it. (8)
This lofty conception of Dorothea’s world continlyabutts up against the will of the text
through the marriage plot. Like most of Eliot'srfale characters, Dorothea “suffers” from the
disease of intensity. The will of the text (and wills presented in the text: Casaubon’s will
dictating the terms of Dorothea’s future marriagd Reter Featherstone’s will) forces the
female characters to choose between a life given tovintensity and the subjugation of
intensity. For Dorothea, the narrator defines $igjugation as a “martyrdom.” Dorothea’s first
instance of self-castration comes in the form efehasure of this theoretical mind and a quieting
of the yearning for a “lofty conception of the wahil At the end of the book, Dorothea’s

proclamation to Will that “I shall have a littlerigdom then, where | shall give laws” (367)
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comes to fruition and illustrates the power a woroam have through an initial process of self-
castration. Dorothea finds power in her submissioth, as the narrator points out, “all active
thought with which she had before been represemtimgrself [...] all this vivid sympathetic
experience returned to her now as a power” (788hile Dorothea does not embody the violent
female character, her devotion to privation ingbevice of others serves to thwart her planned
trajectory. The death of Casaubon and her mart@mgeadislaw, while presenting her with
financial limitations, is ultimately a reward foehprocess of self-castration.

Conversely, Eliot offers a more violent trajectofyfRosamond Vincy Lydgate’s process
of female self-castration. The narrator clearlyofa the feminine shadow cast by Dorothea. In
his descriptions of Rosamond, the reader imagirtesighty, manipulative, irresponsible, and
shallow woman. Readers can find a clear compahbstween Rosamond Vincy and Gwendolen
Harleth. Like Gwendolen, Rosamond uses marriageveay to lift her socio-economic
standing. Both Gwendolen and Rosamond feel thmedtby the union, as Rosamond realizes it
had “fulfilled none of her hopes, and had beenaysitoiled for her imagination” (752). Unlike
Dorothea, Rosamond’s visions of marriage are daiastic and unrealistic. Rosamond’s
desire not to serve but to be served, does noedewwell in the end. According to the narrator,
“Rosamond’s discontent in her marriage was duedimelitions of marriage itself, to its demand
for self-suppression and tolerance” (753) and shiglst out ways to use her aspects of
femininity (crying, beauty, and fits of madness)asay to control those around her. Unlike
Dorothea, Rosamond’s lofty conception of the wéwdd more to do with controlling others
(Lydgate in particular) than it does with being tofied. Eliot highlights Rosamond’s

propensity toward a violence turned inward in tyweafic moments.
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As the wife to a medical doctor whose work focuseshe discovery of “primitive
tissue” by applying the “threads of investigatiahfough a “diligent application” of the scalpel
and the microscope, Rosamond’s body endures stiotal, moral, and medical observation.
Her attempts to avoid these types of surveillatigstrate her intense desire to enact the process
of violent self-castration in order to gain autlyin the text. Paradoxically, Rosamond calls
attention to her body in her various endeavordititimale attention. While Rosamond thrusts
her feminine form into the textual spotlight, sirawwtaneously seeks to diminish her femininity.
For example, Lydgate forbids Rosamond from ridergexercise she enjoys and covets more
because it has brought her closer to Captain Lydgdbwever, Lydgate’s will has less to do
with the connection Rosamond hoped to forge wigh@uallingham family and more to do with
his fear over her medical “condition.” Lydgaterfe#he excessive exercise would result in a
miscarriage. However, Rosamond acts against Lgtigatedical mandate because she “had that
victorious obstinacy which never wastes its enéngynpetuous resistance” (585). Rosamond,
indeed, loses the baby and Lydgate realizes a ésainsis powerlessness over [her]” (586).
Against the medical advice of her husband, andmioevledge that such activities, in her case,
could lead to the loss of her baby, Rosamond dded she was not to do. Her actions illustrate
a desire to strip that which would define her aganan (a mother) in order to maintain control
over her body. She is willing to enact violencemper “tissue” in order to annihilate the body
that could be analyzed, governed, and surveyed.

Rosamond skirts any possibility of submissiondd@gte cannot reason with her and
cannot “conquer her assent” (660). The narra@md Lydgate wants to “smash and grind some
object on which he could at least produce and isgioa, or else to tell her brutally that he was

master, and she must obey” (660). However, sirasaRond has worked continually to
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maintain control of her body, her malleability ist@f reach. The final act of Rosamond’s
power comes in an unlikely form — she holds the tkeporothea’s happiness, but must sacrifice
her own in granting it to another. Inspired by thevelty of pain” and later in a fit of fainting,
she throws “herself on the bed with her clothesamdl, [laid] in apparent torpor, as she had done
once before on a memorable day of grief” (the fdser furniture to the creditors) (780).
Through the process of self-induced trauma, Rosdmecovers her character in the eyes of the
narrator and community of readers. She clearbe@ganfusion between Dorothea and Will and
paves the way for their eventual happiness. Thaid violence, the fits of nervousness, the
obstinacy, the failure to succumb to the mastedyesthusband serves a greater good. It allows
Marian to create a character she can severely pusnigl in the act of punishment the author can
relive the process of castration while enactingpivon her textual creations.

All of Eliot’s female characters suffer, they icflpain upon the others and upon their
own bodies, they sacrifice, and they are punishiéte vengeful author/god uses the creation of
each character in order to mimic and displace #ue ghe feels as a castrated being and, through
this process of displacement, she is able to ggeney. The female characters in Eliot's texts
also operate within the process of self-abasemElnis process, as | have argued in this chapter
and in the first, actually enables some femaledriah writers agency. Marian’s textual
productions represent her understanding of setfatésn as an avenue toward (feminine)

authorial power.
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Chapter Three
The Mother’s Knife: Dickens and Female Violence
The writer is someone who plays with his motheody...] in order to glorify it,
to embellish it, or in order to dismember it, okéait to the limit of what can be

known about the body [...] (Barthes, The PleasuriefText, 3y

Charles Dickens’s concern with the disruption aedreddation of the Victorian “angel in
the house” has its genesis in his relationshipk thie women in his life. Dickens’s obsession
with the feminine body and the limits of controles\feminine power through textual creation
pervades the plot lines of his novels. The magrant between the female writers who use
castration as a means towards agency and Dickénatithe female writers employ the process
of self-castration to foster identity whereas Dit&s literature operates under a fear of
castration, ultimately silencing the fear in ortlereturn civilization to its “appropriate”
male/female power relationship. While Bronté aiidtEare creating female characters who
successfully gain agency through a process ofcssifration, Dickens creates female characters
who self-castratand castrate others. While Jane and Lucy prospeugirself-initiated
castration, Dickens’s characters pervert authouityeash authoritative vengeance, and seek to
use their power to destroy others in the text. [&V@ieorge Eliot reenacts the process of
castration in order to harness the power by possg#se authority over her own “lack,” Dickens
works to punish these powerful, castrating womesilancing them through textual

annihilation.
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Dickens’s castrating female characters are noherperiphery, but rather integral and
necessary to the plot development. The “good” Bp¢feose Dickens rewards in the end, are
often minor in comparison to vengeful and demogiasehe presents as their antitheses. These
plots arise out of his intense castration anxieyb of his fear of domestic feminine perversion,
which, in his view, would disrupt the legitimatedamational political narratives of middle-class
domestic harmony. Dickens uses the image of theegque, over-sexed, de-feminized, and
brutal avenging woman as a way to create a langofgelence. His use of narrative as a way
to access the oedipal desire to return to the matl@vs him, as the quote that leads this section
exemplifies a desire to “play with his mother’s lpdd.] in order to glorify it, to embellish it, or
in order to dismember it, or take it to the limitvehat can be known about the body” (Barthes
37). His primal desire to return to the mothersioet arise from his desire to return
harmoniously to the body from which he came, bthasit is a desire of revenge, in which he
returns to the body to annihilate it. Furthermdnis,desire to return to the mother rises out of a
castration anxiety that can only be relieved bygheishment of the female characters who
threaten the Victorian male.

As a male author during the rise of critical estdenthe novel genre, Dickens enjoyed
certain privileges and defined his project in diffiet terms then female writers like Bronté and
Eliot. Unlike these women, he did not need toaipseudonym after he became established.
Although the early signature of Boz was initiallyadl in the 1830s publications of Hketches
by the end of 1834, when “The Boarding-House—NbwHs published in th&onthly
Magazine‘the previous stories had been sufficiently sustddo make anonymity as self-
protection unnecessary” (Kaplan 63). Unlike Braaut@ Eliot, Dickens’s ethos as a male writer

underwrote a presumed authority on the subjectitbfaaship. Furthermore, the project of
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authorship reform during the 1830s, championed tiyrias Carlyle, lead to a linkage of the
aesthetic improvement of written production to dstiteand nationalistic improvemefit.
According to Alexis Easley ifirst Person Anonymous: Women Writers and VictoRaimt
Media 1830-1870"Carlyle’s project — along with many other crgiof the 1830s -- was to
reestablish a sense of ethical responsibility eliierary marketplace, thereby reinstilling moral
values in the process of literary production” (18he fact that this “project” established the
early Victorian notion of novel writing, and thecfahat the growing circle of literary critics in
the 1830s and early 1840s were exclusionary to waahors is not a coincidence. Female
authorship carried a taint and was seen as songdbeiter suited for the realm of sentimental
fiction (hence, the need for Currer Bell and Gedtgiet). Since the role of the novel changed
and it had, by this time, become a conduit for mimstruction and political transformation, the
author of such productions must carry with himphesumption of authority through his ability
to “communicate across class boundaries by virfuesomasculinity—defined as his breadth of
knowledge, courage, and disinterestedness” (E43lgy So, the exigency varies drastically
between Bronté and Eliot and Dickens. Where thefemale writers work to conceal their
femininity in hopes of entering the literary intgéntsia Dickens, by virtue of his sex, does not
share their anxiety. Since Dickens comes to thengrtable with masculine ethos in his hand,
he can write in order to initiate national reforolipies—policies that included education,
criminal and prostitution rehabilitation, and adatphousing for the poor. These “projects”
receive attention in his novels and magazine patitins and coincide with his real-life work
with Miss Coutts*

However, the exigency for Bronté and Eliot resiotethe internal desire to lend voice

and agency to the female body. Their politicaliratiopns are overshadowed by their prevailing
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drive to use the process of writing as a way toalisr their own identity. The process of self-
fashioning, the power their characters gain thraighprocess of self-castration, is influential
and frightening to a writer like Dickens, who eneoiss a stable English society: separate
feminine and masculine roles. In reading the tiaea of power through castration and threat in
the novels of Bronté and Eliot, Dickens recognittezlwork of these two novelists as a potential
threat to the more politically minded, and critlgadanctioned work of the Victorian male
writers.

The letters of George Eliot, Charlotte Bronté&, &irles Dickens illustrate authorial
interest in each other’'s works. Although Dickena®ming correspondence suffered the fate of
a backyard bonfire in which his sons Henry andrPfgteefully carried one basket after another
from his study” (Kaplan 17) to the fire their fatiead built for their ill-fated depository,
biographers have been able to pull together sorhésafutgoing letters to John Forster (who
later became Dickens biographer), Wilkie Colling]ldm Makepeace Thackeray, and George
Eliot, just to name a few. Bronté, beginning heiting career during Dickens'’s publication of
Dombey and Sof1848); and her writing d¥illette during the monthly installment publications
of Bleak Hous€1852), was clearly reading Dickens, as indicétgd letter to George Smith on
March 11, 1852. It is safe to assume that Dickead the publications of the geographically
isolated and mysterious Currer Bell, as her comedpnce with male members (Lewes and
Thackeray) of the growing London literary circlé which Dickens was an avid member,
illustrates her “inclusion” if not in body, then asubject of their critical discussions. Dickens’
erotically charged epistolary relationship with @goEliot depicts his interest in and reverence
for the budding author. In his January 18, 18%5@&itdo the author of “The Sad Fortunes of the

Reverend Amos Barton” and “Mr. Gilfil's Love-StoryDickens invites the writer to “show me
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the face of the man or woman who has written soncimayly.”®> As | discussed in my previous
chapter, the correspondence is erotically changehat Dickens asks the writer to step outside
of the secret she has carefully constructed obtoheed for authorial and personal protection.
His desire to denude the masculine writer plays im¢$ fantasy to call forth the body in order to
gaze upon it. He claims his motives are not “vdlgad not a “mere curiosity.” What the letter
does illustrate is Dickens’s preoccupation with poand female sexuality and how women gain

power through textual reproduction.

I. Monsters in His House: Dickens and the Genesig 8exual Dysfunction

For Charles Dickens, the woman who wields the gstdhreat is the one who tries to
emasculate him. Elizabeth Dickens, Charles Dickaem®ther, serves as the origin of Dickens’s
dysfunctional sexual identity. While there isléttirect evidence to support the “abandonment”
Dickens proffers as the mode of his childhood upding, it is clear he felt abandoned by his
mother. The Dickens family struggled through pasiof financial instability, which ultimately
resulted in Dickens’s class humiliation. ElizabBllckens was far from the “angel in the
house,” an image of woman that Dickens would latsist upon in both his personal life and
literary productions. Mrs. Dickens did not man#ge home, she did not look after her
children’s best interests, she did not shower thgtm love and attention, and she often
withdrew any form of nurturing affection from thoa#o sought it. While his father John
Dickens ran up debts, Elizabeth did nothing to ecaize the household. In February 1824,
John Dickens was imprisoned because of an outstgtidity pound debt to the family’s baker.
After the debt was paid, and John was released frigon, Elizabeth committed the ultimate

sin: she insisted on Charles’s continued employrretite blacking factory. This transgression,
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one for which Elizabeth never received forgivenésgjed a strong notion in Charles’s young
mind that a mother’s role was to protect and nertaot to deprive and humiliate. As Fred
Kaplan points out, writing became “one way outha blacking factory, one way to go back
even further into childhood and into the myth & tilameless mother, whom he would have
much preferred to the mother he had” (65).

In 1830, Charles met Maria Beadnell. He was logkor a woman that stood in great
contrast to his neglectful mother, as woman whouldaurture and support him, who would be
good, beautiful, and morally elevated genius ofdsigirations” (Kaplan 50-51). The love-struck
eighteen-year-old found his “judgment was signiiitbaoff-target” as Maria turned out to be
“too much like his mother, self-involved and ematadly frivolous” ( 51). So, his first attempt
to replace his mother with a sexual and companepattner failed. His attempts to court her
were met with cold rebuk&. The relationship between Maria and Charles watkt find a
place in his literature: Estella and PipGneat Expectations

Out of the despair and humiliation of the negtefdtis mother and rebuke by Maria
Beadnell comes Dickens’s intense desire to fulidl projection of Victorian masculine identity.
He needed to marry, which necessitated finding mavowhom he could control. In 1835 he
met Catherine Hogarth, whom he envisioned as ttreapehal middle-class home where
“marriage to an amiable, conventional, sweet-temgheaind domestic woman, would cooperate
with his desires to be master of his own home (Ka®7). Nonetheless, The relationship
between Dickens and Catherine was always medigtedsense, by a third party. In the early
days of their marriage, Mary Hogarth, Catheringsnger sister, lived with the Dickenses and
became the domestic companion to both husband dedHhiis sexual life with Catherine

produced ten children (and at least three failegypancies) and provided the “necessary
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foundations of his adult self-definition [of] a sssful member of the middle-class community”
(Kaplan 162). Yet the efforts he made to ensuselace in the middle-class ideal, his union
with Catherine never fit fully into the image of manhood he had created and insisted upon.
The triangulation between Charles, Catherine, andyMame closer to the ideal middle-class
relationship in that “the faultless Mary [was] dtee mother, a better sister and a better
Catherine, an alternate Catherine, a completiddatherine, adding insight, sympathy and
intelligent understanding (94). However, the fantliss received a horrendous shock with the
death of Mary Hogarth in 1837. Dying in Dickenaisns, he removed the ring from her finger
and wore it from that point on. As David Holbropdints out in “Dickens’s Own Relationships
with Women”, the death weighed heavily on Dickerngssgche and when Mary died, “[he]
bought a double plot in Kensal Green cemetery,rigpfm be buried alongside her when he died”
(168).

The disruption of the marital triangulation didt test long. After Mary’s death,
Catherine’s sister Georgina moved in with the fgmWith Dickens’s commercial success and
popularity as a novelist, minor actor, critic, edjtand publisher, the family did not need to
worry about finances. Dickens had successfullyeguhimself from the depths of class
humiliation; however, his private life and relatgbrip with Catherine remained tenuous. An
unfulfilled marital satisfaction often lead Dicketwsinvest in inappropriate and insensitive
relationships with other women. But “while Dickekrseew women in the flesh, he spent a
lifetime trying to ‘find’ her in art,” (Holbrook 18) and his fictional creations portray a clear
interest in using his art to manufacture the pamdceived by women and the pleasure he
experienced in punishing them. By 1858, his mgeiaith Catherine ended — the two remained

married but lived separately. In a letter to Femsbickens claims “I must deomethingor |
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shall wear my heart away. | can see no bettegtturdo that is half so hopeful in itself, or half
so well suited to my restless state” (qtd in Ka384). The pain exhibited by this letter in the
shadow of his separation from Catherine depictaa searching for a way survive Just as he
saw his mother as a woman who threatened his gigkenhto survive in the world, Catherine had
taken on this role and threatened to “wear histreeaay.” Although modifications to the
Divorce laws by this time had made it somewhatezdsilawfully sever marital ties, Dickens
could not risk the damage that a divorce might lemhis public image.

Dickens’s bond with Ellen Ternan, a stage actrédssmwhe met in 1857 during the stage
production ofFrozen Deepsprecipitated a change in Dickens’s relations wittmen. The
separation allowed Dickens to expunge the Monsters his Gad’s Hill house (Catherine
returned to the Hogarth home). Georgina Hogartimareed with Dickens at Gad's Hill Place
and fulfilled the role of the domestic (non-sexuaigel’’ With Georgina as the keeper of the
domestic sphere and as mother of the Dickens emldnd Ellen Ternan and her mother and
sister in a house in Slough, Dickens effectivelyt $pe companionate and sexual components of
his life. By eradicating the monsters from his luse is able to keep the threatening women at
bay. For Dickens the woman who possesses thegeisbthreat is the one who works to
emasculate him through her neglect and abandonfBkrabeth Dickens), rebuke and
humiliation (Maria Beadnell), failure to understasumadd support his intellect and inability to
nurture his children (Catherine), and capacityule him through her sexual maturity (Ellen

Ternan). With all of these women safely in théage, Dickens’s home represents middle-class

domestic harmony, with Georgina at the helm.
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II. Oedipal Perversions and Castration Anxiety

Dickens'’s fiction, specifically the noveRBleak HousgThe Tale of Two CitieandGreat
Expectationsenacts the desire to return to the mother inrdaeanipulate (“play with”) her
body, “in order to glorify it, to embellish it, @n order to dismember it” (Barthes 37). Barthes
asks inThe Pleasure of the TexDoesn’t every narrative lead back to Oedipusf'ti
storytelling always a way of searching for one’gjior, speaking one’s conflicts with the Law,
entering into the dialectic of tenderness and Wati7)? If the exigency for writing is
inextricably linked to the desire for origin, whegn be said of the desire to return in order to
annihilate? What sort of “self” rises out of tfesirney toward committing ruin and
annihilation? Writing is, as Barthes elucidatepr@ect of the Oedipal desire to return to the
mother and, as he further points out, once theoauatitives at the door housing maternal
sexuality and the place of his origin, he can cledogylorify it or disfigure it. Writing is always
therefore, a desire to obtain origin, which me&uas it is also a libidinal drive towards de&th.
Hence, the maternal organ/origin represents attbfdseing consumed, one that entices with a
promise of self-realization while simultaneouslyréeizes the author’s process of self-
actualization. For Dickens, origin equals thrddbwever, he displaces the traditional locus of
threat, shifting it from the paternal to maternaley.

In the traditional (Freudian) psychoanalytic o@dlipomplex, the fear of castration arises
from the child’s threat to the paternal order. Té@er, once he acknowledges the child’s desire
to satiate a libidinal desire to return to the neotlmecapitulates his paternal dominance through
the threat of castration. At both the psychoamalfdreud) and linguistic (Lacan) levels, the law
of the father bars the completion of return torti@her and imposes the following threat

narrative: | will castrate you, as | have your nestland thwart your desire for self-identity. In
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Dickens’s literature, however, it appears the tradal understanding of the oedipal complex
suffers from a perversion of threat origin. Wher#tge paternal order looms large over the
libidinal desires of “normal” sexual function, Dieks exchanges the paternal threat for the
maternal one. While the desire to return remdiessame, the threat one encounters at the
precipice is not the hand of the father, but rathercruel and emasculating hand of the mother.
This, of course, must mean that the mother hasopgpipted the phallus. Perhaps the
mother has already castrated the father (in the cbbirs. Joe and Joe GargeryGneat
Expectations Perhaps the mother wields the threat of thelphaly the concealment of a
determinant secret that results in a sexual boalydsrries an immoral and aberrant taint (as in
the case of Lady Dedlock Bleak House The maternal figure may have obtained the pkallu
by reinscribing the role of mother and she rearsoffepring to entice and then emasculate all
those who hope to domesticate her (Miss HavishairEatella inGreat Expectations Or,
finally, perhaps the maternal figure is no mothteaila but rather a blood thirsty and cruel
punisher who perverts the domestic activities oftikig and the feminine qualities of beauty
(Madame Defarge ifiale of Two Cities In each of these novels, it is clear Dickersg$ehe
powerful sexual female and that his notion of teimale is one based on the perversion of the
oedipal complex. Dickens eroticizes these womepidting them in terms of male libidinal
desire, but it is “sexual maturity in the [womehét is so dangerous.” As Holbrook suggests,
“adult sexuality” is the “menace, threatening muraled confusion, because out of this dark,
unconscious realm arise the fantasies of infamsfebdangerous voracious appetite” (170).
Dickens'’s fiction exemplifies a tie between soaiglicturing and libidinal desires. |
interpret his obsession with the link between comitytand sexuality as process writing, which

enables him to purge his fictive worlds of the fiigning concoction of sex and community in
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order to return them to the Victorian period’s moeaitional model. In his real life, Dickens
worked to separate the domestic and sexual sphel@sgiuenched his strongest passions and
elicit sexual appetiteutsideof the home. He obsessively guarded the headleasured the
harmony and sanctity of that sphere by having Maxy Georgina, two women who did not pose
a sexual threat, rule it with their pure, angebntis. Dickens’s sexual desires remained far
away from the sacred home. Some only came tadruih his mind, like his sexual fantasies of
Queen Victoria?® Other sexual fantasies came closer to physi¢ahtization, as in the case of
Augusta de la Rue, who became his “patient” andpeamdically (often late at night and

without the presence of her husband or any ottend&nt) mesmerized by Dickens in his
attempt to cure her of her bodily ailments. Indtehconflating and living within the competing
dynamic of the pleasure and reality principles,Keits chooses to separate the two, so that each
would not suffer the influence of the other. lindDickens’s literature that readers observe the
strict labor of narrator to delineate between thee@and domestic woman and the foul and
vengeful and castrating one. Once he makes tiesclear, the plot abandons the story of the
“good” woman and concerns itself with the tainte@ o In doing so, Dickens enables the
narrator (an extension of himself) to work throulge oedipal perversion, thus dispelling the fear
of castration through narrative annihilation. Diokes “deep unconscious fear of women” and
his “dread of sexuality in women impels the needdotrol women, and to oblige her to seek
‘repentance,” to make massive reparation and bmssive” (Holbrook 176). Where as Jane
Eyre and Lucy Snow enact a process of self-castrati order to gain agency and power in their
narratives, Dickens’s characters enter the text thieir powers securely holstered. Where as
George Eliot seeks to use the process of selfatasiras a way to re-experience her own

castrative moments in order to gain a vengeful uppad and relive the moment of castrative
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power over her textual productions, Dickens resthegower of castration from the hands of
women and places it safely in the male narrataifs gThe punishments (deaths, living deaths,
and narrative deaths) of Miss Havisham, Molly, Est@nd Mrs. Joe iGreat Expectationand
Lady Dedlock and Esther Summersomirak Houseand Madame Defarge ifale of Two
Citiesexemplifies this author’s will over women who sgmkver through self-castration and use
that power to instill (through the perversion of thedipal desire) castration anxiety and actual

emasculation over the men in the novels.

. Violent Signification: A Linguistic Impossibil ity?

In addition to the perversion of the locus of catsbn anxiety, the powerful female also
disrupts the meaning derived from what Ferdinan8algssure calls tteggn With the two
principles of the sign, theignifier and thesignified Saussure charts the linguistic process of
marking (signifier) to concept (signified) to theferent or image (sign) that has an arbitrary
association to the markings on the page or thedsamage produced by those marR&Vhile
the association between the marks on the pagehangbtind-image and the sign is always, in
Saussurean linguistics, arbitrary and conventidhal Victorian period’s obsession with
classification portrays a societal (and, perhagshatic) push toward “fixed” meaning. As the
nineteenth century progressed, the medical prafe'sscuriosity about the female body shows a
clear indication of a desire to know or to figuer lout. Additionally, the female mind became a
preoccupation of many writers during this time pdyriwhich points to a drive (by the medical,
literary, and legal professions) to explore thatbnof the female body and mind in order to have
an concrete knowledge of their constitution. Femmore, the legal and educational systems

worked hard to pin women down, in a sense, to gowarriage and divorce, child custody
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issues, property ownership, and proper feminin@en while setting standards for appropriate
feminine activities, dress, hygiene, etc. CoveRaymore’s poem, “The Angel in the House”
did as much to fix the meaning of the ideal wonmathe Victorian period as the medical, legal,
educational, and social systems. The angel iltlise has a clear sign in Victorian fiction — its
status is not arbitrary, but carefully and methaltijcfixed. Certainly for Dickens’s the image
ideal of the “proper” Victorian woman came easdyhis mind. His literature is full of the
recognizable figure and represents the periodisteisce on making the definition of woman
less arbitrary and more stable.

Despite the Saussurean notion of arbitrary meanitige sign, the concentrated efforts
during the nineteenth century to explore her, dehiar, and fix her in a linguistic certitude
highlights an important message for Dickenseanemrsad fear that woman can exist in the
slippage between arbitrary and fixed meaning; atfegt woman can subvert the efforts of social
systems in order to make her image meaningleshduiita fixed meaning in Victorian
society)—or worse beyond linguistical representatiball (without an ideal image in Victorian
society). Woman, therefore, could mean the subveidgelp mate who manages the home and
nurtures her husband and children, or woman coel@mthe cruel and neglecting figure
opposed to the patriarchal rule. The second a&felsggns emasculates and damages the
Victorian masculine ego-ideal. Dickens’s literayresents a forum for which the grotesque
woman (grotesque in her arbitrary meaning) sutf@rsh punishment in order to reinstate the
fixed image of Victorian femininity (and, hence pide for the growth of masculine identity as
well).

Woman'’s resistance to a “fixing” in language miirst occur at the linguistic level and,

therefore, this resistance operates within a siraaf violence. Lady Dedlock, Miss Havisham,



116

Molly, Estella, Mrs. Joe, and Madame Defarge aotegque representations of femininity and in
their perversion of the feminine ideal, they a@emt, sexually irregular, unforgiving,
unsympathetic and vengeful characters. Dickengeqzupation with violence and his ability to
express violence in language leads to narrativesatfe always on the verge of a linguistic
rupture. In these moments, the language canngtregpresent the violence Dickens intends.
Instead, Dickens must use an unstructured strucfline narratives iBleak HousgeTale of Two
Cities andGreat Expectationare most compelling when they stretch the limiténguistic
signification—when, through a process of mimesis,language slips in order to lend meaning
through the slippage instead of through the markihe page. To put it more clearly, Dickens
must imitate through language the violence thast®$inguistical structuring. This imitation
takes shape because of his use of ellipses, ddsgsent sentences, and tense shifts. The
manner of the narrative appears “frantic” on thggso that thevay Dickens writes lends the
meaning tavhathe intends. To speak violence is to give structtim@ugh the narrative) to a
physical act that is innately unstructured. Tdlesfollowing excerpt fronGreat Expectationas
an example of this linguistic failure. Pip hastjosnfronted Miss Havisham and forced her to
recognize her cruel manipulation of Estella and.hifter he secures financial support for
Herbert, elicits a woeful “O! What have | done! Wihave | done” (394) from the wasted
woman, Pip “could look upon her without compasse®eing her punishment in the ruin she
was, in her profound unfitness for this earth” ek his leave of her, “the vanity of remourse,
the vanity of unworthiness” (394). When Pip retito assure himself of Miss Havisham’s
safety, he witnesses a “great flaming light spupg and Miss Havisham coming toward him in

a “shrieking” “whirl” of fire (397).
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That | got them off, closed with her, threw her apwnd got them over her; that |
dragged the great cloth from the table for the sporpose, and with it dragged
down the heap of rottenness in the midst, andhalugly things that sheltered
there; that we were on the ground struggling ligsprate enemies, and that the
closer | covered her, the more wildly she shrie&id tried to free herself; that
this occurred | knew through the result, but nodtigh anything | felt, or thought,
or knew | did. | knew nothing until I knew that wiesre on the floor by the great
table [...] Then, | looked round and saw the distdrbeetles and spiders running
away over the floor, and the servants coming it \bieathless cries at the door.
| still held her forcibly down with all my strengthke a prisoner who might
escape; and | doubt if | even knew who she wasihgrwe had struggled, or that
she had been in flames, or that the flames weré 0l1(397)
The retelling of the violent interaction betweep Bnd Miss Havisham has an immediacy about
it but must reside in the past tense. So, witlhadl time having passed by, Pip is still unable to
fully express the moment of his violent attemps&we her. The incoherent sentence structure,
with the succession of subordinating conjuncti@asls the reader through a series of actions that
even the narrator fails to understand then or ribitnew nothing” and “not through anything |
felt, or thought, or knew | did.” Additionally, éhfaulty syntax works to obscure the subject of
the sentence, which further highlights languagefgure and inability to signifyiolence Pip
confuses the actions of rescue and the actionmkEnce: “I still held her forcibly down with all
my strength, like a prisoner who might escape” sk Havisham “shrieked” and they
struggled like “desperate enemies.” Curt Hartagias in his article “The Rape of Miss

Havisham” that the scene illustrates “a rich nexussychological intentions, the core being a
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symbolic revenge—rape—aimed at violating and ddggadVoman in order to free the self from
fixation” (259). By conflating the language of 8oism and the language of violence, Dickens
sets up a system in which the signification of @rae and erotic desires are co-dependent.
Another example of this linguistic co-dependencgus in the description of Mrs. Joe’s
brutal attack. After Mrs. Joe makes clear herrédsi be Orlick’s “master” and his response to
her display of authority by claiming “I'd hold yoif,you was my wife. | hold you under the
pump, and choke it out of you” (111 and 112) Pig doe find Mrs. Joe on the kitchen floor
“lying without sense or movement [...] knocked downabtremendous blow on the back of the
head” (117). The result of this blow to the headrs. Joe’s inability to be on the ram-page
from that day forward and, more significantly, less of signification all together. The
“gloomy aberration of mind,” (120) imbecility, ambdmmunication through “mysterious” signs
that would appear on her slate (121) indicate larfaiof language to speak of violence. The
curious “T” Mrs. Joe traces on the slate does tanidsfor toast, or tar, or tub (121), but is rather
a pictorial representation of a hammer. In thellieg of violence, language falters and becomes
abstract and beyond all signification. In facp Rever actually narrates the moment of his
sister’s attack; the reader pulls together a natifais brutality by scattered clues: his sister’s
condition, the discarded weapon and, later, theabnature of her attacker, Orlick. Just as in the
moment of Pip’s “saving” the burning Miss Havishdbickens imbues the language of violence
with eroticism. Pip “lustily” calls the word hammier his sister’s ear, to which she
enthusiastically “hammer[s] on the table” to exprés qualified assent” (121). When Pip
summons Orlick to the kitchen in hopes his sistirdgnounce him as her attacker, Mrs. Joe
expresses an “anxiety to be on good terms with f@nd was “much pleased by his being at

length produced.” At her motioning, Orlick is aféel a drink and she “showed every possible
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desire to conciliate him”(122). The hammer, aniobs phallic symbol stands to represent
Orlick (the man with power over her) and, therefloas further meaning as the transfer of power
(from Mrs. Joe to her “master”). Mrs. Joe receigesensation of pleasure in calling him to stand
before her, as Pip notes: “After that day, a daglygpassed without her drawing the hammer on
her slate” (122). Conflating violence and dedbiekens points an inability to separate the two.
And, if the two stand together in the field of sigration, Dickens, in order to rid the text of gne
must rid the text of the other.
In Tale of Two CitiesDickens’s conflation of eroticism and violencendze clearly noted
when...
There could not be fewer than five hundred peapté, they were dancing like
five thousand demons. There was not other muait tineir own singing. They
danced to the popular Revolution song, keepingacieus time that was like a
gnashing of teeth in unison. Men and women datmgether, women danced
together [...] they advanced, retreated, struck atammother’s hands, clutched one
another’s heads, spun round alone, caught oneamatld spun around in pairs,
until many of them dropped [...] then the ring bro&ad in separate rings of two
and four they turned and turned until they all peghat once, began again, struck,
clutched, and tore [...] No fight could have beerf balterrible as this dance.
(288-89)
The men and women in this “healthy pastime chamg@da means of angering the blood and
bewildering the senses” (289) gnash their teetlkestclutch and tear. Dickens calls the
Carmagnole “warped and perverted” and the langhage works to support my argument:

Dickens confuses the language of violence andaihguage of eroticism (bodies clutching and
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tearing at each other) to such an extent thawvtbdanguages become one in the same. In this
process of conflation, the author has no choicddaktinguish both narratives of eroticism and
desire. Dickens’s insistence in the conflatiomtighout his oeuvre serves a grand reformatory
purpose: by linking violence and erotic sexuali?yckens is able to control the two parts of the
dangerous feminine ideal and expel them from it productions. In order to excise the
grotesque female, he must go further than narrét@mgropensities towards violence (an
inaccessible process given the difficulty of langgigo fully represent the narrative of violence).
Dickens must bring the feminine form—the body—cestage as a way to show how violence
disfigures the feminine body. Once the body appeuathe text, Dickens can play with it,

recover it, mutilate it, dismember it, and erase it

IV. Rewarding the Present Body and Absent Voice: Esth@tarrative in Bleak House
Is the first number dBleak Housegenerally admired? | liked the Chancery part,
but when it passes into the autobiographic formd, the young woman who
announces that she is not “bright” begins her hysib seems to me too often
weak and twaddling; an amiable nature is caricdtunet faithfully rendered, in
Miss Esther Summersdh.

Charlotte Bronté read the first numbeBdéak Housevhile meditating and completing
Villette. The contrast between Lucy Snow, who Matthew Atrobaracterized as having
“hunger, rage, and rebellion” and Esther Summenatio, Bronté calls “weak and twaddling”
alludes to a fundamental difference in the two 8orRickens does not see the aim of the female
autobiography as a process toward agency (as éargaiin Bronté’s textdane Eyreand

Villette). Rather, Esther’s narrative elevates her spgadetf while simultaneously threatening
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to destroy her because it is a narrative that oy the editing and reshaping (the castration) of
the third-person companion narrator. What perfsapp®yed Charlotte Bronté in the
“caricatured” rendition of an “amiable” Esther, wivorks to present her own history, is the fact
that she never fully utilizes the power narratiferals her. However, Dickens’s mind does not
bend easily to the aim of individual (feminist)agh. As the novel depicts, his overarching goal
in Bleak Houseemains tied to his notions of social and domesticrm. The women characters
in Bleak Housgespecially Esther Summerson and Lady Dedlockerstand the urge toward
obscurity and self-effacement, not as a way to egdut rather, as a way to survive through
compliance. Furthermore, Esther and Lady Dedlodlesfrom the narrative’s insistence that
their bodies take center stage. Esther’s narraalls forth the body she is at pains to reveal.
The third-person omniscient and parts of Esthérss-person narrative call forth the sexually
tainted body of Lady Dedlock, which, once denudkthe fashionable clothing, reveals her
sexual secret and ultimately leads to her d&ath.

Women inBleak House, A Tale of Two CitjedGreat Expectationgepresent the
greatest threat to the Victorian masculine egotidBg their failure to regulate the home, by
their participation in traditionally masculine agties, and by their inability to remain sexually
pure, they threaten to contaminate the domestierspnd its inhabitantBleak House,
specifically, presents the problematic issues widie sexual impropriety, philanthropy, and
illegitimacy. In the more comic pages of the no@atkens chastises the female philanthropist:
the woman who devotes herself wholly to causestyer own home—beyond her own
nation, in fact. Timothy Crens argues thaBirak Houséickens symbolizes his notions of
national reform and that “Mrs. Jellyby reveals hbigkens adapts contemporary material to

construct an ideological nexus of gender and erhfl23). Mrs. Jellyby’s home is “not only
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very untidy, but very dirty,” and the home is withidnot water and “they couldn’t find the kettle,
and the boiler was out of order” (53 and 55). d # the exasperated state of the home, the
Jellyby kids are unkempt, wild, “jaded and unhegaltioking” (53). The moments in the
narrative that include the plot lines of Mrs. Jeilyand Mrs. Pardiggle serve as instruction and
forewarning: when a woman steps outside of her@piate role, she threatens the familial
structure. Esther serves as a model of femininecmmess. The homes she visits are
immediately influenced by her womanly (and mothepsesence. The two Bleak Houses in the
novel represent Esther’s ability to resurrect thmdstic sphere. Esther transforms John
Jarndyce’s Bleak House with her sense of duty andvasket of keys and is rewarded with her
own new Bleak House at the conclusion of the novel.

Bleak House’slual narrator works on the present/absent continuidsther’'s body is
certainly present in the text, whereas her voicgaias malleable, edited, and sometimes absent
altogether. Esther’s narrative provides littleragein that it can’t stand on its own. Her
narrative only gains substance through the powanother narrative voice — an omniscient and
unseen male voice. Esther Summerson symbolizesvbleens sees as the domestic potential
for self-castrating women. She stands in direatrest to the other major female character in
the novel, Lady Dedlock, Esther's mother. Esthsek-depravation and narrative timidity is
compensated by the novel's end — she marries Wawotaond through this marriage she erases
the illegitimacy that plagued her since birth. Hests first contribution to the novel highlights
her inability to signify: “Your mother, Esther, y@ur disgrace, and you were hers. The time will
come — and soon enough — when you will understaiscetter, and will feel it too, as no one
save a woman can” (30). Esther’s position in tbxeehreflects her position in society. Her

illegitimacy affords her few rights in the legaldasocial systems. In the same way, Esther’s
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narrative gains significance only when paired wité third-person omniscient narrator’s
presence. Esther’s narrative remains in the pdmreas the third-person’s narration commands
the present tense. Esther’s narrative focuses opdrsonal development, whereas the other
narrative takes the reader to Chancery and bey®dhd.third-person narration compels meaning
from the text — he is the weaver who pulls togetsther’'s narrative and the plot lines of all the
other characters. Esther’s narrative cannot stéote. Her narrative remains illegitimate
without the other. Furthermore, the novel forgethEr’s identity not through the work of her
own narrative, but through the unspoken dialeatiseen the two. Therefore, Esther’s history
and her part in the novel can only be revealed wherompanion narrative provides the
necessary material. Esther, then, must write lfendée the text in hopes that the companionate
material will then bring forth signification. Egthcannot signify on her own. While her
narration exists, it only gains its meaning throitghclusion with the third-person omniscient
narrator. Unlike Lucy Snow and Jane Eyre, she doéfiarness the potential power of self-
castration.

What Esther’s narrative does is bring her body theotext. While the third-person
omniscient narrator remains unseen and body-letkeEs narratives bring her body to the
page. Beth Newman explains this narrative digtindby asserting “Esther, as the writer of her
story, is associated with the production of the’tard, therefore, “her voice is assigned a source
in a specific body as the omniscient narratorisat (80). The problem here is that while
Esther must present her body through narrationtexénal production remains meaningless until
an affirmation by an absent body. As Esther wyishe enacts a process of self-castration that is
further complicated by the absent presence oftting-person narrator. The third-person narrator

thwarts her will to power, which Esther should gdirough the process of self-castration. As
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Newman asserts, Esther’s narrative is attacheddpexific body,” and, therefore, her narrative
depends upon her body’s physical location in the testher’s narrative works to write her body
as text. Esther’s body becomes textual productisirthe level of textual production, the
female body can be reformed, reshaped, and reabykoan illegitimacy to the Angel of Bleak
House). A clear example of how Esther narratevbdy comes in Chapter 35 when she
narrates her reaction to the small pox scars tlaak imer face. By writing her body in this
chapter she makes it accessible to narrative datidn. If her body equals textual production,
and her narrative only gains meaning through tlbegss of another’s narrative work, then she
does not own the signification of her own bodythEss narrative gives over her body to
another authority (the authority of the omniscieatrator). And under the rule of that authority
(in Dickensian literature), feminine bodily prodiact can be reformed.

The threat of the feminine body occupies Dickenstamature. If, as Newman points out
“within every woman lies a source of pollution caangble to the ones being addressed by mid-
century sanitary reformers, among whom we may cBitkens,” (85) then Esther’s process of
narrative self-castration works to fulfill the ma$ine desire to find her and fix her. Since
female bodies “contain a festering pool of corraptanalogous to the standing pools and open
sewers in Tom-All-Alone’s,” (85) the major contriiten Esther makes to the novel is a way to
combat this threat. Her present body, a body ptasehe production of the text and once
established there, inaccessible to Esther hetsaliers a unique opportunity to use narrative in
the service of social domestic management. Whaestructure of the dual narrative positions
Esther’s body in a space inaccessible to her tetktewhich is dominated and regulated by the
masculine omniscient narrator — the accessibifityey body to the authoritative male narrator

provides the means in which woman can be more gpptely restored. Lady Dedlock
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represents the deviant sexual female, which cammogstored and must be erased. Her body
carries sexual taint into the household and disritptorder while threatening to dislocate the
meaning of Esther’s narrative and the overarchargdyce vs. Jarndyce plotline. Lady
Dedlock, as Richard Gaughan asserts, “is an exgertof her language” and “her very aptitude
of using her language requires a self-annihilatiat results in powerlessness” (84). What
Gaughan points to here is that in Lady Dedlocksecaer expertise in language also leads to her
inability to escape the system. As an “expert’usiee enjoys the “highest privileges of rank,”
but “to succeed she must so completely identitgéliéwith the ‘language’ of social
conventions,” (84) which she cannot because ofrfadgility to construct an identity based on the
Victorian notion of femininity. In contrast to hdaughter, Lady Dedlock has the power to
signify within language (she has acquired the pis3ll Lady Dedlock holds the secret to
Esther’s paternity and she is, ultimately, the migdéink in the resolution of the Jarndyce vs.
Jarndyce case. The power she assumes under timeacahof language, however,
simultaneously threatens to destroy her. Theeptwot ofBleak Houséiinges on Lady

Dedlock’s demise. The presence of Esther’s nattaitgory reveals the sexually tainted body of
Chesney Wold. All of the narratives seek to bfimgh Lady Dedlock’s body in order to assign
to it an exacting punishment. The sexual taintegsgnted by Lady Dedlock’s unnarrated past
threatens to destroy the domestic harmony thatiremtlae narrative goal of boBleak House
narrators. Since Lady Dedlock remains the ultintlateat to the resolution of tiBdeak House
narratives, her demise is necessary. Howevecrtiadty of her demise seems disproportionate
to her crime (fearing Sir Leichester’s reactiomé&r sexual impropriety and fearing she will be
accused of murdering Tulkinghorn, she flees herénand dies of “exposure” on the grave-yard

heap in Tom-All-Alone’s). Dickens'’s insistence amiel punishments for the emasculating
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women in his texts further accentuates his usaeshture as a way to work through the fear of

castrating women and the threat they pose to \iatanasculinity.

V. “A grand woman, a frightfully grand woman!” Sign Confusion and Female Violence in
A Tale of Two Cities

Dickens’s fear of the castrating female developsenmatensely in his later novels. In his
earlier works, includin@leak Housgthe threat of castration can be easily quelleouth turns
in the narrative technique. Furthermore, in chiradike Lady Dedlock, while memorable and
essential to the plot, remain in the periphery tamd over the text to their more angelic sister
characters. I\ Tale of Two Citiedladame Defarge’s demise comes at the conclusian of
fierce struggle. Miss Pross, representing Engligberiority over the cruel and vengeance-
minded foreigner, releases the hold Madame Deflaageover the narrative in order to allow the
narrative to document the actions of Sydney Carttire text’s hero. Linda Lewis highlights
this point by stating “Madame Defarge herself gpg, instigator, orator, and renegade soldier
who takes control of her marriage, of the Revolutiand of the direction of the narrative” (32).
The narrative must annihilate Madame Defarge irotd save it from the vengeance of this
female castrator.

The history of Madame Defarge’s castration proteggns with the rape of her sister by
the Marquis Evrémonde. The entire thrust of theshbes in this violent sexual act, in that this
act supplies the motive for Madame Defarge’s reeehgerestingly, the reader is not given this
bit of information until the reading of Dr. Manne letter during Charles Darnay’s second trial.
By keeping this information hidden, the narratiepresses the origin of Madame Defarge’s

desire in order to initially convey the notion tlmer violence is a part of her non-humaness or
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tainted femininity. However, for Madame Defargeher desire to avenge her sister’s
victimization at the hand of this one aristocrééimily, she conflates the actions of one into the
actions of all. This process of conflation serigefuel her vengeance as it supplies her with a
never-ending stock of people on whom to enact erdact the pleasure she receives in
administering pain. Madame Defarge’s mode of sa$itration relies on her continual self-
infliction of psychological trauma. By locatingetisource of her (and her family’s) brutal
humiliation at the moments when reason (the mareldeeaded and kind-hearted voice of her
husband) tries to persuade her to grant clemendyéi case of Charles Darnay), or to
sympathize with a feminine pleading (when Luciesaskvain for her reconsideration) she
operates as an automaton. The self-castratioregsdbat leads her to agency is — this
defeminizing and dehumanizing process — theretaraed outward. Once she gains the agency,
she uses her power to castrate others. This ¢ypmesents Dickens’s fear that women who
cultivate a femininity through violence will usastperversion of femininity to emasculate the
Victorian male. To further accentuate this poifucich explains that Dickens “emphasiz[ed]
the ‘unnatural’ and ‘non-human’ element in the detionaries’ passion” and he “made their
spokesperson a woman, since in Dickens’s worldstipeeme disruption of normal expectations
about human nature is an absence of tendernessmam’ (139). But Madame Defarge goes
beyond what John Kucich terms an “absence of teredst” Nothing quenches her vengeance.
In the case of Madame Defarge, her acts of castratiose that emasculate her husband, her
aristocratic victims, and the masculine effortshaf text, develop through her ability to control
language and subvert the Victorian intention taféiminine signification. Madame Defarge
gains power through her ability to restructure laage by first eliminating her ability twe

signified (self-castration) and then creating gyleage over which she has ultimate authority.
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While Lucie remains the typical Victorian feminirde=al, Madame Defarge must work to
gain power through her disruption of linguisticlaarity. The inability for women to signify
within the function of language leaves little roéon agency. In order to appropriate the
phallus—the Lacanian locus of signification—MadaDefarge must work to reinvent a
language that can allow for feminine significatioidditionally, violence, as | have argued in
the third section of this chapter, resists thecstme of language. Violence, when represented on
the page, finds meaning through the slippage aflage. Therefore, the language of violence
and the language of feminine agency are similéinah they cannot be represented in the fullest
extent in the available linguistic system. So,NM@&dame Defarge, her first act of castration
disrupts the system of normative interpretatioor iRstance, in chapter sixteen, “Still Knitting”,
of the second book, Madame Defarge sat “in herlygaee” in the Defarge’s wine-shop. As
she “knit[ed] away assiduously” a “rose lay bedige’ on the counter (186). The rose in this
case indicates the presence of a spy in the wiog. sWhen Madame Defarge places the rose in
her hair, those patrons who come to gather in“daife” place know that there is an enemy
among them. As Madame knits, she senses a newéfgntering the door” and “the moment
[she] took up the rose, the customers ceased ¢gdiad began gradually to drop out of the wine-
shop” (186-7). A rose in a woman'’s headdresseathie suggestion of feminine beauty. In
fact, one could argue the rose in Madame Defatgeesl works to entice the gaze to recognize
her beauty but to define it as something quiteedéfiit—to define it as the potential for violence.
Of course, this sign confusion pales in comparisdtie “pastime” in which she engages
throughout the novel. The sign confusion Dickeegids here emphasizes the instability that
exists in a language that represents the femireseetoward violence. While language remains

a system that bars feminine signification and whitntinues to fail in its ability to represent
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violence, Madame Defarge exploits the instabilityh@ sign in order to create the possibility for
feminine signification.

Madame Defarge’s knitting represents one of tharelg examples of linguistic sign
confusion. The knitting describedAnTale of Two Citiealso illustrates the difficulty in a
systematic representation of feminine violencee Tgister” of names painfully knitted by
Madame Defarge’s fingers functions as a way fortbavork through her vengeance.
Indecipherable to all others except to the keep#reregister, the feminine production lists all
of the names that the Revolutionaries will kill aaddo details the manner in which the ill-fated
will be killed. Madame Defarge knits in “her owtitches and her own symbols” a death catalog
that would be “easier for the weakest poltroon tivas, to erase himself from existence, than to
erase one letter of his name or crimes from thedahregister of Madame Defarge” (179).
Through the disruption of language, Madame Defalgains the phallus and recreates a system
in which she controls meaning. Since all beingsrethe system of language as subjects, but
through the process of signification create antglih exist, Madame Defarge fashions a system
in which she controls the ability to exist and ihigh she controls the ability to signify. As her
“vicious” fingers knit the fates of the men in ttext, her shroud signifies her ability to create a
system of language in which she can signify anghith she can castrate others. Dickens
works to compare the traditional act of knittingéaninine and domestic activity) with violence:
“[...] not knitting to-day. Madame’s resolute righénd was occupied with an axe, in place of
the usual softer implements, and in her girdle veepéstol and a cruel knife” (223). To the
Victorian masculine ego-ideal, the castrating worthaaatens through her ability to subvert
traditional systems in order to gain power. Slemtemploys the agency she gains from this

process of subversion to enact castration upom#de counterparts in the text. The Victorian
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male, in Dickens’s body of work suffers from a cagbn anxiety that can only be relieved by
the harsh punishment of the violent female charactmA Tale of Two Citieghe threat of the
castrating woman (Madame Defarge) comes closett@légation (she knits Charles Darnay’s
name in her register), and Dickens does not sparestider the details of her blood thirst: “[she]
was so close to him when he dropped dead undéaitsuddenly animated, she put her foot
upon his neck, and with her cruel knife — long seadewed off his head” (229). This
decapitation — this castration — represents trege®f untamed violent feminine desire.

Of course, Dickens must first make the gruesomedvteDefarge appealing to his
readers. The author’s preoccupation with her lyddaighlights the propensity for woman to
entice in order to entrap. Dickens describes barélessly worn” robe, her “dark hair” which
looked “rich under her coarse red hat.” He claihespistol she carries lies “hidden in her
bosom,” which insinuates a fear that the violentdée lies in wait—that she attracts in order to
destroy. Dickens describes the flies that flockh® “glutinous little glasses near madame” and
perish at the bottom of them, giving no recogniaeaning to the other flies that came to meet a
similar fate. Like the flies in this wine-shop tlzae attracted to the sweet drops of wine left in
unclean glasses, men are also enticed to comeéMaslame. Dickens takes several opportunities
to portray the villainess as beautiful and in “grettng Madame Defarge, [he] repeatedly
foregrounds her body, detailing her clothes andtwea beneath: the knife at her girdle, the
heart under her [robe], the pistol ‘lying hidderhier bosom,” and the sharpened dagger ‘hidden
at her waist’” (Black 94). In bringing Madame Defa’s body to the forefront of the text,
Dickens conflates pleasure with pain. The erodizegthat depicts Madame Defarge

simultaneously points to her threat to castrate.
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VI: Thwarting Expectations: The Violent Female’s Falure to Underwrite Victorian
Masculinity
Dickens’sGreat Expectationglustrates the realization of castration anxieBach of

the central female characters in this novel thiRgrts expectations. While the novel’s plot
seems to focus on the Pip’s economic desires (anclmey relate to his social ones), it is also
clear that Mrs. Joe, Miss Havisham, and Estellatdtis narrative progress. As Kathleen Sell
argues, Pip’s narrative is a narrative of shamechwvtstems from his desire to abandon the
world of masculine bonding and labor at the forged, thus, his “desires for class mobility and
for Estella involve a shift from homosocial to heteexual bonds” (204). As Sell continues to
argue in “The Narrator's Shame: Masculine Identtreat Expectationis'it is through Estella
that his failure of identity is connected to théuige of the feminine in the novel that threatems t
undermine the possibility of the masculine iderit{811). If the feminine failure threatens (or,
more accurately, in the case of Pip fulfills thseat) to undermine Victorian masculine identity,
then the threat is a threat of castration by tha&rdee hand. The women (Breat Expectations
those that are most central to the plot (Mrs. Mties Havisham, and Estella) pervert the
traditional locus of castration anxiety in thatytlveork to castrate their femininity in order to
gain traditional masculine power. Once they hawaioed this power (the point at which Pip
introduces the reader to them) they levy the thoéatstration upon Pip, thus thwarting his
expectation®f masculine identity. Each of these characterstrbe tamed, punished, or
annihilated.

Mrs. Joe stands in for Pip’s dead mother. Piptsugh process is initially stunted by his

domestic atmosphere—an atmosphere wholly dictagedrs. Joe’s ram-pages and by her
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“tickler.” In the earliest descriptions of Mrs.eldPip says she “almost always wore a course
apron, fastened over her figure behind with twgpkand having a square impregnable bib in
front, that was stuck full of pins and needles”. (8)ickens presents the maternal figure as
“impregnable” and further depicts her understanadihgiotherhood as a burden. The pins stuck
in bosom are a representation of her sadomasochig® pins remind her of the “pain” she must
suffer as a domestic servant while they also indit@others her ability to master pain in order
to rule the home. Mrs. Joe is “destructive pritydvecause [she denies] motherhood, and since
Dickens equates motherhood with feminine identftis denial becomes an irreparable breach, a
violation of self and gender that eventually resuitdisaster (Hartog 248). Furthermore, Mrs.
Joe appropriates the phallus and levies harsh Iponeist to all of those who stand in opposition
to her will. Pip documents her physical abuse towamself and toward her emasculated
husband, Joe: “By this time, my sister was quitgpdeate, so she pounced on Joe, and, taking
him by the two whiskers, knocked his head fortéelivhile against the wall behind him” (11-
12). Her rampaging often leads to Pip’s punishmetit tar-water or, worse even, beatings
administered by Mrs. Joe’s phallic possessionTibkler. Pip’s fear of Mrs. Joe sends him to
search for a maternal figure, which he finds in. Jbs. Joe’s threat of castration effectually
castrates Joe and makes him the maternal sour&gerexpectation of nurture. In order for
Pip’s narrative to move past the forge in ordezgoape the eventual castration awaiting him by
the hand of his sister, Mrs. Joe must be punisAégk textual punishment, as | have argued, is
severe. Orlick attacks Mrs. Joe, leaving her unéblkspeak, use Tickler, and “destined never to
be on the Rampage again, while she was wife of (der).

Miss Havisham'’s threat to Pip’s textual productilesire (his masculine desire to secure

financial stability in order to marry and fulfilhé Victorian ego-image) may be less physical, but
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remains more central to the text’s plot. As Pgzssliest “benefactor,” she lures him to her house
of ruin in order to set the stage for Estella’seated rebuke. Another sadomasochist, Havisham
enjoys the scene she sets in her ill-lit drawirgmo As she positions shiny jewelry on Estella’s
bosom, Pip fixes her as the pinnacle of masculesird. In addition to her desire for Estella to
break men’s hearts, Miss Havisham represents ihiedamother. Both Mrs. Joe and Miss
Havisham lack biological children, which in partkea up for their aberrant feminine sexuality.
However, in the case of Miss Havisham, she is athery’ she adopts Estella because she wants
to “save her from misery like [her] own. At fifshe] meant no more” (395). However, her
desire to have someone to love turned into a cgataritake an impressionable child to mould
into the form that her wild resentment, spurneé@@fbn, and wounded pride’ could use to
guench her desire for vengeance. (394). Dickengdstthe reader of the taint of aberrant
female sexuality: her yellow wedding gown, herardtl stockings, the beetle-infested cake, and
her “diseased mind” (394). Miss Havisham mustetdlated from the text in order for Pip to
prosper as the narrator of his identity.

While Estella’s work in the beginning mirrors tthesires of her adoptive mother, the
second (and published) ending to the text sugdesteepentant state, which may indicate a
possibility for redemption. Like Molly, Jagger'sisekeeper, Estella can be tamed. Before she
is tamed, however, she must suffer on the samédsvdrs. Joe and Miss Havisham. Since the
“failure of feminine identity leads inevitably tbe failure of masculine identity” (Hartog 253),
Pip’s bildungsroman depends upon Estella’s femingoeiperation. However, Estella must first
suffer. She must first confront her maker and aomtfher destiny to lack a capacity of love.

She must marry Bentley Drummel and be physicallysed by his hand. It is only after the text
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punishes Estella that she can rise from the adheatis House and walk hand in hand with Pip,
with “the shadow of no parting from her” (479).

Dickens’s novels present an opportunity to unc@velear masculine anxiety. The
textual production works to allay this fear of cagbn in order to rebuild society in the visage of
the harmonic middle-class domestic ideal. Womawy plcentral role in this image they support
the very existence and prosperity of Victorian nudisdty. If textual productions offer female
authors a way to harness power through a processfetastration, these same productions open
the field to the existence of women who seek teoraesmen. Dickensian female characters
pervert the locus of castration anxiety from fatteemother, they re-write systems of language
and confuse fixed signification, and, finally, thesek to destroy the possibility for masculine
identity. However threatening these women areitkdénhs’s male characters (and to Dickens

himself) the text provides the space for reconsimnand social improvement.
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Chapter Four

Irresponsible: The Incessant Work of Self-MurdeMiargaret Oliphant’s Fiction and
Autobiography

| have written because it gave me pleasure, becagsene natural to me,
because it was like talking or breathing, besideshig fact that it was necessary
for me to work for my children. That, however, wasthe first motive... (The
Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant 48)

Margaret Oliphant’s literary production standgieat contrast to that of Charlotte
Bronté, George Eliot, and Charles Dickens. Helusion in this dissertation, especially as a
final chapter, represents a variant of self-casinatrucial to the understanding of this process as
a product of Victorian print culture. The theoffyself-castration is evident in the more highly-
regarded work of the previous three authors, atid@ission of self-castration in conjunction
with the “second-class” work of a “general utilityiter” such as Oliphant, demonstrates the
theory’s persistence in Victorian literary historywhile very few of Oliphant’s contemporaries
viewed her as an “artist,” and while she remaiespite a recent interest in her work and life, an
author absent from the cannon, her literary ousiharte offers opportunities for critical
investigation. As her autobiography notes, Oliglsaimpetus to write was both pleasure and
need, factors that brought both Bronté and Eligh&otable as well. Additionally, she claims
writing was like “talking or breathing,” which sigies her understanding of the writing process
as part of her — part of her life, part of her baolgrt of her being. The conflation of “being” and
“writing” is key to the arguments | proffer in tlB¥onté and Eliot chapters; and in this small

way, | use the conflation as a means to tie theetlwuthors together. However, beyond this
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meager thread tying the three women together, @tips oeuvre stands in a looming shadow
cast by the other two — a shadow she often recedrand, sometimes, embraced. An
investigation into Oliphant’s public and privatielreveals an author who purposely castrates
herself from the realm of the “artist.” Her wrigimises out of a need to satiate her natural desire
to write as well as her domestic obligation to supper family. Oliphant’\utobiography
indicates the writer was aware of her position idet®f what was thought of as “artistic” or
aesthetic writing. Oliphant's process of selftcatson, one that involves cutting herself from

the aesthetics of writing for the more practicébe to support her domestic sphere, does result
in obtaining authority. However removed she wasifthe likes of Bronté and Eliot, her fiction
offers a method of self-castration in which thereleters cut themselves out of the line of
signification in an effort to articulate that whiosists articulation, that which remains
unuttered. Oliphant provides access to the utewrifthe unuttered) as a way to afford access to
a Victorian subtext of gender power relations. p@éint’s texts demonstrate a Victorian female
author’s ability to use methods of self-castrato@rticulate the unuttered, thereby authorizing

those bodies, spaces, and notions which are wadity marginalized by Victorian culture.

I. The Thread That Binds Them and the Line That Dvides Them: Oliphant, Bronté&, and
Eliot

While thevalueof critical estimation of Bronté and Eliot’s litely production outweighs
that of Oliphant, it is not the only point of depae when comparing these three women.
Oliphant did not grow up motherless, as did thepotvo. In fact, Oliphant’s mother first
introduced her t@8lackwood’sand she encouraged her daughter to publish. @iipdid not

hide her employment from her family (Eliot kept lpeblishing secret from her siblings and
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Bronté did not consult her father in the initiags of her writing), and she was encouraged to
write as a means to financial support and secufhg. strong matriarchal support allowed her
the domestic space to write. She often wrote rghihe kitchen table, she wrote her first novel
while tending to her sick mother, and she usedaily’s living space — the drawing room — as
her “office.” As a mother, Oliphant realized tliaer talent, rather than being seen as a selfish
threat to maternity, could be employed as an ingmbrtontribution to the family budget”
moreover, she was “never made to feel that autiprsas unbecoming in a woman, or might
bring disgrace upon the family namdag, Fiction to Herselfl5, 241). Aside from her reviews
in Blackwood’'gand early novels published under her brother,igl] name), Oliphant did not
publish anonymously and she was “inclined to bental of Blackwood'’s ‘fondness’ for
publishing her anonymously” (243). These somewelanentary differences cast a mold of a
self-assured writer with a great deal of familiapport. However, it is the aesthetic differences
between Oliphant and the women possessing litgyamyus during the Victorian period that
creates the chasm most noticeable when comparamg. th

In an autobiographical mood of retrospective coniation, Oliphant admits that her
prolific literary production is something she i®“f&r from being proud of” that she “should like
at least half of them forgotten” (Oliphaitutobiography and Letteis). In thinking of George
Eliot, she is thrust into a mode of “involuntarynéession” and proclaims “How | have been
handicapped in life! Should | have done bettéhi&d been kept, like her, in a mental
greenhouse and taken care of” (5)? The “menta@njreuse” she purports as the source of a
cultivation of genius ties in quite nicely to El®bwn “aim to be like plants in the chamber of
sickness, dispensing purifying air even in a rediat turns all pale its verdure and cramps its

instinctive propensity to expand” (Haight 15-18)/hile Eliot seems to see the cultivation
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process as limiting, cramping the “instinctive peapity to expand,” she also envisions the
process as a way toward purification: writing equafluence and power. In a similar way,
Oliphant wonders if a “mental greenhouse” wouldéhbelped to direct her energies and given
her the time needed for “curious freedom” (6). pB&nt was not cultivated, she was not pruned
and shaped into an author as she imagines thegzrot&liot'sbecoming “Curious freedom!”
she exclaims, “I have never known what it wasavéhalways had to think of other people, and
to plan everything—for my own pleasure, it is truety often, but always in subjection to the
necessity which bound me to them” (6). Eliot'sqess of becoming is ushered in by the vehicle
of curiosity. Without restraint, and in Eliot’'ssm with the cultivation of curiosity, the aestheti
author carbecomelnterestingly, Oliphant here binds pleasure argjectification, an element
of female self-castration that propels women ahom platform of power. For Eliot and
Bronté&, a careful construction of their own subjestion in the process of writing results in a
pleasureto make the cut of castration on their own terfikis, in turn, grants them power and
agency over their own femininity and entices themeturn to the process in order to
recapitulate the pleasurable experience of cagtratitting. However, the endgame is not the
same for the three women. While Eliot’s booksQiiphant’s own words, are the “object of a
kind of worship” and, while Bronté'dane Eyrewvas written with “wonderfully vivid
perceptions” and the “eyes of a genius” that hasdono match in the novels of other Victorian
women, Oliphant’s novels did not and do not recénaesame critical acclaim (Oliphaiitye
Literature of the Last Fifty Yearl6, 418).

While Oliphant scoffs at the notion of separating process of writing from domestic
enterprise, she admits to being envious of Geoligeé &d is “tempted to begin writing by

George Eliot’s life—with that curious kind of selébmpassion which one cannot get clear of”
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(Autobiography and Lette#). However, Oliphant flips from reverence to jatgpat Eliot’s
man-made space for genius cultivation in Banburgh Reviewhen she visualizes her
contemporary in a “reverential circle that gathen@ehd her in her own house, agape for every
precious word that might fall from her mouth.” Sjees on to describe this greenhouse as a
“carefully regulated atmosphere into which nothiram the outer world save the most delicate
incense with just the flavour that suited her, wéswed to enter;” complete with “the ever-
watchful guardian [Lewes] who preserved her from @annecessary contact.” The conclusion
she draws from the meticulous cultivation of E&bthis point is that these controls are “curious
accessories little habitual to the possessorsesliy genius®® The line of demarcation
separating these two authors begins in their utal®isg of writing: Eliot’s genius necessitated
the break from domestic constraints, whereas Ofiptefused to divide herself. Oliphant’s
writing reflects her insistence on her role as @i provider, and domestic ruler. She could
not imagine herself living the “self-restrainecelifvhich the greater artist imposes on himself”
(Autobiography and Lettef8). She recognized the cost of “incessant works tit “no one
will even mention me in the same breath with Gedtlygt. And that is just” (7).
After Margaret Oliphant’s death in 1897, Henry &amarote of her

[Oliphant] practised [criticism], as she practigaerything, on such an inordinate

scale that her biographer, if there is to be onkhave no small task in the mere

drafting of lists of her contributions [...] She wight in “Blackwood” for years,

anonymously and profusely; no writer of the daynfd@porte-voixnearer to

hand or used it with easier personal latitude amdfort. | should almost suppose

in fact that no woman had ever, for half a centbad her personal “say” so

publicly and irresponsibly. (James 452-453)
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As a representative contemporary view of the lifd Bterary output of this woman, James notes
her prolific writing, which he later calls her “umtrolled flood of fiction.” He defines her
contributions tBlackwood’'sand other magazines likdéacmillian’s, The St. JameGazette and
the Edinburgh Reviewto name a few, “irresponsible.” James makest@ndtion between the
“artist” and a writer by claiming Oliphant was isfgonsible because of her prolificacy.
Furthermore, the term strikes me as damning irsémse that it implies the responsibility rests in
Blackwood’s hands, or to put it more clearly, Olpl should have had the benefit of a sort of
patriarchal control over her “criticism.” The reed author has very little positive reaction to
Oliphant’s fiction writing, as he clainisirsteen“strikes me as missed, dropped out without a
thought, that the wonder is all the greater offte® that in spite of it the book does in a manner
scramble over its course and throw up a strong(4s5). In other words, the book manages to
“scramble” or to etch itself ouiy spiteof an author “whose eggs are not all in one basiaetall
her imagination in service at once” (455). Theifpas critique ofKirsteen’sability to “throw up
a strong air” is baffling as it implies the novaindo or representin James’s estimation, what
the author herself is incapable of doing. In H.M¢mmery Hyde’'$Henry James At Home
(1969), James is still fuming over the thought éipant andKirsteenand her vast output in
Blackwoods After reading twenty pages of her last novelwlas confirmed his belief
that the poor soul had a simggminineconception of literature: such slipshod,
imperfect, halting, faltering, peeping, down-atdh&erk — buffeting along like a
ragged creature in a high wind, and just struggiothe goal, and falling in a
quivering mass of faintness and fatuity. (110)
This simplyfeminineconception of literature cannot in any case editatee more masculine

enterprise of art. By the end of James’s ranteldeices Oliphant to a “ragged creature” and a
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“quivering mass” which represents his desire tdrass not only her femininity — to criticize the
“feminine conception of literature,” but also t@aee her femininity altogether: from woman to
creature to mass. The issue here is that JanessHS to criticize Oliphant within the lens of the
Victorian “artist,” a light in which she did not piion herself. Oliphant’s positions her literaur
within the domestic sphere and uses her inclusighe Victorian publishing circle as a way to
sustain her domestic desires. In a final and dtiaread to this conversation, James states “Yes,
no doubt she was a gallant woman — though withpeaiss of wisdom — but an artist, an artist!”
Hyde concludes by telling us James “held his haqpdand stared woefully at me...” (110). The
passion through which James conveys his disdaia feoman who is no “artist” overpowers the
realization that she did not consider her litemtas art, but rather as commodity. A useful
comparison here would be that of Oliphant and @satlickens. Both authors were prolific in
their literary output. However, critics universatlategorize Dickens as an artist. Perhaps the
issue here is that literary prostitution only gasnguch damning classification when women
guide the pen that leads to over production. Alrthjs is the case, textual production is linked
to sexual production — a woman who is over-sexealver-texted is cannot be classified as an
artist, but rather as a [publishing] whore.

The life of an artist and the “art for art's sakebvement did not motivate Oliphant. In
fact, when she reviewed Jame&'titerary Lifein Blackwood’sin 1889, she claims his art is
“conspicuous as art” and that while his skill “maleegraceful something out of nothing” his
“pleasure in these processes manifestly surpassedelasure in either the character or the story
he undertakes to elucidate” (830). Oliphant disagrwith the tendency of the Victorian and late
19" century author to focus intently on process, winity be why her popularity quickly faded

after her death — she suffered at the hands odiagithg marketplace and an evolving atmosphere
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of writing as art. James, as many critics aftepl@int’s death, chooses to review her work as
the work of a late-century author, which she wasHle also chooses to compare her to the terms
defining the “artist,” which will always put her ing at a severe disadvantage.

Virginia Woolf similarly uses Oliphant’s writing asway to discuss early 9@entury
feminism. This, of course, is unfair as Oliphaiat ot consider herself a feminist nor a “New
Woman.” Her views on feminism and the “Woman QuoesStwere, for most of her life,
traditional. InThree Guinea¥®Voolf asks “But how far did she protect culture amellectual
liberty” (109)? She writes of OliphantAutobiography

examine your own mind, and ask yourself whethetr rmading has led you to
respect disinterested culture and intellectuaktipeHas it on the contrary
smeared your mind and dejected your imaginatiod,l@h you to deplore the fact
that Mrs. Oliphant sold her brain, her very admligdirain, prostituted her culture
and enslaved her intellectual liberty in order iz might earn her living and
educate her children. (109-110)
The notion of “disinterested culture” would haveebhdoreign to Oliphant who saw her “culture”
as part and parcel of the domestic sphere. Additip, Woolf equates Oliphant’s prostituted
brain as one devoid of “intellectual liberty.” ViOliphant would agree to Woolf’s assignation
that her work provided the means to educate hédrelm, she would not have understood this
process as an intellectual slavery. By contraph@nt was given great leeway by her editors to
write on various political topics and her fictioxhgbits a progression in thought toward more
“radical” feminist viewpoints—those Woolf later esgses in her own writing. While there are
clear representations of women who succeeded layatapy themselves from domestic

responsibilities and enterprises (George Eliotldadiet Martineau being two she knew of),
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Oliphant chose to entwine her writing self with kdemestic endeavors. Woolf's aim here
misses the mark in that it calls on her readeksaw Oliphant through the lens of a post-
Victorian culture. While heAutobiographydoes illustrate her understanding of “making
pennyworths” Autobiography140) of herself, she never would have equateddhefa
publishing to prostitution. Furthermore, writingsvthe very activity that granted her financial
freedom and a “room of her own,” over which sheduby and supported by her own hand.
While Oliphant recognized “that | must resign myseldo second-class work all my life from
lack of time to do myself full justice” (qtd in DiXage 247), she also notes that “I did with much
labour what | thought the best, and there is ontyight have beean the other side”

(Autobiography and Letters).

II. “An army of logic in an unreasonable world”: Ol iphant and Feminism

What the theory of female self-castration offershia case of Margaret Oliphant is a way
to equate her labor to female enterprise. Thisrprise not only constructs the author as a
subject (most pointedly in héutobiography but also allows her the space to reshape heredesi
to govern her home, manage her financial secuatitg,provide for her family in the absence of
patriarchal authority. Her views on the “Woman &uen” changed by the end of her life and
career, but even in her earliest responses to Sttart Mill's publications on the advancements
for women'’s rights, one can clearly see a bran@mwinism taking root. Merryn Williams notes
in her essay “Feminist or Antifeminist” that “it more helpful and fairer to see her as one of the
long and honorable line of women who were knowEigland between the wars as the Old
Feminists” (179). The Old Feminists, accordin\dliams, did not concern themselves with

guestions of biology (though they may write abdwn), but rather “asked that men and women
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be equal before the law and that no persons shoeufdrbidden to make their contribution
because they were the ‘wrong’ sex” (179). Oliplantany reviews and essays on the “Woman
Question”, which were published by her traditiopdhinking editor, John Blackwood, show her
desire for equality while simultaneously highligigiher insistence that women do not need men
(the law) to grant women power — a very feminigiwypoint, indeed. In Margaret Oliphant’s
case, the law did not prohibit her from managinghwisehold and her own finances or
educating her children, nor did the law prohibit frem earning her own living or from
expressing in print her opinions on political andtwral issues.

A discussion of “feminism” and Margaret Olipharnitlwnost often situate the latter as a
conservative who was not in rhythm with the strpngcession toward women'’s suffrage during
the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Hes@mriting inBlackwood’scertainly goes a long
way in supporting this criticism. However, herlatvorks, especially her novels in the
Chronicles of Carlingforderies as well as her later short fiction show thlae identified herself
with most of the views of her more radical femadatemporaries” (Clarke 40). FPheobe
Junior: A Last Chronicle of Carlingfor{ll876), Oliphant “represents domesticity as somgth
like a neglected but rightful sincure, a profesaidmlding rather than a paid job” and in doing
so she presents a model of domesticity that “defieoin conventional representations of the
separate spheres” (Cohen 99). The feminist clagdenby this novel comes forth in the
comparison of work outside the home and domesterpnse. As Cohen further asserts “for
Oliphant, the absence of the wage clouds the howlsility as a workplace” (105) and,
therefore, relegates the home and the female dire€the home into the second-class position.
Pheobe Juniopresents a mode in which Oliphant “confronts thesgion of how middle-class

women are to make a living when their menfolk faém” (101).In addition to Oliphant’s
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discussion of the domestic sphere in her early Isp@iphant’s short story, “The Wedding
Tour”, which was posthumously published in 1898pdicles the process of feminine
empowerment. Janey, “a very lonely little girltlaut parents, almost without relations” (403)
marries Mr. Rosendale, a man senior to her in agdarafinancial wealth, but below her in looks
and taste. Since Janey had never been lovedidhgtit of marriage with a man who was in-
love with her provided the willingness for the mattespite the lack of “any very strong impulse
on her own part toward him” (405-406). Of counsbat Janey realizes during her wedding tour
reflects the fear, which was exhibited in the neaid short stories of the Victorian period, that
women marry in order to ensure financial securnitgf,an doing so, they engage in a form of
prostiution — the exchange of their bodies for repense in the form of familial, financial, and
political (through male representation) legitimad@aney does not love Rosendale, and
Rosendale does not love Janey. His love extendgd@the pleasure she could give him:
“When he was not telling her that she was a lii#tauty, or admiring her pretty hair, her pretty
eyes, the softness of her skin, and the smallrfdssravaist, he had nothing to say” (406).
During the seven days of her wedding tour, Janbgafsk in disgust, almost in terror” at her
husband’s [sexual] advances. The issue presemté&d$tory of a Wedding Tour” is not radical
or revolutionary; however, the narrative solutiordéney’s predicament — a threat to her desire
for independence — involves Janey’s erasure. Javiesn presented an opportunity to “lose” her
husband during a train stop in France, carefulbypher escape from Mr. Rosendale by taking a
short train to St. Honorat. Here she creates alifieybuilt upon her newly spun history — her
husband died at sea. Janey’s move toward empowegrevy from her understanding that “if
ever her power [her beauty and ability to sexupldase him] ceased, which it was sure to do

[...] she would be to him less than nothing” (411).order to escape this fate, Janey reinvents
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her feminine trajectory. After making to move tod/@andependence, Janey looks in the mirror
to see an image “full of life, and meaning, andrgggand strength [...] the real woman, whom
nobody had ever seen before” (412). Oliphant dlessiJaney’s journey into oblivion, into the
unknown as the opportunity to “cut herself off gstbe Fury shears from everything,” which
would lead to other’s desires to “punish, to shiakelittle fragile person to pieces, to make her
suffer” (414). Janey’s journey toward reinventigses out of a commitment to survival. Janey
uses a process of self-castration — a cuttingorder to exert her will to live independently. In
the end of the story, Oliphant seems to punishylapenaking her “no less than the murderer of
her husband,” (424) the story exemplifies the Yatztorian feminist notion that women, who
lack companionate and reciprocal sexual relatigussfare better by being financially
independent and in a position to live unmarried @nsupport themselves. Marriage, then, is not
the only alternative for women and, certainly, legs marriages force women to exert their
independence at the severe cost of both men anémom

Another example of Oliphant’s progress toward nfereinist writing appears in the
pages oHester(1883). Published toward the end of the Victopaniod, the novel provides a
discourse on the role of the female by portrayisgraggle between the domestic matriarch and
the “manly” and powerful woman. The novel alstets an investigation into competing
feminine spheres emerging toward the end of theucgn Oliphant creates three female
characters for reader’s investigative evidence: Nlobn Vernon, Miss Catherine Vernon, and
Hester Vernon. Kin to each other, the dynamicgben the three women point to Oliphant’s
developing notions on feminism and the Woman Qaestvhich developed out of her evolving
definition of woman. These developing notions irreovomen’s political and financial power,

their social appropriateness, their dependenceamage to “good” husbands, and the question
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of masculine performativity. Free from any feminedicalismHesterilluminates women'’s
craving for power and the limitations “masculinever places on feminine desire. While the
novel’'s ending does not successfully position tloenen characters within the structure of
masculine power, it does shed light on an areriarninine power by exposing the need for
female rebellion and domestic connection.

The town of Redborough is a feminine enclave ofssoThe men of this town are all
ineffectual and weak, which leads to their destvecbatures. With the exception of Mr. Rule
(the head clerk at Vernon’s Bank), whose greateshgth is his ability to appeal to Catherine
Vernon during times of great trouble, the men idBgough, and the Vernon men especially,
cannot compete with the intelligence, determinatamd financial power of Catherine Vernon.
Catherine Vernon, jilted in youth by her cousirhd®ernon, saves Vernon Bank in the opening
chapters of the novel. While John Vernon specslaféh the Bank’'s money and leave the
country in disgrace, Catherine, with a face “obldger springing instantly to the alert, rallying
all his resources at the first word of danger” (13-deals with the Bank’s creditors and
competitors to ensure there will not be a run emBank. Her reward? Catherine becomes the
head of Vernon’s Bank and, effectually, the kewfggof the town: “the people spoke of her, as
they sometimes do of a very popular man, by hersGan name” and “her name was put to
everything. Catherine Street, Catherine Squaréheiae places without number” (23). While
initially Catherine’s power appears as a feminiog ef power, especially in contrast with the
more daring actions of John Vernon’s speculatidmtvehe does once she gains power moves
outside of a traditional feminine power definitio@atherine’s ability to save the bank indicates
her power comes from responsibility, endurance,addsire to nurture. However, Catherine’s

rise to power comes at the expense of her cousinm Vernon, and as his replacement on the
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throne of Vernon’s Bank, she uses the positiorxeeher revenge against him for choosing a
prettier, more ignorant, and more innocent bridegsyLWestwood (Mrs. John Vernon).
Catherine’s power shifts from that of passivitythat of threat.

Let me leave a moment the discussion of Cathéoinene of Mrs. John Vernon. While
Catherine represents a sort of “new woman” witpeess to her masculine traits and her
position outside the traditional feminine role, Mishn Vernon stands in direct contrast as a
“terrible muddle of ignorance and innocence” (18 the wife of the most prominent and
respected member of the community, Mrs. John Vethmws herself head-long into the role of
the traditional “angel of the house.” She adnot&riowing nothing about the business that
affords such beautiful furniture, clothing, jewelspcial status and, in her mind the most
important symbol of success, the White House. Bims knowledge of such affairs is beneath
women. And, so, it is no surprise that when thalBaeeded saving, she ran to her “pretty
ornamental desk and opened it nervously”’ to prodweaty pounds (14). As Mr. John
Vernon's wife, she met up with her disgraced hudliarFrance while the Redborough town
continued to prosper under Catherine Vernon'’s rule.

Oliphant describes Mrs. John as childish and wiakshe also calls on the reader to
sympathize with her. Upon her return to Redboraidive in the Vernonry (a house divided
into several living quarters, furnished and amplgied by the benevolence of Catherine
Vernon for her “kin” and dependents) the readeftdaip but feel sorry for the woman who,
through her appropriate Victorian feminine ignomneas subjected to the downfall of her
husband and compelled to live in an almshousertd soth a verandah view of her old White
House. Furthermore, the hatred Catherine feelkdorival in love oscillates between obvious

and outward actions of contempt and more tempessdissions of disapproval — all of which go
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unnoticed by the sweet-tempered and beautiful Bbisn. Oliphant does not espouse the
traditional feminine role in her portrayal of Md&hn Vernon. As a foil to the novel’s stronger-
willed female character, Oliphant uses Mrs. Johhighlight Catherine’s emotional and
feminine deficiencies.

In comparison to the traditional feminine charadfeMrs. John, Catherine Vernon
represents a kind of “new woman” in that she is anad, she is not a mother, and she derives
her power from the masculine realm of businesse Mkn in the novel all owe their high-
ranking positions, their daily bread, and their @stit situations to the benevolence of Miss
Catherine Vernon. In this way, she compensateth#lack of love and companionship by
creating an atmosphere in which all must dependesrand respect her outwardly (while most
of them deny her respect in their callous gosskprizEher back). Often forgotten as a “lady,”
Catherine commands her post like a soldier andskeaepgilant watch over the town through the
Grange window. Always the subject of every conatos at the Vernonry, a continual threat to
Hester and her mother, and a constant remindedw@El of his lack of freedom, Catherine’s
influence is omnipotent. The “rich woman who hiadm all in her power” displays no “respect
for weakness” (61) becomes integral to the devetogrof every story in the text. Catherine
appears as the most triumphant representatiomadléepower; however, her lack of femininity
assures her eventual downfall. Since Catheringiep grows out of its opposition to her rivals
(Hester and Edward) and to her feminine foils (E&lllrs. John, and the Ridgeway-Vernon
sisters) and to the weak men that remain a consteedt to the Bank (Harry, Edward, and Algy)
her position of power relies upon the unstablethnelatening relationships in which it opposes.
While her supremacy in the town has no intellecagplal, it fails in the face of Edward’s

betrayal and Hester’s rebellion. Therefore, Catleés power is incomplete in that it rises out of
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her erasure of the feminine and her insistenceplacing the feminine with the masculine.
Catherine uses her money (gained through her masduntelligence) to fill the void left by
unfulfilled feminine desires. She has no childiemt, she “adopts” Edward Vernon as her own.
She could not overcome her earliest rival in lddes. John Vernon, so she works to place her in
the lowest, most demeaning, and most dependertiggoshe can so that Mrs. John can serve as
a constant reminder of Catherine’s initial failared, more importantly, as her successful
revenge. Here Catherine uses the pain/pleasurplerito remind herself of her early castration
(at the hands of John Vernon) and inspire her tdigoe as one who rules through the threat of
castration. Catherine’s power is that of a “womdrowhile she gave with one hand closed a
grasp of iron upon the people obliged to her whih dther [...] the picture of the tyrannical,
narrow despot, exacting, remorseless, descenditinge tlowest details, which a woman, when
endued with irresponsible power, was understoaddke” (282). As the narrator points out
here, her power is not a “womanly power” and ibésause of her inability to be both powerful
and feminine that she ultimately fails in the efidhe novel. Catherine dies with Hester, her
greatest rival, by her side. She has been bettayder most beloved “son,” Edward, and she
and the rest of the Vernons are in financial rushe cannot save Vernon’s Bank from Edward’s
illegal speculation in the Stock Trade (as shetwihty years earlier) because she failed as a
woman. Catherine’s failure, in Oliphant’s opini@momes at the price of exchanging the
feminine for an exclusive right to the masculir&nce Catherine’s power rises out of
relationships of opposition, she invests littlegim cultivating domestic harmony. Her most
prized relationship (Edward) is in reality a fralght relationship in that Edward despises her

and seeks her ruin. Her most significant rival, tdesecomes her strongest ally as she concedes
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“I think you and | have hated each other becausevgre meant to love each other, child” (442).
Oliphant uses Catherine as an example of a thodatrtininity and domestic discord.

Hester remains the most promising feminist chardotthe text. Hester’s character takes
shape through her persistent opposition to botheZate Vernon and her mother Mrs. John
Vernon. Hester despises aspects of both of thesgew. She is ashamed of her mother’s
imbecility and ignorance. She detests Catheric@slescension and mock benevolence.
Developing through competing feelings of “passiod pain” (38) Hester’'s opposition, as
Catherine classifies it, is “a firm, healthy, imtiive opposition, without any cause for it [...] it
must have been born in her, don’t you see? fodgh®t know me, never set eyes on me. The
little wild cat! She felt in every nerve of her tivae were in opposition, she and I’ (40-41).
However, Hester does not develop through the sataganal opposition that serves Catherine
Vernon. Where Catherine depends upon oppositigefioe her status in the community,
Hester creates opposition in order to maintainwsider classification. Hester desires to be a
“heroine” and thinks that “her readiness, her devgther power of doing everything that mortal
woman had ever done before her” (73) will eventuadlease her and her mother from the
bondage of her father’s crimes and shame, anddeegendency on Catherine Vernon’s
condescending benevolence. While her mother claimass a “perverse girl” and Catherine
calls her ungrateful and a “little spite-fire, elé tiger-cat” ( 97,39) Hester’s textual developrhe
rises out of the possibility of being a heroinsa&ior who usetemininepower, mixed with the
“spirit of a revolutionary” (124) to become the bire of her story. While Catherine, “with all
of these advantages, instinctively looked upon fef¢ss a rival power” (257), Hester refuses to
recognize Catherine in the same way. Instead gdases the feminine powers of pride, refusal,

compassion (especially in relation to old Captaordn, his wife, and her mother) and most
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importantly “self-ridicule” and “self-disgust” (2840 sustain her status as heroine in the text.
And, while she does not give over to the “sort ofeminine turn of mind” (291) that propels
Catherine, she is quick witted and has the mina \dérnon, as Mr. Rule defines it. Hester
desires to “have it in her power to do something fo have the golden opportunity — the
occasion to do a heroic deed” (300) and, in theddride novel she is given that opportunity.
While she does not save the bank as Catherinendidars before her time, she does come to the
aid of the woman who hated her, who gained upmlesispre at her pain. In aiding Catherine,
she uses her feminine traits of compassion andviemgss, foresight, strength to gain the esteem
and gratitude of her enemy: “They tell me you wdrttedo something like what | had done [...]
a few year’s work, and you would be an excellenhmibusiness; but it can’t be” (454). In the
last moments of the novel, Catherine realizesithid to masculine power when they are
obtained by the erasure of feminine qualities.pdint rewards Hester’s rebellion and pride by
giving her what is truly the aim of the Oliphantiminism: choice — “What can a young

woman desire more than to have such a possibilithoice?” (456).

While publishing withBlackwood’s whose editorial board held strong conservative
views, she was given ample opportunity (and aspoesible megaphone, according to James)
to discuss the Woman Question. This engagemené aets her apart from Bronté and Eliot,
who remained all but silent on the issues of mgeriand divorce as far as the Victorian print is
concerned. While Bronté, and, especially Eliadj¢ate in their letters a desire for female
autonomy, their novels continue to supply the gniplic versions of their feminist inclinations.
Also considering the fact that Eliot supplies readeith a “masculine success story [...] both in
the single-mindedness with which the writing wassped, and the critical acclaim and

reputation which ensued” (Shattock 165) it woulddif&cult to champion Eliot as a placard-
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holding “suffragette” when she clearly desired taimain a separation between haasculine
world as an author, and hieminineone. What readers can clearly see in Oliphargdition
to her engagement with the issue of women'’s rightser progression, by the end of her career,
toward a more feminist-leaning frame of mind. Aar&e points out that in “many of Oliphant’s
novels there is a note of raw, bitter protest—irtipalar protest against the injustices inflicted
upon women by men” and that her increased radies$-fed her to “[come] out very firmly in
favor of the franchise for women householders—waeehno available man to represent their
political views” (44). Clarke uses Oliphant’s 18@dter toThe Spectatoas proof of her change
of heart/mind®* In a letter to the editor dfhe SpectatoiQliphant argues the disadvantage and
even complete inability for some women to be inctiserepresented by men. She identifies
herself as a member of the class of “women-housiensil and asks
by whom are we to be indirectly represented? Bysewvants, if we are rich
enough to have them, — by our green-grocers, osatay man whom we may be
able to persuade into adopting our opinions? [...d Aray tell me in what respect
it would be better for me to borrow a share in anrfwa political purposes than to
have a vote of my own? (1437)
However retarded the process toward a more prageefesninist thought may have been in the
case of Oliphant, it is clear that the discussibwamen’s rights and the Woman Question was
one in which she was willing to engage. Previauthé 1884 letter to the editor printedlihe
Spectatoyin 1866, Oliphant writes to Blackwood regardihg suffragists. She claims the
literature aiming to satirize the suffragists ane teminist movement is “nonsense” and has
“brought me round to the conviction that howevaelifierent | may be personally to political

privileges the system which supposes me incapdbitgraing a reasonable opinion of public
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matters is very far from a perfect one” (qtd in N&ihs 166). Margaret Oliphant’s prose writing
represents a journey toward an accepting and enogmgssive feminist position.

In 1858, Oliphant writes “The Condition of Womeiot Blackwood’s Edinburgh Review
Perhaps one of the most damaging pieces proofatidgcher Tory conservatism, the article
claims that the subject of women'’s rights does‘n@ke up a case so universal as we are called
upon to believe [it] to be” (141). The article gaan to claim “God has ordained visibly, by all
the arrangements of nature and providence, oneephe kind of work for a man and another
for a woman” (145). Aside from the arguably ob\s@nti-suffrage sentiments in “Conditions,”
Oliphant works to formulate a concern at the rdanodern feminism: universalization. While
Oliphant agreed with the notion of separate spheresmen’s power rests in the home—she
also notes that “the rules of civilisation are hanad conventional life is cruel; but the injury
does not limit itself by an arbitrary law of sex,imaginary line of demarcation between men
and women” (143). What Oliphant digs at in thiscée is the notion that the hardships of a
cruel life are not unequally distributed to wombat rather that men and women are faced with
the “bondage of society,” and with “false individyaide” (144). The universalizing of all
women as women who suffer social injustices basetth@ir sex can only lead to a simple and
foolish conclusion: that a “little watchmaking, bd@eping, or jewellery, additional thereto,
would be a very inadequate remedy” (146). Sheste#he act of giving over to the
philosophers, suffragettes, and policy makers tiveep to locate difference in biology. This
“arbitrary law of sex” and “imaginary line of denecation” remains, in her argument, in the field
of the abstract. Once moved from the abstractsatigcally argues, what would women have to

show for their troubles? The ability to make waland keep accounts? Is watchmaking and
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laboring in the fields worth the price of erasihg arbitrary differences and replacing them with
an acknowledgement of biological ones?

Oliphant further asserts her “brand” of feminigmthe 1866 article “The Great
Unrepresented.” The article was written in reactma petition submitted to Parliament by John
Stuart Mill. The petition requests householdergianted the right to vote. Mill presented the
petition on behalf of several women, who Oliphamings out are merely a group of twenty
prominent women. Oliphant was in the group of worteewhom Mill hoped to bestow the
right. She begins the article (anonymously pulelisias most of her reviewsBtackwood’$
with “[the] present writer has the disadvantagé&ihg a woman. It is a dreadful confession to
put at the beginning of a page; and yet it is motiamitigated misfortune” (367). Tongue in
cheek, she criticizes Mill's “folly of wisdom” (3§%nd points to the fact that the petition in no
means aims to grant the liberty of the vote on womaiversally, but rather on those few who
have “withered on the stalk, or taken many a budféhe world; who are respectable, but no
longer charming; whose hair is growing grey” (370hese grey-haired women “do not share
his opinions, nor even enter into his processesmight” and they do not see themselves in any
way asunrepresentedas some of them are even “admitted the honounsefibing our opinions
in the pages dflagd’ (368, 367). While claiming the argument presdntethe petition to be of
sound logic, she also claims that the “army ofdbgeeks to do battle with an “unreasonable
practical world” (369). What most recent femirgstics have failed to recognize in this article
is Oliphant’s fierce resistance to a bestowal gits. The “fairy gift of the philosopher” (374)
is nothing more than a right fought for and givétha hands of men. She more pointedly
remarks that women do not need the benevolendtisasot women, universally, who “ask for

any compensation or make any outcry about our iéefiees” (371).



156

There is an obvious celebration of femininity (éebeation of female power in the realm
of domestic enterprise) in Oliphant’s words thaifeist critics tend to ignore. Her fear is that
the new legislation will “[classify] us and [givak a new place in creation [and make] us out to
be something less than women, something almost (331). Her novels and short fiction
illustrate a disheartened view of men; and, indven life, men had done very little except drain
her financially, fail to live up to their talentnd die leaving her with debts to be p&idSo the
desire to béike menwould not have entered into any process towarkdaaity, as it did in the

case of George Eliot. This notion finds an echtTino Ladies™®

when she uses history to
support the ability of women to provide for thenves, in the absence of formal laws permitting
them to do so: “whenever it has been necessaryenbavetoiled, have earned money, have
got their living and the living of those dependapbn them, in total indifference to all theory”
(206). While her view on the feminist issues coudlly changed, her resistance to fixing or
defining the feminine experience held strong. €hyears after the publication of “The Great
Unrepresented,” in a response to MiBabjection of Wome®liphant relaxes her earlier views
on the vote and equates marriage laws to humitiatitarifying her previous position by
claiming the Married Women'’s Property act preverdetishonorable man from snatching the
“bread out of her mouth and the children out of&rens.®” Margaret Oliphant’s feminism
blends the roles of a mother with the role of wormetine profession of letters. Journalism and
novel writing was something she could do at herhiah table and “provided the ultimate
solution for women who needed or sought financidependence but who at the same time
refused to compromise their domestic responsigditind roles” (Shattock 176). The army of

logic can’t possibly make headway in an unreasanafoirld, and Oliphant uses her powers of

intellect to level the playing field, in a way. Whher novels carry significantly less weight than
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Charlotte Bronté’s and George Eliot’'s, and while t@ntemporaries often rolled their eyes as
they read her anonymous reviews of their own wdtkgphant uses the Victorian print media as

a way to develop feminine power.

lll. “The Terrible Instrument of Self-Murder”: Cast rating the Self Through
Autobiography
By the time Oliphant writes her review of Hardartineau’s autobiography in 1877, she

had already begun the process of her own “instraimieself-murder’—her autobiography—
(“Harriet Martineau” 472), with her first entry t864® While the Martineau review illustrates
Oliphant’s concerns over the process of autobidgcap writing, it also highlights her
development of a theory of autobiography. Oliphdaims biography is “dangerous” as it is
produced after the subject’s death and rendersubgct “helpless” and without recourse
against partiality and the art of “habitual desBord (472). However, her initial commentaries
on autobiography do not fare better as she caliddhm a “more fatal art [in comparison to
biography], more radical in its operation, andnitBly more murderous, against which nothing
can defend” (472). Why would Margaret Oliphantagein a process of self-murder as she
calls it, self-castration to use my term? What lddae the benefit to entering in a process of
self-indulgent portrait writing? Oliphant wondextsthe publication timing of Martineau’s
Autobiographyand her comments on it reveals her suspicioneofahm itself:

The fact that a woman had thought it fit and beecmmo leave her own account

of herself in an editor’s drawer for some twentgnge ready for the moment

when death might overtake her, was itself a cureigdence of the high weight
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she attached to it and her anxiety to make thednaslare of her own deliberate

judgment upon her own character. (473)
Oliphant did not agree with the notion of life vimg as an attempt to place the writer in the
continuum of history. Her reviews on Martineauwsld rollope’s autobiographies illustrate her
resistance to a type of “masculine” memoir, thefonost popular in the Victorian period. As
Linda Peterson points out, “Martineau conceivedlifein typically masculine terms of personal
progress and professional success, whereas Olipepatised a more feminine and familial
approach” (263). In the same vein of argumensskea Oliphant’s rejection of masculine
autobiography rests in the form’s obvert procedgctibnalization. While Oliphant’s
Autobiographyresults in fictionalizing Margaret Oliphant, heyle of writing indicates her
desire to use the form as a way to “argue againsehaeption of the woman writer that achieves
its professionalism by breaking with domesticiti?eerson 267). Her reluctance to define
autobiographical writing as a process devoid ofciraflation of professional aims and domestic
responsibilities results in the production of whraty be defined as “feminine autobiography,”
while other more aesthetically sensitive produetsitto focus on the professional career in
distinction from the domestic life. Liz Stanleypdains the difference between masculine and
feminine autobiography by stating “men’s narratiaes linear, chronological and coherent
whereas women’s are discontinuous, digressive)] faagmented” (92). Given this description,
one can certainly define Oliphan#aitobiographyas “feminine.” However, Oliphant would
have considered her writing feminine in a more amental or traditional manner: she did not
distinguish between her life as a woman, mothet,ovider from that as a professional writer.
As a matter of fact, the two are inextricably lindkeTherefore, the process of autobiographical

self-castration works on two levels in the cas#&lafgaret Oliphant. On the one hand it serves
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to castrate the artist by producing a feminine pobdlisinterested in the development of the
anonymous artist. On the other hand, autobiogcapkiriting forces Oliphant to place her self
on the page, to recognize the self on the pagetaseparate herself from the self on the page.
In other words, Oliphant’s process of autobiographivriting is more than fictionalizing the self
as most critics indicate, but rather she engagasarmulationof the self as a subject and puts
distance between the self written and the selfingit However, the autobiography is not a form
that defines itself on the distance between thes®ees, but rather, depends upon a production
that merges the written self and the self thatesrit

While Margaret Oliphant’s life predates the writinof Jacques Lacan and his theory of
the “Mirror Stage,” discussing the creation of dibgraphy under a lens of Lacanian
psychoanalysis provides a crucial key to the urideding of autobiographical writing and self-
castration. Oliphant would not have discussedtioeess of life writing as a process of forming
thel, but she did understand the notion of creatintypficof her own life, which while lacking
Lacanian theoretical terms, does not differ grefithyn what the psychoanalytic theorist details
in the first chapter oEcrits. Autobiography demands the writer place theisetfie line of
subjectification, much in the same manner as tfatmreflecting “upon the startling spectacle”
of itself in the mirror (1). The mirror stage werés a “coming-into-being” process in which the
“1 is precipitated in the primordial form, beforedtabjectified in the dialectic of identification
with the other, and before language restores to the universal, its function as subject’(2). An
important element of the mirror stage is its “extety” which fixes the subject itherein the
mirror and “symbolizes the mental permanence of thethe same time as it prefigures its
alienating destination” (2). In the same manriez,dutobiography calls on the writer to create

the figure of the “being” on the page. Once thempeomes into existence through discourse, its
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previously fragmented body is solidified througlbjgatification in language. Like the notion of
fragmentation befor&estaltin the mirror stage, the author writing an autgbaphy composes
from a state of fragmentation. The arrangemetth@fiutobiography lends structure to a
previously hidden or unrevealed body. When Oliplmdaces her life as the subject of her
writing, she must then encounter the reflectiomiteésy from the autobiographical reflection and
conclude “there | am, there on the page, not hretkd flesh, but there in the production of me, is
me.” Therefore, it is only in the production oétkelf on the page that the subjeetomes

self.

The fragmentary existence gives way to a develtye@ng through the process of
autobiographical writing. As in Lacan’s discussairthe mirror stage, the reflection proffered
by the text is one of “alienating identity” (4).h& autobiography represents only that which is
narrated those aspects of the author’s life that he orcsto®ses to conceal, downplay,
exaggerate, etc. are the only aspects used irr¢laian of the autobiographical self. So, the
reflection may be an image completely alien toabieial life experience. The author must
confront, in a mighty battle of the self, the imagehe mirror in order to assert a sense of
autonomy over that which has now become a recoftdistory.” The “self-murder,” as
Oliphant describes it in the review of Harriet Miagtau, is violent in that it positions the
historical self in opposition to the actual se#nd, while the author maintains control over the
record of life during the writing process, once tbeord reaches the publisher, there is nothing
the author can do to combat the “harsh judgmemtd™habitual desecration” (“Harriet
Martineau” 472) that often follows the autobiogrgistpublication.

Furthermore, if the page symbolizes the only cealstruction of identity, then the

process of autobiographical writing forfeits théuat self for the pleasure and authority in
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creatingthe self. This process of self-murder, or selti@d®n, allows the author to experience,
by her own hand, the process of self-annihilati®iit allows for the construction of identity (a
phallocentric process wrapped in the symbolic gtd€he author of autobiography also has
control over what is not said, what is absent, tfag@s,” or what is unseen. Between the author
at the table and the constructed identity on tlgepi@s a space of differentiation. While the
autobiography becomes a record of history, whegfisinuttered remains outside of the textual
production of the self. These unutterances prosittace between the page and the author, but it
is within this distance that the author wields geFatest authority. If the autobiography
represents a record of life (the conclusion ofab®biography, while prior to the actual death of
the author, effectually ends the author’s recortifet- a printed death), then the author thrusts
herself into the continuum of historical record lghgontrolling the image extended by the text.
Therefore, autobiography, in stark contrast to kApYy, allows the writer to experience the
process of alienation while simultaneously subwgrthe process of subjectification.

In my earlier discussions on Bronté and Eliotiscdss the process of castration through
their fictive autobiographies. Bront&ane EyreandVillette as well as portions of EliotMlill
on the Flosseflect these authors’ attempts to experiencecaedfration by permitting a space for
the creation of character upon which they enadtatisn. In this method Bronté and Eliot are
able to experience the dual pain and pleasure @atpat rises out of making and bearing the
castrative mark. What these characters providgethgo authors is a “safe” fictive distance.
What a discussion of Oliphantf&utobiographyoffers is an extension of the discussion of agency
through self-castration. Theutobiographydoes not operate (on the surface) from a fictive
distance. Bronté and Eliot use fiction as a mediet their processes of self-castration.

Oliphant experiences castration more immediatelycomparing Oliphant’s non-fiction writing
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to the fiction writing of Bronté and Eliot, | muBist assert that thAutobiographyis, indeed, a
fiction. The “real” autobiography rests in the aas and unuttered “gaps.” Mrs. Oliphant: ‘A
Fiction to Herself’Elisabeth Jay claims
in a very important sense Mrs. Oliphant’s life bheaeaa fiction to herself. When
she came to write the story of her own life she wexy well aware that it was a
story she was telling and that this requiliegtary decisions and deliberate
choices of telling moments and particular emph48E,. my emphasis)

The “literary” choices Oliphant makes when comsting her autobiography are similar to
those choices Bronté and Eliot made when constrgisiemi-autobiographical novels.
Therefore, discussing the autobiography as a ficditows me to argue the immediacy of
Oliphant’s self-castration process. Finally, aiudgbaphical writing figures into the “history” of
Victorian England much in the same manner as fictim “Absolute Commonplaces: Oliphant’'s
Theory of Autobiography” Laurie Langbauer examities connection between Oliphant,
autobiography, authority, and history. She claiha “ordinary details [...] constitute the form
of autobiography [...] they are the vehicle that iemwhatever meaning resides in our sense of
ourselves, and resides in history itself” (126) ahd further suggests that the constructing of the
self out of “every day records” is a process ofiffiing] themselves into that which is subject to
such institutions and nations” (126-127). So,dbestruction of identity through the record of
daily life is, in fact, a reflection of Victoriarutture and, therefore, represents the production of
the self in historical context. Just as fictioflgets the social, institutional, legal, and cudtur
ideologies of the times, autobiographical writimgufes the subject within the discourse of
history bynarrating (fictionalizing) the every-day existence of thdmet (character) at a

particular moment in time. Not only does autobagry allow for the self-authorization granted
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by fiction writers, the author becomes part of tgister of history in much the same way that
Jane Eyre commented upon the great danger of tsipdbmen” and the deplorable conditions
of the governess.

The intent of théutobiographyas Oliphant originally envisioned it, was to leav
record for her boys. However, by the time Oliphamtcludes her narrative, both of her sons had
died® The shift in audience would have eliminated teedhfor the autobiography. | argue that
this shift in audience formulates the first levekelf-castration for Oliphant. In a letter to
Blackwood in 1894, Oliphant claims the “characterybe changed now, but it will be more
adapted perhaps for the publi&utobiography and Letterd17). This shift from a memoir for
her sons to a “book not without interest” that dashe finishes it, “be calculated upon” to
highlight the change from life writing to autobieguhical writing. The difference here is that the
former does not find exigency in the world of pehtion. By 1894, Oliphant writes her
biography in order to obtain financial security fear remaining dependents. The tone of the
narrative voice denotes Oliphant’'s change in auieas she laments “how strange it is to me to
write all this, with the effort of making light rdang of it, and putting in anecdotes that will @o t
guote in the papers and make the book sallitgbiographyl40). In her effort, she realizes the
process of fictionalizing herself requires that sbe@nstruct her life in a manner appropriate for
the publishing market. Her disgust with this psxces clear: “when | wrote it for Cecco to read
it was all very different, but now | am doing itrsziously for the public [and] | feel all this te b
so vulgar, so common, so unnecessary, as if | mateng pennyworths of myself” (140). This
type of publication prostitution (as Woolf termsritThree Guineasplaces Oliphant as the

subject of textual production.
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Nonetheless, Oliphant continues her autobiograptigting with the revised audience
in mind in order to use the process of self-mutdetevelop a constructed public identity and to
experience the pleasure and pain of identity-matkingugh the process of self-castration. The
first half of theAutobiographyoscillates between memoir, journal writing, ané liriting in a
process that allows her to work through the pailosihg her daughter Maggie and her son
Cyril. In the earliest sections she claims: “Hesréhe worst of all. | am alone. 1 am a woman. |
have nobody to stand between me and the roughgstadyrief” (Autobiography42). The
Autobiographyserves a purpose. It is the process by whicltaheshare the “pang” and it is
something that can help “bear the loss” (42). kit viewed the process of writing as a process
natural to her constitution, so the fact that sleld turn to writing during her moment of grief
highlights her understanding of writing as a predesobtain pleasure from reconstructing pain.
The first part of the autobiography indicates Imability to separate her life from her life as an
author. She states “for the writing ran throughrgthing” (66) and that she continues as a “sort
of machine, so little out of order, able to endaltghings, always fit for work” as if to say that
the work made her fit for life. Th&utobiographyworks as a sort of therapy.

However, when her audience shifts, from family tdblgc, the narrative takes on a more
concrete and linear structure, a more masculinetstre. In January 1891, she begins the
serious work of the “pitiful little record of myf&” (Autobiographyl01) and the business of
chronology, coherent narrative structure, and ¢agous process of remembering names, places,
and events dominate the narrative aim of the aagwhphical writing. While the discussions of
Frank Oliphant’s death in Rome are repeated hé®-{21) she does so by paying attention to
chronology starting with “We began our housekeejinigarrington Square” to “When | thus

began the world anew I had for all my fortune al#4Q00 of debt, a small insurance of, | think,
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£200 on Frank’s life, [...] and my own faculties, buas they were, to make our living and pay
off our burdens” (101, 121). This linear structuaa indication that she understood her work
would be edited, diverts drastically from the eanthusingswhich Elisabeth Jay includes in the
most recent edition of the autobiograpfifie Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant
By then the perfect number, and oh my firstborn,anly daughter, my Maggie.
How He sows children broadcast about this worldy bitey swarm untaught,
uncared for by the score in these Italian villadgiggg in beggary and
wretchedness. Oh my Lord why didst thou grudgehaeone blossom of
womankind that | thought my own. (42)
The lament, the prayerful sorrow, and the inwaftkegions”® give way to more traditional form
of creating the subject for the public eyes. Thgctive view fades as the subjective view gains
steam in her desire to finishbaokthat might be calculated upon. The process ¢ftseitration
rises out of the shift in audience and, therefbeeshift in purpose for the work: memoirkiook
However, the shift does not alienate the subjetitedyn Instead, it allows Oliphant to
fictionalize her life through the text in orderdain mastery over it. What ti#aitobiography
offers her is a way to use writing as a process-texperience the pain of loss while
simultaneously using the process of writing to t¥eatherapeutic dialogue between herself, the
woman all alone, and the text. She explains shietéralmost eagerly at first because the
utterance was something like crying; it relievedand exhausted me and exhaustion is a great
blessing when trouble is great” (44). By compatimg process of writing to the guttural
expenditure of crying, she highlights her emoticenad bodily tie to the creation of textual
experience. Furthermore, she was able to recantsten story and, in doing so, creates an

authoritative text — one that is both authoritativel authorizing. The process of self-castration
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in this autobiographical “fiction” is more primargr more immediate, than the fictive
autobiographical writings of Brontddne EyreandVillette) and Eliot The Mill on the Floss
Bronté and Eliot use the process of writing to tredaracters, much like themselves, in order to
initiate the process of self-castration within teet. This allows them to experience the pleasure
of making the cut while experiencing the pain dftcation. However, in these two cases, Bronté
and Eliot are able to castrate and be castratati€eitown hands) from a fictive (safe) distance.
The characters they create bear the brunt of theegs of castration. These two authors can
always “hide,” in a sense, behind their fictiveatiens, and it is a matter of interpretation that
realizes the connection between Maggie and Gedige &d Lucy and/or Jane and Charlotte
Bronté. The autobiography does not offer sudiviadistance and, hence, the self-castration
process is more immediate and, arguably, more riskkile theAutobiographyworks to
fictionalize Oliphant’s identity, it does not ma&eclear cut between the self on the page and the
actual self in real life. The fiction she createautobiographical writing will always point
directly to the author and, therefore, her seltredi®n process through autobiography is not
conducted though the conduit of character-making.

In many sentences throughout fgtobiography Oliphant forces the reader to recognize
the process of autobiographical writing. This rretigobiography underscores the text’s
authority as well as its inability to construct laartity. In February 1885, Oliphant writes
“Twenty-one years have passed since | wrote what ithe opposite pageAqtobiographyl7),
which stresses the notion that there is a gap leetwie and fiction. In the later pages, Oliphant
claims she will commence with “a little try at thatobiography” (53) and exclaims “Let me be
done with this—I wonder if | will ever have time pait a few autobiographical bits down before

I die” (52). She often circles back over previotierances of events. For example, she
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discusses the death of her husband Frank Oliphamrijunction with the details of her
children’s’ deaths and then, in the entry datedidan18, 1891, she starts her story anew with a
more detailed description of Frank’s death in R@¢frs-121). The autobiography cannot help
commenting upon the process of autobiographicdlngsiand Oliphant makes this dialogue
clear when she muses “Alas—is it not yesterdayfe isifull of dreadful repetitions” (69).
Additionally, there are several moments whereistigesoutside editing. She says she can’t
remember names or certain details, she says ‘ktitinvas “Zaidee” (77) and in parenthesis,
she questions “(what was the date?)” (67). Thelaogpaphy also points to the impossibility of
reconstruction: “But in six months or so thingsmged. It is not a matter into which | can enter
here” (70) and her assertion that she will “resuingethread of my poor life—in this book |
mean” (96) as if to say that the thread of liféooks is incomplete when compared to the
tapestry of real life. As a final example of mata&obiography, Oliphant’s ending “And now
here | am alone/l cannot write any more” (203) waka death-bed utterance, but rather, as Jay
explains in théntroductionto her edited version of Oliphant’s autobiograplngommentary on
“that [which] could not be written [including] thdisappointing trajectories of her sons’ adult
lives, so obstinately resistant to writerly reconstion” (23). The process of writing gives
Oliphant the tools she needs to initiate self-edistn in order to gain authority over her textual
representation by limiting the proffered recondfiarc The gaps that remain unuttered are part
of theunseen- positioned in a space outside of the text ariside of the editor’s purview.
Oliphant had good reason to fear the editing mecés an author, she did not edit her
own work carefully. As an autobiographer, shertbtledit her story, but rather left it in
fragments to be collected and assembled. In tFbgyeNecessity, Trapped by the Market: The

Editing of Oliphant'sAutobiography’ Elizabeth Jay points out that “when her literaxecutors
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came to publish her autobiography, [...] they recdrihat ‘a great disappointment befell them.
It had no beginning; scraps had been written & lotervals and by no means consecutively™
(135). Oliphant’s original editor, Mrs. Harry Catjhworked to reproduce the autobiography so
that it fit the mold of the traditional (masculifieym. The fragments and scraps of paper
Oliphant left to her niece represented a writingcpsss that was often abandoned and then
reclaimed, not cohesive, at many times ramblingd,raissing the last twenty years of her life.
As Elisabeth Jay’s introduction to the most redenn of theAutobiographynotes, the editorial
cuts “amounted to well over a quarter of the ojimanuscript” and were showed a concern for
the Victorian “womanly image” (13). Also eliminatérom the 1899 publication were the
internal dialogues that preceded the deaths oh@fips children. The autobiography was
deconstructed and then reshaped so that it mirtbeechore traditional format of the Victorian
autobiography. Unfortunately, this editorial cain results in a text devoid of “feminine”
writing. The 1899 text does not resemble the di@lghantian writing, which was to show
how writing ran through her life and was investeénd a product of her domestic
responsibilities. Elisabeth Jay’s restructured teaintains Oliphant’s original inserts,
formatting, and chronology. What readers now sehat the fragmentary writing reflects the

fragmentary life of the Victorian female author.

IV. Resisting Articulation: “Stories of the Seen am Unseen”

During the latter part of the T@entury, the periodical press expanded and, withé
need for print articles. While the periodical mésatured reviews, politically-bent essays, and
serialized novels, it also became a popular veauthe short story. Of course, the term “short

story” has become retroactively applied to thest@epular during this time period. Victorian
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authors did not sit down to write a “short storg’modern critics would define it now; but,
authors did find the production of these shortstéerative in that with little effort and less
editorial intervention they could fill a need fdrast pieces geared toward the every-day reader.
Furthermore, as was the case with most magazickslingBlackwoodsshort stories were
usually published anonymously. This anonymousipatibn presented authors with an
opportunity to dabble in the less artistic entespiof story telling without much critical damage
to their reputation as a novel writer. The gerrésketches,” as they were called in the
Victorian period, was often thought of as “femirimed the work most appealing and suited to
women authors. Abandoning the development of cbardor the clear outline of plot and
climax, the short story requests little of its reesdas the moral or theme is “communicated to the
reader through inference or through a narratoneeration of the mind and his report of what is
there” (Marler 154). This “casual reader,” as Madalls him, gains pleasure “from his
recognition of the triumph of a simple, ideal ord&yng with the confirmation of his middle-
class values” (156). While a novel’s audience alas the middle-class and aimed to reaffirm
its value system and social structure, the formebttged this system of reaffirmation through the
psychological development of its characters. Té&pological development of say Jane Eyre or
Maggie Tulliver, or Esther Summerson requires daler invest a great deal of time and
concentrated energy to see the novel through. sfbg story, however, requires no such
stamina, and in its brevity represents a castiateduct of the more critically dominating form.
One can then argue that authors writing sketobreguick pay did so with little attention
to their possible impact on the literary commumisya whole. The Victorian press did not spend
much time, if any, reviewing short stories (unlexs;ourse, Eliot’sScenes of Clerical Lifeould

be classified as such, which most contemporarynaodiern critics do not) and, instead, focused
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on the aesthetic and theoretical development ohtivel. Being a product of Victorian culture,
the short story does offer a way to analyze the wayhich female self-castration grants power
to its author. Margaret Oliphant’s “Tales of theef and Unseen” represent the author’s desire
to move beyond the limitations of language to aspa gap, perhaps, that resists articulation in
an effort to subvert the system of significatiorpfeallocentric system in which women cannot
signify, cannotmear). By narrating the gap — that which is unseeanrmttered — Oliphant, in a
proto-modernist move, expands the boundaries éstiahll by the system of patriarchal language
in order to explore the invisible and unmapped spadside of language.
In Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanitytire Age of Reasoiroucault works
to link madness with the system of language. ldard
Language is the first and last structure of madrniessonstituent form; on
language are based all the cycles in which madiméissilates its nature [and in]
the movement of passion which persists until ibkseand turns against itself, the
sudden appearance of the image, and the agitaifahe body which were
invisible concomitants—all this, even as we weyet to reconstruct it, was
already secretly animated by this language. (100)
It is within the system of language that one fitftls possibility of madness — its base form.
What Foucault’s quote indicates here is the padyilof a “break,” a rupture in language that
allows for the articulation of that which resisti@lation (in this case, the break lends struetur
to madness). Like Foucault’'s interest in the fissuthat exists in language, Oliphant’s stories of
the seen and unseen are concerned with the gapdietmhat is visible and what remains
invisible and how language attempts to articulbige ¢ap and the spatial movement between the

two sides of the spectrum. Each of these storgugses “madness” as a possible scientific
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diagnosis for the characters who are driven teat@tdialogue with the unseen. As Foucault
theorizes, language forms the base of madness andithin the system of language that
madness forms and within madness “we discoveritigeh perfection of language” (95). If
then, as Foucault supposes, there remains a limkeba madness and language, then what lies
outside of language — that which resists articotati can also resist the slippage into madness.
The short stories in this collection focus on tmeat of madness, which figures into nineteenth-
century discourse as a “feminine” malady and, tioeeg perpetuates the notion that women
(and, more specifically women authors and professg) risk their mental stability by
endeavoring to enter a world in which their plac@asition remains ambiguous. In “The
Library Window” (1896), the unnamed narrator illagées the impossibility of entering into the
educated and literary world of her imagined speetire man who sits writing at his desk.
Oliphant places her young narrator in the positibthe “withdrawn” “spectator of all the varied
story out of doors” (1). Within the deep recesshef window seat, the female narrator occupies
the space between the street (active life) andldinaicile (the proper feminine sphere). When
the party in doors suggests the library window @ieao her recess of refuge is merely a
painted image, she directs her gaze upon the edifibopes of figuring out the mystery.
Despite the logical evidence to suggest the winaomverely painted for the purpose of aesthetic
symmetry, “it is just a very dead thing without ae§lection in it,” “the thud of the stone upon
the window, and its descent strait down,” and “Wiedow! Ah, you've been taken in with what
appears outside. It was put there to be in uniftyrmith the window on the stair” (3, 13, 18),
the female narrator insists on her earlier visioinghe library window with the man inside

writing, always writing.



172

Tamar Heller suggests “the guiding images of ‘Cheary Window’ are windows and
their frames, spaces that permit access betweeamnesph a permeability emphasized by the
female gaze of the narrator, whose voyeurism cdsribe domesticity of the aunt’s house and
the male learning of the college library” (24). eTwindows (the deep recess of the aunt’s home
and the library window across the street) represpate and the possibility of access, but the
library window is merely a figment of the excitedhim. In the last pages of the short story, the
young woman has a nervous breakdown in her attemgpticulate what she has seen. So what
can be made of the fact that the library windoyuss mortar and paint—an illusion? Much like
the tension that exists in OliphanBsitobiographythe tension in “The Library Window”
highlights the space in between what is narratedvamat cannot be uttered. When the narrator
sees her male author at the writing desk, her Iheats, she starts, and experiences the thrill of
anticipating “movement in the silent space” (9atér she claims her “heart gave a great jump”
and that her “heart was in her mouth” (12) all rpatars meant to describe the physiological and
internal changes — that which cannot be seen atdvtich cannot be accurately described in
language. The narration attempts to bring whatvisible to light and what is unuttered to
sound. But, in articulating that which resistsgaage, the narrator writes her body, and in doing
so uses the space between the seen and the uasgEen agency. After the disappearance of
her vision of masculine/patriarchal authority, ske@ms her “heart was so content, and [she] was
so worn out and satisfied” (19). While the stdhystrates the fear or anxiety women have with
authorial productiori® it also sketches a possibility for female agetrgugh the ability to write
the unseen (be it the body or the man behind threguhwindow). While the story highlights the

difficulties women have in entering the literaryneb it is, in fact, a feminine narration. The



173

text grants agency to those who choose to iniiat@logue with the gap between what is seen
and unseen — a gap that is generally unmapped,ched, and ungendered.

Oliphant’s short stories investigate the powenress of language when it is faced with
the project of narrating the unseen. In “The SeCtember” (1876), Oliphant highlights
Lindores’s inability to speak: “he could not heankelf speak a word as he stood convulsed,
struggling with dry lips and choking voice” (8). &@lmarrator refers to Earl Robert’s (the undead
character living in the secret chamber) language “&gd of utterance,” and details his ability to
read Lindores’s mind — supplying narration wheretdxt cannot. Lindores’s journey into the
secret room mimics the journey into a womb — aliprguistic space. Earl Robert derives his
power from his use of a system outside of the listgriorder: spells, magic, and illusion. In this
secret chamber Lindores finds his body “separat@ tnim, more frightened than he was [...] his
limbs shook with fear and weakness, almost refugirapey the action of his will” (11). In
“The Portrait” (1894), Oliphant presses the mditether with a more obvious commentary on
the inability of language to signify the realm bétunseen. Phil understands emotions go
“deeper than words” (9) can express. When hedmsbunters the unseen, Phil is “aware this
language is figurative, and that the heart cargepl and when he tries to define the
physiological experiences, he could not “feel arganing in it, any suggestion, any moral
impression” (9). The struggle Phil has in narmgtis movement between the seen and unseen
leaves him ill-equipped: “I am quite aware of tlomfusion of the metaphor; the reality was just
so” and he is restricted by language and “obligedse these metaphors” (9, 16). However, in
each of these stories, the protagonist is ablandwe and even prosper by having participated in
the process of articulating that which resistscatétion. In the very moment when language

breaks down, there is a space where the bodys priinitive and most base form, can exists
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outside of the social and cultural restrictionsated through the process of linguistic
signification. While other characters in theseis®look to assign a malaise, fever, “scientific
explanation” or “human agency” (“The Open Door” 28) to the physical and mental reaction
to the unseen, the encounter remains outside gétim of language and, therefore cannot be
articulated or explained by scientific or medicelodurse.

What remains a common thread between the taldgeafeen and unseen is Oliphant’s
creation of setting. She spends a great deain&f iintroducing the reader to the location (usually
Scotland) and to the house. The encounter witlutiseen takes place in a particular room of
the house or component of the house. What isastieig here is that Oliphant, in her attempt to
highlight the inability of discourse to map the spédetween, provides the reader a detailed
“map” or an architectural graph of the place in efhaps, graphs, systems, and charts fail to be
useful. Much like her tenuous relationship withadiographical writing, Oliphant seems to
point the reader to a larger issue of languagepaibtication. The language authors must use to
map the domestic, sexual, internal, life of womed the language that must be used to graph
the feminine body always places the feminine inrda#m of fiction. Oliphant’s greatest
contribution, it seems to me, in her short storiting, is that it unveils a realm which has remain
unscripted and which resists the patriarchal systesignification. It is here in this fertile
ground that the work of feminist writing can (anukd in the case of the New Women writers)

begin to reconstruct the woman author through thegss of female self-castration.
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Conclusion

Even as a student in my earliest encounters witthovian literature, |1 was struck by the
text’s insistence olimitations As | developed a larger critical lexicon, | lead to reexamine
these limitations and, in doing so, realized therfataries in Victorian literature were often
linked to bodily, sexual, and linguistic limitatien It also puzzled me to find that the novelte i
aim to discover new spaces of discourse, often abt& reaffirm traditional notions of society,
gender, and culture. However, the novel genrgheracases became a stage for writers
interested in challenging the political and cultumandates of the Victorian period. The novel,
therefore, became a space of complex manipulatidreabversion. Recent critical
interpretations of Victorian texts train readersdot out more radical ideologies. And, in do so,
these interpretations permit a way to recover émaitiine body and to investigate the ways in
which Victorian authors use language to subveditinal masculine authority.

While | agree the Victorian texts should be vievasdan exercise in cultural
destabilization, my overarching argument reliesh@nauthor’s use of the text as not just a mere
product of subversive desires, but rather as aaddtirough which she can gain agency. The
process of writing itself is a process of self-catsdn. And, as an author encounters the writing
process, she does so understanding that the predesender her castrated. As an author
writes, she realizes the separation between thevaéhg and the self on the page. With every
pen stroke, the author leaves herself on the p@be.self on the page is no longer the speaking,
breathing, writing self, and becomes the subjes&dfd The process of subjectification, as

explained Jacques Lacan, is a process of cuttengpbaking self (the self in the flesh) from the
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self that is subject through language. Therefibre writing process forces the author to develop
though a mandated castration process. Furtherraot@nce into the publishing arena requires
the author to offer up her textual body to the prhaes of editing and criticism. Another layer
of castration through writing, the author must st herself through the writing process and
then endure further castration efforts at the hadeer editors and critics. While editorial
changes constitute outside castration, female esieleo conduct modes of editorial self-
castration when they comply with their editors’ wegts and when they self-edit before sending
their work to their publishers.

What purpose does this self-castration proces®2elt is clear in reading the fiction of
the Victorian period, the biographies of the aushand their own letters that the female authors
of the time period understand their own “lackingsgion. In the case of Charlotte Bronté,
George Eliot, and Margaret Oliphant the authorscete in their personal letters a desire to be
viewed on equal terms as their male counterpa@ssl have detailed in both of the Bronté and
Eliot chapters, the fear of being counted as a “aomriter” is intense. The intense fear leads
to their careful construction of Currer Bell andd&ge Eliot. These constructed male figures
serve as a way to evade the feminine classificatidaheir work. Their authorial creations
constitute a form of female self-castration and; felf-castration allows them to enter the
literary intelligentsia as aauthorrather than as a woman. During the writing precésmale
authors permit themselves an opportunity to expegeheir own castration, but with a twist.
The castration process they endure at the levileoivriting process is one initiated and guided
by their own hand. So, the female author undedstéer position in Victorian culture as one
that relegates her to the position of “lack,” ahd writing process grants her access to the origin

of this lack. By becoming an author, the femaléexistands in as the castrator and employs the
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tools of castration upon her own authorial anduakbodies. She overturns the masculine
position of castrator — the figure of power — aodsithe cloak of one who castrates. The
transference of power sets in motion the abilitynderstand herself as both castrated being and
castrating power. As self-castration developsuphothe production of the text, the author re-
experiences her original castration. The writinggess mimetically recapitulates the origin of
female castration. The author can re-experiene@ém of the initial cut of castration, but since
the cut is made by her own hand, she subverts n@s@uthority over her own body by placing
the knife in her own hand. The cut she makescigt ahe makes upon herself. She owns her
castration experience.

The power she gains over her own body constitine$irst stage of agency through self-
castration. As a figure who manipulates the toblsastration, the female author gains mastery
over these tools and, in re-experiencing the palveoown castration, she also recognizes the
pleasure in making the cut. As a castrator, theafe author wields her power over her textual
creations. Why don’t the female characters in &fiein fiction ever “win” in the end? Why are
they often stunted, compromised, or deceased?fafhiéar motif of female compromise and
destruction often leads readers to surmise Viatdiion reinforces traditional roles of
feminine appropriateness be it the cultural linmtas placed upon their sexuality, independence,
production in the workplace, or identity creatidHowever, if readers view the trajectory of the
female characters as one conflated with the wildeer of their creator, they could interpret the
character’s inability to win as the cost incurrgdthe author’s desire to experience the pleasure
in making the cut of castration. Armed with thtokicating pleasure of a reclamation of the
castrator position, the female author uses theatiegrprocess to assert and reassert her position

of power. Where the real world does not allowtfos transference of power, the world of the
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text provides the space for the female author tbedle her power and to experience the
traditionally masculine power position.

The transference of power allowed by the selfraish power only represents one level
of a multivariate process. In this level of autabvengeance, George Eliot employs self-
castration as a way to build and then destroydmafe characters — to bring them to the brink of
possibility only to annihilate them. However, iretcase of Charlotte Bronté&, her characters
mimic their author’s rise to power through the @ex of self-castration. Both Jane Eyre and
Lucy Snowe construct their narratives by channeligr author’s competing desires to self-
castrate and to castrate others. Jane and Lusg sfuthreat narrative works to erase the textual
oppositions to their identity construction. In thism of self-castration, Jane and Lucy mimic
their author’s desire to castrate and reveal thiential for releasing oneself from limitations
placed on sexual identity (Jane) and from the &tions of sexual identity (Lucy). The divergent
aspects of Eliot and Bronté’s self-castration psses elucidate the process as one that exists on
a spectrum. This, of course, is important bec#ulestrates the process of self-castration as
one that not only runs through and comes out ofdviien culture, but also a process that adapts
to the differing psychological constitutions of kawthor.

In viewing the process of self-castration as dra éxists on a continuum and as one that
continually adapts to those who employ it as a oetobward power, one can see the potential
threat the process has on the traditional Victodamestic sphere and on the masculine ego-
ideal. Female authors utilize this method in otdegain power in a patriarchal world.
Additionally, as in the case of George Eliot, feenalithors also employ castration as a way to
excise femininity all together. The vengeful autgod who employs castration as a vehicle

toward power over men and women threatens thdisgadfi Victorian masculinity. Dickens’s
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literature exhibits a preoccupation with this thraad his texts work to reestablish the patriarchal
order by punishing the castrating women who aimn@sculate as a way to gain control. Miss
Havisham, Estella, Lady Dedlock, and Madame Defargeall gross exaggerations of the
castrating female. They fix their site on the @r@n male, rendering him a degenerate by
placing him outside of the heterosexual aim of padidon and reproduction. Dickens’ literature
grows out of his actual relationships with castrgtivomen. The texts offer a space in which he
can depict the grotesque female castrator in dadpunish and annihilate her and restore the
narrative to the traditional vehicle of masculireside. The fact that Dickens recognizes the
threat self-castration poses to the masculine égati(and, in Dickens’ understanding, a threat
to the vitality of the nation as a whole) suppontg claims that female authors use this process
and that it offers real possibilities for agendfythe dissertation extended another chapter or two
further illustration of the threat posed by femsddf-castration to the sustainability of the
Victorian masculine identity can be seen in theset Thomas Hardy. Botbude the Obscure
andTess of the d’Urbervillemternalize the fear of female self-castratiort thes mutated into
female castrators. Especially in the caséunfe the Obscuréhe masculine identity crisis
reaches a fevered pitch in the fear that mascyhmiit be obscured or ushered into oblivion all
together at the hands of the grotesque femaleatasdr So, as the text allows a space to explore
the possibilities of agency through textual sedtcaion, it also points to it as a real threat and
allows for a space to combat such threats.

The continuum of female-self castration also aidar authors like Margaret Oliphant to
establish identity in a publishing world that dowd recognize her status as an “artist.” Writing
to support her family, Oliphant employs her pethia efforts to sustain her domestic empire.

By conflating domestic necessity with the desiresuthorship, Oliphant purposely castrates the
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artist in order to survive as a financially indegent woman. Her own comparisons of her
literature with that of Bronté and Eliot illustrater understanding of her “lacking” position. She
turns this position of lack into a power to creiaentity through her autobiographical writing.
Her most lasting contribution, however, is hermagés (in her short fiction) to provide language
for that which resists articulation. If beings arade subject in language (a castrative process),
silence or resistance to articulation presentsaaesvithin the text to avoid the process of
subjectification. The dialogue between what imé@eseen and uttered/unuttered may, perhaps
grant a space where feminine bodies can “be” withaningto be This inarticulate space is a
precursor to later New Woman literature. For exi@mplive Schreiner'story of an African

farm extends this notion of inarticulation as dikeispace of feminine power. Em, the novel's
minor character, survives the text and gains indépece and financial power at its close
through her ability to resists sujectification anguage. By contrast, Lyndall suffers because of
her investigative effortsto language and the meaning of things. She becootasg but
subject, and as subject she is easily erased.

What the theory of self-castration offers readdrgictorian literature is a way to explore
these texts as more than just exercises in sulowverBhe texts illustrate a growing belief in the
power gained through the sadomasochistic writimg@ss. As active agents of self-castration
models, female authors opt to explore and expamdirtiits of language and narrative. The
exploration leads authors to a way to experiendle the pain and pleasure of self-castration and

to harness the power of their own castration.
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Notes:

! Freud’s use of the German terms “fort” and “dadr{g and here) make up a game that pre-
linguistic infants enact as part of their negotintbetween the pleasure and reality principles.
The child throws objects that are attached toiagstnto the corners of the room. When the
object disappears, he exclaims “fort!” When hdsdige object back into the crib, he exclaims
“da!” In Beyond the Pleasure Principlereud uses the fort/da game as an example ofea litt
boy’s “great cultural achievement” (14) in that dteld creates a game that would allow for the
mother’s disappearance without his protestatiolne dhild constructs a method that enabled his
experience of pleasure in the return of the object.

2 Freud, SigmundCivilization and its Discontentdrans. and ed. James Strachey. New York:
Norton, 1961.

% Speaking is a form of castration in that the speaives up the right to “be” in exchange for
the possibility to “mean.” In “Agency of the Lette the Unconscious” published Ecrits: A
Selection1977) Lacan argues that being “is that which appasa lightning moment in the

void of the verb ‘to be’ and | said that it postssquestion for the subject. What does that mean?
It does not pose it before the subject, since tigest cannot come to the place where it is
posed, but it posesiit placeof the subject, that is to say, in that place ggmthe questiomith

the subject [...]” (168). In order for the speakindpgect tomean,or grasp a possibility of
meaning, it must “fall in!” and “appeal to the paw the image” supplied by the structure of
language (“The Freudian Thingcrits 138). The exchange of being for meaning is cruocighe
subjectivity of the body. The speaking subject nulnstose tdbecomea subject in language —

and in doing so, castrates its right to “be” owtsid the structure of language. This process is not
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gendered—both men and women are castrated as sgealijects. However, this theory is
problematic for women in that the ability to signifor Lacan, rests in the hands of he who owns
the phallus.

* Foucault, MichelMadness and Civilizatiomew York: Vintage, 1995. Foucault claims
language is “the first and last structure of madngs constituent form; on language are based
all the cycles in which madness articulates itsiredt(100).

> Warhol, Robyn R. “Double gender, Double Genrddne EyreandVillette.” SEL36 (1996):
857-875. Warhol defines this term as “narratedhgyprotagonist” and homodiegetic as “told by
a figure within the story” (859).

® In researching the writings of Charlotte Brontéhivi the scope of the argument | put forth, |
have found that botfihe ProfessoandShirleyfall outside of the research’s purview. While
Bronté’s use of the first-person narration in hestinovelThe Professoillustrates interesting
parallels to her biography and later writings, tidvet itself does not open itself to a direct
discussion of female self-castrationhe Professqrin its many failed outings to the publisher’s
tables, represents, in my estimation, Bronté’srdesiwrite from a masculine point of view.

Her command of “realism” and “truthfulness” comeslar fire and, | suspect, led the author to
find a way to write from a woman’s point of views(a male author). This turn gave Charlotte
Bronté stronger control over the hearts and mirideeocharacters, which is evident in her
second run at publishing her wodane EyreWhere aslane Eyreappears to be a reaction to the
failure she encountered wilfhe ProfessqrShirleyappears to be the conscious effort on the
author’s part to engage in more “objective” writitgandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar assert that
Shirleyaims at “objectivity, balance, restraint by writiaghovel of private, lonely struggle in an

historical setting with public references” (373)his type of “objective” approach to writing
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may have been brought on by gentle urgings fronfrieerds. Mary Taylor writes in an 1848
letter to Charlotte Bronté that “you are very diéfiet from me in having no doctrine to preach. It
is impossible to squeeze a moral out of your prodnc¢ The friend, who has been busy writing
against societal doctrines against women, takesraent in her letter to chastise Bronté for a
failure to consider history and social context @n tvriting. She continues the letter with a
guestion: “Has the world gone so well with you thati have no protest to make against its
absurdities” LCB, Vol. 287). Elizabeth Gaskell and Harriet Martineau were latiing novels
steeped in historical references and, | believenrtried to emulate this mode of writing as a
way to experiment with narrative techniques.

"I will use Margaret Smith'She Letters of Charlotte Bronté: With a Selectibhetters by
Family and Friends3 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995.

8 patmore, Coventry. “The Angel in the House” (1878)poem that spurred the notion that
women were to assume the role of the domestic amgkthat their appropriate station was that
of a wife, mother, and directress of the home.

® Edinburgh Reviewdanuary 1850, pp. 153-173.

10L.CB, vol. 2: Letter to W.S. Williams (November 184%harlotte explains her fear at losing
her ability to walk invisibly through the districtDuring my late visit | have too often had
reason—sometimes in a pleasant—sometimes in aupdamin <to> <to feel> to fear that | no

longer walk invisible [...]” (272).
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. Eliot's work on Spinoza’s Ethics, completed in 688id not end as she had hoped. Lewes
was originally contracted to write the translatiand he suggested Marian work on it and submit
her work under his name. However, “[s]ince 1854¢ewthe arrangement had been mad, Bohn
senior had grown lukewarm about publishing Spirenzd used the fact that Lewes had made an
oral contract with his son as a justification fenegotiating price” (Hughes 169). Lewes,
infuriated by the change of plans insists on therreof his manuscript. Lewes’s bravado,
evidenced by the letters written to Bohn, effediivended the negotiations and possible
publication of Marian’s translation of Spinoza.

12 Chapters One and Two The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans, George Eliot: Hiée in Letters
(1994) discusses the shift Marian makes in devetpper notion of audience through personal
and business correspondence. Specifically, Bodemhaotes the “appeals to the readers and
the sudden shifts of perspective that are so dentthe effect of George Eliot’s prose originate
in this always double activity, in which the writeoth immerses herself in writing and assumes
the position of a suddenly critical reading audegn@6). Later, in Chapter Four, Bodenheimer
suggests “all the participants took pleasure iyipon the boundaries of the fiction. For a
while, Marian enjoyed the “prestige” of anonymitydathe secret thrill of hearing both
Blackwood and Lewes repeat others’ opinions angdigasbout the stories and their unknown
writer.” Marian used the letter format to play witke boundaries of “me” and “him,” which
highlights the author’s constant need and desishifb between the female and male mind when

conducting written correspondence (123).
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13 1788-1858, one of the most well-known phrenolegistthe 18 century. He founded the
Edinburgh Phrenological Society, which was the fafgts kind. His most influential and
popular work isThe Constitution of Man

14 Joseph Liggins — After the publicationAflam Bedethe rector of Kirby, Reverend H. Anders
wrote the following letter. This letter was pridta the LondornTimes April 15, 1859:

Sir, The author oScenes of Clerical LifandAdam Bedés Mr. Joseph Liggins, of

Nuncaton, Warwickshire. You may easily satisfy ngalf of my correctness by inquiring

of any one in that neighborhood. Mr. Liggins hiths&d the characters whom he paints

are as familiar there as the twin spires of CowenrtrYours obediently, H. Anders,

Rector of Kirby. (qtd in Cooke 57-58).

15 John Gwyther — Curate of Chilvers Coton. The turacognized himself as Amos Barton in
Scenedeading story. Gwyther wrote to Blackwood onstissue. The claims of portrait writing
cut to the quick. Marian wrote to Charles and (Buay in June 1859 that “there is not a single
portrait in the book, nor will there be in any ftétbook of mine. There ate/o portraits in
Clerical Scenesbut that was my first bit of art, and my hand was well in — | did not know so
well how to manipulate my materiald’€tters3, 99).

16 Blackwood's letter to John Gwyther on Jun&' 15859 reads thus:

The author of the “Scenes of Clerical Life” and ‘&kd Bede” begs me to inform you that
he is not eh Rev. W.H. King, but a much youngesperwho wrote “Amos Barton” under the
impression that the clergyman whose long pastdtighested the groundwork for the story was
no longer living, and that the incidents, not ottlgough the license and necessities of artistic

writing, but in consequence of the writer’s impetfenowledge, must have been so varied from
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the actual facts, that any one who discerned the @iothe truth must also recognize the large
amount of arbitrary, imaginative addition.

But for any annoyance, even though it may have beef and not well-founded, which
the appearance of the story may have caused Mrtl@wythe writer is sincerely sorry.
" Early examples of this name shift (George Eliotary Evans Lewes) are: October™.6
1859, October 28, 1859, and November 30, 1859.iaMartone changes dramatically in these
three examples: from congenial to direct and farkcel is clear by this point, her need to hide
behind George Eliot dissipates when dealing witicBiood.
18 Dickens writes to the “Author of The Reverend AnBaston” on January 18 1858. He
signs the letter as the author’s “servant and aghfiiwhich illustrates his high esteem for the
author, even though he suspects the author is aawdretters,2: 423-424).
9 read Eliot's omniscient narrators as male vaicéile in the case of “Janet's Repentance”
the gender of the omniscient voice is clearly statiee gender of the narrators in Eliot's other
novels is less obvious. Virginia Blain. “Doublesibn and the Double StandardBteak House:
A Feminist PerspectivéNew

Casebooks: Bleak Houded. Jeremy Tambling. New York: St. Martin’s Prek398.
Blain argues “an omniscient narrator was mascudlnest by definition [...] there was no
model of female omniscience available to Victomavelists, either in literature or in Heaven”
(67). Blain also cite$he Madwoman in the Attly Sandra Gilbert and Susan GubarThe
Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literargdmation Gilbert and Gubar point to the
exclusive use the male voice behind the Victoriamigcient narrator.
2’See Elizabeth Ermarth, “Maggie Tulliver's Long Sdie” SEL 14.4 (1974): 587-601; Sandra

M. Gilbert and Susan Gubarhe Madwoman in the Att{ftNew Haven: Yale UP) 478-
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535; Jane Lupton, “Women Writers and Death by Diiogyri Poetry and Criticism on
Literature and the Arted. Burney J. Hollis (Baltimore: Morgan State UP83) 95-101; Mark
Mossman, “Violence, Temptation, and Narrative irofge Eliot’s ‘Janet's Repentance’,”
Journal of the Short Story in EngliS® (2000) 9-20; Mario Ortiz-Robles, “Local SpeeGipbal
Acts: Performative Violence and the Novelizatiortteg World,”Comparative Literatures9.1
(2007): 1-22; Marlene Tromfhe Private Rod: Marital Violence, Sensation, amel tLaw in
Victorian Britain (Charlottesville: UP of Virginia, 2000).

1 Margaret Loewen Reimer’s article “The Spoiled @hilvhat Happened to Gwendolen
Harleth?” argues the only logical explanation favéhdolen’s behavior is that she is a victim of
incest at the hands of her step-father, Captainl®ayv

2 Maggie’s death can be read as a mode of survimahe conclusion dflill on the Floss

Magagie is reunited with her brother: “but brothadaister had gone down in an embrace never
to be parted: living through again in one suprenosenent the days when they had clasped their
little hands in love, and roamed the daisied fietdgether” (422). Maggie’s final moments
reunite her with the family who had abandoned Inertae final “supreme” moment represents
survival through death.

23 See Alexis Easlefirst-Person Anoymous: Women Writers and the ViatoPrint Media,
183070 (Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 2004). Easley arplthe literary reform project of the
early 1800s. She claims “Carlyle’s project—alonthwnany other critics of the 1830s—was to
reestablish a sense of ethical responsibility eliierary marketplace, thereby reinstilling moral
values in the process of literary production” (1&he further asserts that literature “rather than
serving as an end in itself, [...] would have a cl@aral or economic purpose that would lead to

social improvement” (16).
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24 Tom All Alone’s, the slum home of Jo Bleak Housés a literary creation based in Dickens's
work with Miss Angela Burdett Coutts in their eff®to build working-class housing structures
by demolishing existing London slums. As Kaplatads in his biography of Dickens, the
housing “emphasiz[ed] the desirability of large tifaimily buildings to conserve open space and
make sanitary services more practical [...] Dickeasime[d] for Miss Coutts the basis of what
became the Nova Scotia Gardens and the Columbiar&dyartment, which were opened in
1862” (262-3). With Miss Coutts’s financial bacgirDickens also worked on several other
social reform activities: The Administrative Refomsociation, and an “asylum” for fallen
women “whose purpose would be to help them renopnesgtitution” (Kaplan 150). The

inmates of this proposed home for fallen women “teadccept their charity in penitence: they
must be reeducated and then sent to emigrate—wasta kind of death” (Holbrook 175).

%5 Gordon HaightLetters,2: 423-424

26 “While [Maria] and her friends, with a firm gras the social reality, enjoyed the teasing
badinage of flirtation, [Charles] was able to irtgtéhe style infrequently. Too serious, too much
in love, he created in his mind fantasies of mggif..] With the humiliation of the blacking
warehouse fresh in his emotional memory, he wasiat to dress as handsomely as possible.
His attractiveness, though, did not prevent hisp@sd confessions, widely made to friends,
family and intended, from becoming the subject dfimdicule” (Kaplan 52).

%" Dickens met with fierce public scandal at the rst@ presumed, of the Hogarth family
(specifically the Hogarth women). The rumor ofadfair with Georgina, his sister in-law,
threatened his public image as it became foddemdarspaper and magazine gossip. When
Bradbury and Evans refused to publisiPimcha written espousal of the charges levied against

him and Georgina, he abruptly fired them as edimi rehired Chapman and Hall. The
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dissolution of the Bradbury and Evans contractatiffely closed Dickens’s association with
Household Wordsand Dickens began a new magazine (in which hstgtson complete
editorial control) All the Year Round

8 As | argued in the first two chapters, women wsitalso produce in order to obtain origin.
However, in the case of Bronté and Eliot, womertessi use writing to return to the origin in
order to gain mastery over it. Dickens does nettke maternal origin/organ as a place for
regeneration. He desires the return to it in otdemnihilate it.

29 In Chapter four of Kaplan’s biography of Dickehs, notes that he “found an extraordinary
excitement and special bonding with his bachelentts [Forster and Maclise] in the fiction that
they were all in love [...] with the beautiful queeff099-110). The chapter goes on to tell of
the erotic jokes and bawdy stories that provedatisfying fantasy whose characteristic humor
did not disguise the need it served” (110).

% Ferdinand de Saussure, From “Part One: Generatipiés.”The Norton Anthology: Theory
and Criticism ed. Vincent B. Leitch, et al. (New York: W.W. Non and Company, 2001) 960-
977.

31 Charlotte Bronté to George Smith, March 18B8e Letters of Charlotte Bront¥ol. 3, ed.
Margaret Smith (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004) 26-2

%2 1n the appearance and textual inscription of émedle body, Dickens legitimizes the self-
effacing “angel” and victimizes the sexually abatranonster” in order to return the familial
system and domestic sphere back to a representdtioidle-class harmony. The dualism
between Angel and Monster has been discussed ldr&&ibert and Susan GubEne
Madwoman in the AttidMary Jacobu®eading Woman: Essays in Feminist Cristigiamd Nina

Auerbach’sWwoman and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth
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%3 Edinburgh ReviewApril 1855), 522.

34 Spectato(November 1884), 1437. The Editor’s response fsl&mws: “Every woman,

whether married or single, has as much influencpadiics—where she has as much
knowledge—as any man. There are sons and brdthezpresent women, as well as husbands.
And women, with the same knowledge, are much mersyasive than men” (1437).
Interestingly, ten years later, Margaret Oliphaasweft without a son or a brother or a husband
to represent her. After the death of her youngest Frank, Oliphant had outlived all her
“direct” male relatives, which would leave a wonlike her out of the Editor’s equation for
female representation through a familial and maseulgure.

% Oliphant's financial insecurity is most often letkto her dependents. Her husband, Frank
Oliphant, died on a trip to Italy, leaving her witbung children to support, a baby on the way,
and £1000 in debt. Her brother Willie lived offattipend sent to him by his sister up until his
death. She gave both of her sons expensive edasatvhich were never fully utilized. She
outlived them both. After her sister-in-law’s deater brother Frank and his family lived with
her. She supported Frank until his death and coetl to support his children leaving her estate
to them after her death in 1897.

% «Two Ladies”BlackwoodgFeb 1879), 206-224. A review bfemoirs of Anna Jamesamd
Records of a Girlhootly Fanny Kemble.

37 Edinburgh Reviewt30 (October 1869), 580.

3 The first entry in Oliphant'&utobiographyis dated 1864, from Rome. This entry follows the
death of her beloved daughter, Maggie.

39 Cyril dies in November, 1890. Cecco dies in Oeta894. As Elisabeth Jay’s introduction to

Oliphant’sAutobiographypoints out, “Half of the autobiography’s mass wagact composed
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after the death of Cecco, whose loss the finalgraph would appear to make responsible for
her future silence” (23).

“0When I die | know what people will say of me: theiyl give me credit for courage (which |
almost think is not courage but insensibility), dadhonesty and honourable dealing; they will
say | did my duty with a kind of steadiness, nabwmg how | have rebelled and groaned under
the rod” (44).

And they had both gone out to the Club at nightlamdnt out wandering across the links in the
late twilight, almost dark, towards the sear. Hodearly | can see the scene now. | went up
round the Club to see if | could get a glimpsehain through the lighted windows, but could not
[...] There was a dull sky, hanging low, but away #&o@s the East a hint of clearness, a band of
soft yellow light falling into the grey clouds atitere came out by moments on the other side the
light on the Bell rocks, and another | think at Avath. 1 was very miserable, crying to God for
them, both, feeling more miserable almost thardl éxer done before—when suddenly there
came upon me a great quiet and calm|[...]” (93).

*! Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, “Infection inkatence: The Woman Writer and the

Anxiety of Authorship,”The Madwoman in the Att{tNew Haven: Yale UP, 1984) 51.
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