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PREFACE 

Angela Carter died of lung cancer in 1992 at the early age of fifty-one. 
Her death came at the moment when her fiction was becoming widely discussed 
not only in fem inist circles, but when it also began to attract the attention of 
academic criticism. Her oeuvre consists of n ine novels ,  three collections of 
short stories (one of them publ ished posthumously), three volumes of essays 
and theoretical writings, and four radio plays inspired by paintings by Richard 
Dadd. Besides being a creative writer, Carter was also an editor (she edited two 
volumes of fairy tales for Virago, a feminist publ isher), a translator (she ren
dered into English Charles Perrault ' s  fairy tales), a vis iting professor in the 
USA, a writer in residence in Austral ia, and a part-time teacher at the Univer
s ity of East Anglia in Norwich. She also spent two years in Japan working 
briefly for a broadcasting company. Unquiet a spirit as she was, she never had 
a permanent publisher - she publ ished for Heinemann, Hart-Davis, Quartet, 
GolIancz, Virago, and finalIy Chatto&Windus.  From a handful of facts scat
tered in books and essays on her fiction written by her friends (e .g .  in Loma 
Sage ' s  Angela Carter), it seems that her personal l ife must have be en equally 
restless and impermanent. 

This restlessness and the quality of displacement is  reflected in Carter's 
fiction, which aims rather at breaking existing ru les than forging new ones. 
Over those twenty-five years of Carter' s  artistic activity, her fiction underwent 
at least two bas ic shifts. Each of her novel s  and collections of stories makes use 
of new i deas and uti l ises different - often seemingly contradicting - l iterary 
genres, flirting with tradition and contemporaneity.  On the other hand, if we 
look at Carter ' s  fiction in its bulk form and analyse her stories in terms of their 
poetics, we must notice an impressive consistency that enables us to perceive 
her artistic development in terms of a continuum. 

There seems to be a universal, though not always overtly stated agree
ment to perceive Carter' s  l iterary oeuvre as a process consisting of three quite 
clearly distinguishable phases .  The first is  represented by the five novels  writ
ten in  the 1960s:  Shadow Dance, The Magic Toyshop, Several Perceptions, He
roes and Vil/ains and Love (publ ished in 1971). The second phase consists of 
two novels ,  The Injernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman and The Passion 
oj New Eve, and two colIections of stories, Fireworks and The Bloody Cham
ber, that appeared in the next decade . Also the non-fiction work The Sadeian 
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Woman should not be overlooked here, as it provides a necessary context to 
Carter ' s  fiction of the late 1 970s .  The last stage - and because of C a11er's sud
den death an i ncomplete one  - seems to  beg in  wi th  Nights at  the Circus, with 
Wise Chi/dren as the true ind icator of the irrevers i b i l ity of  the shift, although 
"B lack Venus", a story orig inal ly publ i shed i n  1980, might arguab ly be re
garded as a harb inger of the transformat ions that were to take p lace later. The 
posthumous ly pub l i shed co l l ection of stor ies American Ghosts & Old World 

Wonders does not seem to make th i ngs eas ier as the stories inc luded in th i s vol
ume do not necessar i ly move i n  the d irect ion ind icated by Wise Children. 

It i s  my conviction tbat a c loser look at the m idd l e  period of C at1er's l i t
erary career - namely the 1 970s - provides us with the key to this continu ity , at 
the same t ime he lp ing  LIS to appreciate her artistic and intellectual original i ty. 
That i s  why I concentrate on Carter'  S works written in the 1970s: two novels -
The Infernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman and The Passion ojNew Eve, 
and two co l l ect ions of stories - Fireworks and The Bloody Cham ber. Although 
the almost L1n iversa l ly acclaimed Nighls at the Circus marks the change to per
haps another stage in Ca11er ' s  writ i ng, l have no dOllbt th at tbis nove l remains 
anchored i n  Carter ' s  l iterary ach ievements of the 19705, and i n  a sense rep re
sents the crown ing success of the genu i ne a11 i st ic method she had deve loped 
earl i er. Hence, i n  the last chapter l concentrate ent i re ly on Nights at the Circus, 

demonstrat ing to what extent it is i ndebted to much less recognised earl i er nov
eIs, espec ial ly The Injernal Des;,'e Machines oj Doctor Hoffman and The Pas
sion ofNew Eve. 

Atter Nighls at the Circus ( 1 984) was pllb l ished, Angela  CaI1er's f i ction 

rece ived a great deal of crit ical attent ion,  wh ich reslIlted in a p l ethora of art ic les 
and cr it ica l  essays - her name appears i n  every book on contemporary British 
women writers pub l i shed after 1 985 ,  wh ich was not the case in the previ ous 
decade.  Loma Sage, undoubted ly the ear l iest serious researcher of Ange la 
Carter' s works and a pass ionate admirer of her talent ,  was the prime mover and 
the ed itor of the most comp'lete col l ect ion of essays so far dedicated so l ely to 
CaIter ' s  work, entitled Flesh and the Min'or and pllbl i shed two years after the 
writer ' s  death . The vo l llme contains  th i rteen essays contr ibuted by different 
authors, each of them analys ing  a d i fferent aspect of Calter' s fiction. As the 
essays cover the subsequent stages of Ca11er' s l iterary career - mov ing from the 
early novel s  that appeared in the 1 960s towards her last work of fict i on Wise 
Chi/dren ( 1 99 1 )  - the reader receives not on ly severa l  fine essays, but al so 
a chrono logical  presentat ion of Cat1er' s deve lopment as a writer. 

AlI these texts prove that there are many ways of  group i ng Carter'  s fic
t ion  together .  N everthe less, two features of her writing are always stressed by 
cr i t ics :  its fem in  i st purposes (cr i t i c i sm of patr i archy and cu I tura l  l i berat ion of 
women) and arti st i c  i nventiveness (sharp awareness of what she is do i ng and 
ful i  contro l of the mater ia l) .  [t i s  not slIrpr i s i ng  then that Carter is often labe ll ed 
as a fem in i st and/or a postmodern i st, wh ich does not necessar i Iy serve hel' ar-
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tistic reputation - as John BayJey' s  presentation of hel' oeuvre, publ i shed SOOI1 
after her death, shows.  Bayley ' s  seemingly obj ective appraisal of Carter 's  l iter
ary ach ievement and the effort he puts into prais ing her writing ski lIs do not 
succeed in masking h i s  covert contempt for the writer. He attaches to Carter the 
Jabels of ' postmodern i sm'  and ' pol it ical correctness '  as if  they were the two 
artistic mortal s ins which must lead towards Jack of mti st ic d i sc ip l ine ( i n  
BayJey' s  own words, i n  postmodern ism "everyth ing goes", everyth ing can be 
"fused together in a s ingle perm iss ive whole"l) on the one hand, and the cllrb
ing of i ntel lectual freedom ("Carter . . .  a lways comes to rest in the r ight ideo
JogicaJ position

,,2) on the other. Bay ley ' s  man iplllative essay (he has noth ing  to 
say about Carter' s  best nove J s :  The Passion oj New Eve and Nights at the Cir
eus) prompted some crit ics to defend Calter3 , which seems to have had at least 
one negative effect: it has postponed a serious recons iderat ion of Cmter' s  tic
tion in the l i ght of her creative attitude to postmodern poetics .  L inda Hutch
eon ' s  essay "Postmodern ism and femin i sms", wh ich I refer to at the end of the 
first chapter, proves that such reflections seem wOlth undertaking and that they 
would almost certain ly prove fru itfu l .  

Crit ics have apparent ly paid more attention t o  the ideojogical and p o l  it i
cal side of Carter 's  fiction (which undoubted ly i s  fasc inat ing and impOltant), 
but her novels also demand analys is  i n  terms of the i r  poet ics .  Th i s  work i s  an 
attempt to br ing these two th ings together - bear ing in mind Carter' s revo l u
tionary purposes and subversive attitude toward patriarchal cu lture, r demon
strate what effect they have on the world presented i n  her fict ion .  My claim is 
that the construction of the presented worlds in  Calter' s fictions i s  in  fact 
a deeonstruetion of trad it ional l iterary symbo ls ,  images, topoi  and archetypes: 
Carter probes them, questions them, subvelts or ovelthrows the ir  mean ings -
there i s  no l iterary mot if she takes for granted .  

In order to  p inpoint he r  method, an d  better exp la in  how it works and 
what its purpose is, I have dec ided to i ntroduce in  th i s  book two tenns of my 
own co inage : the virtuality of the presented worl d  and arehetypomimetic char
acters . I re gard them as ind ispensab le too l s  if we are to grasp the fu l i  phenome
non of Carter' s  originaJity, s ince both terms refer to the deconstruct ive qual ity 
of her fict ion .  

W e  can speak o f  the virtuality o f  the presented world b y  analogy with 
virtual reality wh ich,  as defined in Cambridge International Dictionary oj 
English, i s  "a set of images and sounds produced by a computer which seem to 
represent a p l ace or a s i tuation in wh ich a person experienc ing it can take part" . 

l John Bayley, 'F ighting for the Crown ' ,  The New York Review oj Books, 3 9/8 (23 
April 1992), pp.9-11. 

1 Ibidem. 
3 See the essays of I sobel Armstrong, Ela ine Jordan, Herm ione Lee and Lorna Sage 

inc\uded in Lorna Sage (ed.) ,  op .c i t .  
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In v irtual real ity you can open your bedroom door and walk out d irectly 
through the B ridge of S ighs  into, say, Buckingham Palace, from whose win
dows you can see a Mart ian countryside .  V irtual  reality on ly seemingly imitates 
' real i ty '  . In fact, it rep laces the ' real ity ' , usurps it .  It is l ike a simuJation as de
fined by Jean Baudr i l l ard : 

S imulation is no longer that of a terr itory, a referential being or 
a substance. It is a generation by models of real without ... reality: a hy
perreal . . .  it is the map that precedes territory.4 

S im i larly, Ange la  Carter' s spaces do not represent or reflect any 
' obj ective real ity '  (as is the case with real i st ic novels) .  Instead, i t  is a spatia l  
image (s imll l acrum) that i s  the resu l t  of the deconstruct ion of the cultural real
i ty we l ive i n .  Cat1er' s spaces are always symbo l ic, packed with often contra
d ictory mean i ngs - in conseqllence they question and overthrow the so-cal led 
' natural order of th ings ' ,  depriv ing some ideas of the i r  privileged status by pre
sent ing them as re lative and vo lat i l e .  Cal1er ' s  purpose is to subvert cultural 
myths, and she does it de l i berate ly, always fu l ly aware of what she i s  doing:  

I am a l i  for putting new wine in o ld  bottl es, especially if  the new 
wine makes the old bottles explode.5 

The person who i s  to experience the s i tuat ion i s  in fact the reader. E laine 
Jordan po ints out that Carter' s protagon i sts are often j u st narrative dev ices be
cause their  only role  is to enable  "the reader to pass through possible options, 
as it were experimenta l ly" .6 Carter' s spaces are always images-cum-meanings 
whose symbol ic  d imens ion i s  exposed, rather than imitations of real dese11s, 
forests, cast les etc . 

S im i l arly, Cat1er' s characters shollld not be taken for imitations of real 
people .  One of the most str ik ing features of her characters is the predom inance 
of thei r  appearance at the expense of psycho logy - it appears that the psycho
logi cal d imens ion of Cat1er' s characters hardly exists at alI. They are emb lems 
of ideas wh ich they carry with themselves, they are symbo l ic  figures wel l
rooted i n  patriarcha l trad it ion,  stuffed with conf1icting mean ings. By analogy 
with anthropomimetic characters (the term that denotes their dependence on 
rea l  people  - the finest examp les are the ' fu l ly human ' characters of the best 
rea l  i st ic nove l s) ,  the term archetypomimetic underscores a d i fferent relation : 
the re lat ion between a l iterary character and archetype(s) .  Carter's characters, 
as I demonstrate in  chapter four, are sewn together - l ike Frankenste i n ' s  Mon-

4 Jean Baudri l l ard, ' S imu laera ans S imlllat ions' ,  in Mark Poster (ed.), Jean Baudril
lard: Selected Writings (Cambridge : Pol ity Press-Bas i l  B lackwe l l, 1988), p.166. 

5 Angela Carter, 'Notes From the Front l ine', in Michelene Wandor (e d.), On Gender 
and Writing (London : Pandora Press, 1 983) ,  p . 69 .  

6 Elain Jordan, ' Enthralment: Angela Carier's Speculat ive Fictions', in Linda Ander
son (ed .) ,  Plotting Change:Contemporary Women 's Fiction (London: Edward Arnold, 
1 990), p . 3 6 .  
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ster - from bits and p ieces of archetypes in c i rcu l at ion i n  pha l logocentr ic c u l 
ture .  

Nonethe less ,  i t  i s  important to  remember that i n  Carter ' s fict ion the 
reader i s  not confronted with archetypes themse lves,  but with their emanat ions 
i n  art and l iterature, i n  consequence with their soc ia l  s ign ificance and cultural 
funct ion .  In  my analys i s  of archetypomimetic characters I do not concentrate 
my attent ion on the character's fee l i ngs, emotions, thoughts, id iosyncras i es, 
re lat ions  with other people ,  complexes,  fears and phob ias, i nte l lectua l capac i ty 
etc . ( i . e .  the character ' s  character), but treat the character as a s ign, asking 
about its mean ings and socia l  function .  Th i s  i s  an attempt to see archetypes 
witll i n  a pol i t ica l  context as patr iarchal i n struments of power. Here femin i sm  
i nterm ingles  with postmodern i sm. s ince both quest ion the  exi st ing cu ltural or
der as constrictive and oppress ivc to modern wOl11en and men. The l11yth  of pa
triarchal  cu l ture that is retl ected in its art, symbo l s  and archetypes does not 
"bear any re lat ion to any real i ty whatever: it is its own pure s imu lacrum".7 

7 Baudrillard. op.cit., p.170. 
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CHAP TER ONE 

FROM WOMEN'S WRITING 

TRADITION TO POSTMODERN 

DEMOLITlON 

In sp i te of her un i queness and or ig i nal ity, Ange la  CaIter may be neat ly 
p igeonholed i n  a variety of categories; the most rud i mentary and obtrus ive of 
which wOll ld be to l abel her as a "contemporary Engl i sh woman writer" . And 
althollgh I bel ieve that she herse lf wou ld  have preferred a d i fferent order 
(wol11an, contemporary writer, Engl i sh), there is no  po int in  pretending that 
those categories  are utterly i rre l evant. In order to exp lore th i s  po int  a l i tt le  fur
ther, I suggest cons i der ing her fict ion in the context of the Engl ish l i terary tra
d it ion,  espec ial ly its fel11 i n i ne  trends, both past and contemporary . 

To what extent i s  Angela Carter an i nheritor of trad it ion? How much i s  
h e r  fi ct ion rooted i n  postl11odern i sm with its concepts o f  art and soc iety? We 
can hard ly d i s regard the fact that l iteratUl'e has always been c lose ly accompa
nied by 'theory of l iterature '  or rather its p lent ifo ld  forms which - as Terry Ea
g leton suggests - are h i stor ical ly and cu ltll ra l ly  determ ined .  Awareness of th is  
bas ic assumption accounts for certai n  s imp l ifications .  Thus ,  thi s  presentation of 
Carter's i nvo lvement i n  fem i n i ne trad it ion and postmodern ity wi l l  be se lective 
rather than exhallst ive.  

1.1. 
WOMEN'S LITERATURE AS A LITERARY 

SUBCULTURE 

There i s  a s i m i lar ity between Eagleton ' s  concept of l iteratllre as a tool 
for propagat ing  c lass i nterests and a femin i st v iew of literature as a patriarchal  
tool  for socia l i s i ng  women . A ltllOugh Eagleton can be accused of s imp l i fy ing 
the  matter, O l' even of be ing  a new-Left doctr ina i re ,  h i s  theories exp la in  sources 
from wh ich  the fem i n i st concept of women ' s  wri t i ng as a l iterary subcu lture 
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spr i ngs .  Th i s  s i m i l ar i ty shows that fem i n i sts are not the on ly ones to refusc to 

perce ive the Eng l i sh  l i terary trad i t ion as a m utllal heritage. 
Eagleton arglles  that m id-Victor ian ideology and its ill1perialist interests 

saw i n  l iterature a potent too l for lInderp inning the en dangered sociał order, 
nal1le ly a mlltll a l  ground for a d i v ided soc iety, a national heritage with which 
peop le  cOll ld ident ify. Eng l i sh l iterature appeared to be an ideal means for 

11101l ld i ng  and ass i m i l at i ng  the masses .  Matthew Arnold, a key figure in this 
context, warned with heal thy frankness :  

They arrive, these masses, eager to enter into possession ot' the world, to 
gain a 1110re vivid sense oftheir life and activity. In tbis their irrepressiblt: 

cJevelopment, their natural educators and i nitimors are those immediatel) 
above them, the l1liddle classes. If these classes canl10t win their sympathy 

or give them their direction, society is in dangcr ot' I�llling into anarchy.' 

Accord ing  to Eagleton such an exp l ic i t express i on of anxiety about the 
dom inat ion  of the work ing  c l ass was a pervasive, if not obligatory, tone ol' 

V i ctor ian wri t i ng  abolIt the ro l e  of I i terature in society. 

A quote fro m  J .C . Co l l i n s' s  The Stll(�V af English Literafure pub l ished i n  
1891 w i  I I  enable  us to see the problem ti"0111 another angle. The people are per

cei ved as those who "need po l i t i ca l  c ll l ture, instruction, that is to say. in what 
perta i n s  to the i r  re l at ion to the State, to the ir  d uties as citizens ; and they need 
a l so to be i mpressed sent imenta l ly by hav ing the presentation in legend and 
h i story o f  hero ic  and patr iot ic  examples  brollght vividly and attractively before 
them . "c 

At th i s  po in t  two ma in  tendenc ies  meet Literature's first fllnctioll is to 

prov ide  educat ion i n  the so ca l led 'un iversal human vallles' in order to tallle 

and temper a l l  barbar ian attempts to v i o l ate them . Litera1ure becomes a lran
q u i lI i ser, an ant idote to po l i t i ca l  extrem i sm, unquestiollable evidence of micldle 

c l ass ach ievements wh ich i nsp ircs reverence for them. I-Ience. the sorts of l iter
ary works that do not abic le by these ru l e s  and refuse to servc as transmittcrs of 
mora l standards cannot enter the rea lm  of English cultural treaslll'es. The other 
fUllct ion i s  a patr i ot i c  and hero i c  one, cIemanding illculcatiol1 or the rnincl witIJ 
conticlence i n  Eng l i sh  cu l tura l  super ior i ty and security in terms of its n at i onal 

ident i ty .  Not surpr i s i ng ly, Eng l i sh l i terature was inc I uclecl in the Civil Service 
exam inat ions  i n  t l lc Victor ian period . 

On t lle  other hand l iteratllre with i ts concern for tile finer feelings '>'ias 

regardccl as an ent i re ly  fem i n i ne affa i r, ll n l ike scienc e and other academic d is 
cip l i nes, and thus  su itab le  for "women . . . and the second- and third-mte men 

, Quoted aJter: Teny Eagletoll, Literat)' ThcO/)'. .411 Jl1troduction (Oxford: Basił B lack
well. 1989), p.24. 

2 Quoted atłer Chris Bałdick, The Socia/ /'vlissiol1 ofEl1g/ish Cri/icism (Oxford: Clar
cndoll, 1983), p.1 00 
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who . . .  become school masters . "] Except for the work i n g  c l asses ,  WOll1en were 
the mai n  oppres sed l ayer of V i ctorian soc i ety . The pers i stent character of th i s  
oppress ion  was descr i bed b y  V irgi n i a  Woo l f  i n  h el' two p o l i t ica l  pall1ph lets :  
A Room ol One 's Own and Three GuŻneas.4 

The imp l i cat ions  of what has been con s i d ered so t�lr are astOll i sh i ng yet 
logica l .  Lan guage wh i c h ,  as Barthes demon strated, is  arb itrary, more often than 
not trie s  to h i de its  re l at ive status  and pass i tse l f  off as the o n l y  conceivable 
way of perc e iv i n g  the world and therefore irre s i st i b l y  t u rn s  i nto ideo l ogy . Con 
sequently, language cannot res i st the tClllptat ion  to n atur a l i se soc i a l  rea l i ty, that 
i s  to prese nt cu lture as i f  it were as i n n occnt and leg i t i mate as natu rc . B arthes 
does not h e s itate to nall1e th is  l i terary ideo l ogy wh i c h  expresses such  a 'naturaI 
att i tude' an d subd u e s  any a l ternative,  and l ab e I s  i t  realis/11. 

Real i st ic  l i terature e ll1p l oys language as a tran s Il Icent w i ndow to the  
obj ect, wh i ch e l i ll1 i natcs any d i stort ion O l' sll bj ect i v i ty .  Neutral l anguage lll akes 
for represe ntat i on of ' o bj ect ive rea l i ty ' and never i nterferes with i t .  lt i s  not 
surpr i s i ng the n  that the convent i o n s  of the V i ctor ian and Edward ian nove l were 
forged as rea l i st forlllS, but the i r  perseverance i n  1l10re recent prose perpl exed 
even D av id Lod ge who stated in 1971 that there is "a good deal of evidence 
that the Engl i sh l iterary m i nd i s  pec u l iar ly comm itted to rea l i sm ,  and res i stant 
to non-rea l i st i c  1l10de s . ":; In th is context the so-ca l led 'Modern i st breakthro ugh' 
seell1s to be an except ion to the ru l e  (Ol' a react i o n  aga i n st it)  s i nce Bernard 

Bergo nzi a l so observes a celta i n  sll s p i c i o n  of i n n ovat i o n  as a c haracteri st ic 
feature of Engl i s h ness: 

The most important fact about contemporary English life ... is lhat 
it did not undergo the radical transformations that took place in countries 

which underwent the traumatic experience of totalitarianism and defeat in 
war. Ancient traditions and continuities remained undisturbed .... In cul
tural matters we find an unrepentant insularity and an involvement with 
native elements and traditions, as against the coslllopolitan innovations ol' 
the Modern Movement.6 

Angela C arter be longs to those exper i menta l  nove l i sts  who co-forge, 

rather than borrow, contemporary l iterary dev i ce s .  She a lso  exh i b i t s  a cr i t ica l  
avers ion to tlle real i st i c  tec h n i q ues of writ ing and,  being as  verbal ly tlalllboyant 
as can be i l11agi ned, represents "a 1ll0Velllent  toward s fantasy and d realll 1l10re 
w i d e l y  apparent in recent Bri t i sh fi ct ion.,,7 M o reover, he l' books d i s play overt 

3 Quoted aHer Eagleton, op.cit., p.n. 
4 Virginia Woolf, A Rool7l ol One 's 0\1'11. Thl'ee Gltineos (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1992). 
:; 

David Lodge, The Nove/is/ al/he Cl'ossroads and O/hel' Essays on Fic/iO/1 alld 
CriticislIl (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971), p.7. 

(, Bernard Bergonzi, The Si/uo/ion olthe Novel (London: Macmillan, 1970), pp.58-59. 

7 RandalI Stevenson, Bri/ish No"el since the Thil'ties (London: B.T.Batsford Ltd., 
1987) p.159. 
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host i l i ty towards the male-dominated soc iety. In th is sense hel' literary output 
must be perce ived as revo l ut ionary, offer i ng  no sedative and never compl ying 
with the 'naturar state of cu lture. On the contrary, C arter draws attenti on to the 
arb itrar iness  of l anguage and its art ific ia l i ty by condensing the net of lexis and 

i magery. Hel' re-creat ion of popu l ar fai ry tales, re-working of myths and re

cyc l i ng  of we l l  known l iterary themes provide an antidote to a contemporary 
mytho logy embod ied by Western democracy and its values. Neverthe l ess, Car

ter does not reject these myths without reservati on; she rather probes the petr i
fied vers ions ,  d i scover i ng  the i r  amb igu i t ies  and adding alternative mean ings to 
those estab l i shed ones. 

Thus ,  the funct ion of l i teratll l'e becomes an active one: challenging the 
soc ia l  and cu l tural status quo, i n  contrast to the Victorian tendency to make l it
e rature prop up  the system .  On the other hand, there seems to exist a certain 
d idact ic stra i n  i n  Cał1er' s  fict ion,  vague ly resembling the radical feminist be
l i efs wh ich  I refer  to be low when d i scuss ing  "Images of Women" critici sm. 
Although Angela Cał1er often dealt  w ith fema le  ident i ty and in a sense wrote at 
l east several 'usefu l  stories' for women, she  never exercised this kind of femi

n ł sm. 
Look ing  at women's l iterature from a feminist perspectiv e, it seems that 

no contemporary woman writer of prominence can avoid  be ing seen and inter

preted as a l i nk  i n  the cha in  wh ich began with lane Austen . Since the beginning 
of the n i n eteenth century, women writers have managed to make their distinc
t ive  statement i n  every l i terary period . In l iterary histo ry th i s  process i s  marked 
by on ly  a few names of 'the greaf: lane  Austen ,  Charlotte and Emily Bronte, 

George E l iot and Virgi n i a  Woo lf. It i s  worth remembering though tbat tbe fe
maI e trad i t ion i s  founded on the works of many wom en who have not been in
c l uded i n  the canon, but whose fee l i ngs about 811 and gend er, the sacr ifices th ey 
made, and the i r  re l at ionsh i p  to trad i t ion and profess i on cannot be dismissed as 
i rre l evant. E la ine  Showalter' s A Literature oj Their Own presents tbi s  p roces s 
c l early, fi nd i ng  i n  'the greaf the representat ives of those many who stitched the 
tapestry with the i r  own need les. I would  l ike to underscore several of h er ob
servat ions  wh ich  he lp  p l ace Ange la  Cał1er's wo rk in the historical context. 

S llOwalter c l a ims  that women's l i teratm'e is alite rary su bculture. She 
ident ifies  three major stages i n  i t :  the Feminine phase (from the d iscovery of 
the  u sefu l ness of male  pseudonyms by women wr iters i n  the I 840s t o  the death 
of George E l iot in 1 8 80);  the Fem i n i st phase (from 188 0 to the winn ing of the 
vote); and the Female phase from the 192 0s onwards, but enter ing a new stage 
of se lf-awareness about 1960 .  

These phases are not arb itrar i l y  r i g i d  catego ries , for they correspond to 
three major phases presented in the essays of Robeli A.Bone and NOJ1hrop Frye 

on other l i terary subcultur es, as b lack, Jewish, Canadian, Anglo-Indian8 

8 Elaine Showalter, A Litera/lIre ofTheir OWI1 (London: Virago, 1978), p.13. 
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(categories which, it shou ld  be noted , make no reference to women as 
a subcu lture). Respective ly, there is a pro longed phase of imitation and submis
sion to the dominant tradition,  a phase of p rotest aga in st its oppress ive stan
dards,  and eventua l ly a phase of se lf-discovery, namely a search for identity. 

Thus, Fem inine nove l s  complied with the regu latory demands of realism 
as a yardstick for literariness and with the common Victorian contempt for 
women writers (hence the male pselldonym, gui l t  and anxiety). B ut, as Show
alter precisely observes ,  it took the shape of "an a l l  inc l u s ive female realism, 
a broad, soc i a l ly i n formed exp loration of the da i ly  lives and val ues of women 
within the family and commun ity.

, ,9 

The female subcu lture was a lso constituted by a shared physica l  exper i 
ence: menstruat ion,  puberty, sexual in i tiation , chi ldbil1h, menopause - al i  
forming the female sexual l ife cyc le. Obvious ly, the Victorian training in se lf
censorship and concealment (which concerned a l so male writers a lthollgh to 
a lesser extent) forced the inhibited women writers to e laborate unconventional  
and covelt means to express the complexity and anxiety of the inner I ife as ex
emplified by the intense ly symbolic and profound prose of Charlotte Bronle. 
Nonethe less, we cannot speak of any coded, secret l anguage by which 19th 
century women writers communicated secret messages to their readers . Those 
messages (ar better - anxiet ies) remained s llb limina l  in the minds  of Victor ian 
women writers, and now can be discovered by feminist critics. The allthOl'S of 
a co l lection of essays on nineteenth centlIry women writers entit led The Mad
woman in the Attie put it in these words: 

Women from lane Au sten and Mary She l l ey to Em i ly Bronte and 
Emi ly Diekinson produced l iterary works that are in  some sense pa l imp
sesti e, works whose surfaee des igns eoneeal or obseure deeper, less acees
s ib le  (and less soc ial ly aceeptab1e) leve ls  of mean ing. 10 

Add itional ly, there were a l so language restriction s  by which women nov
e l i sts had to abide. In 1 849 The Norlh British Review comp limelltec1 Anne 
Marsh for "pages . . .  abso l ute ly l ike green pastures

, ,11 expressing in th i s  way 
Victorian expectations  from a writing woman who shou l d  have limited hel' 
range of verbal express ion to that of a lady. Any attempts to trespass the 
boundaries of standard language were rebuked as 'coarseness', a term equal ly 
usefu l  for the dialect in Wuthering Heights, the 'damn s' in Jane Eyre, the col
loquialisms in Aurora Leigh Ol' the mora l  tone of Adam Bede. The repression of 
fee l i ngs, the thollght-contro l and the conceal ment of emotions  generate a lmost 
a spec ia l  language based on obscurity and a l l u s ion ,  a code of submerged 
meanings. 

9 I bidem, p .29 .  
10 Sandra M.Gi lbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attie (New Haven and 

London: Yale Un ivers ity Press, 1979), p .73 . II 
Quoted after Showalter, op.c it . ,  p .26. 
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Th i s  prov ides an i nterest i ng  context for Ange la Carter's overabllndance 

of language i n  terms of vocabu lary, syntax and sty les, s i nce she does not re
spect any taboos and restr ict ions, e i ther themutic Ol' stylistic. Mor eover, hel' de
l ight wi th 'coarseness' i s  consp icuous and desp i te hel' grace and invent iveness 
in app ly ing  it , rema ins  provocat ive .  Cal1er, be ing aware ofthe cu ltural censOl'
sh i p  of the female langllage, lllade it sensua l  and scxua l to th e furthest lilllits 
and cmp loyed it on purpose; as she  once sa id: 

I spent a good many years be ing to l d  what I ought to think, and 
how I ought to behave, and how I ought to write, even, because I was 

a woman and men thought they had the r ight to tell me how to feel, but 
then I stopped l i sten ing to them and tried to figure it out for myself but 
they d idn't stop talking, oh,  dear no .  So I started answering back. How 
s imple,  not to say s impl ist ic ,  th i s  all sounds ; and yet it is tme. 12 

She made th i s  confess ion i n  the i ntroduction to a col lect ioll of her criti
c i s lll Exp/elives De/eled, which she began with a more om inoLls statement: "1 
am known i n  my c i rc l e  as notor ious ly  fou l-lllouthed." 

The Fem i n i st phase cou ld  be r ight ly paraphrased as the 'answering back 
per iod', because i n  its core it meant confrontation with mal e society and the 
Victor ian sexual stereotypes that fettered wO ll1en's se I f-expressi on.l' For the 
first t ime women's demand for the i r  r ights and attack on the patriarch al inst i tu
t ions  of soc iety took the shape of a co l l ect ive movement. The extreme w ing of 
the movement tended toward countercu ltural cont e station and campaigned for 
"the sexual separat ion of Amazon Utop ia  and s uff ragette sisterhood s."I.J This 
th i nk ing  has its supporters even Ilowadays,  and not ju st among radica l and les
b ian fem i n i sts, so its s ign ificance i s  more than histor ica l .  In the f e minist classie 
Thinking Ahuul Women pub l i shed i n  196 8, Mary El lmann feels ob liged to point 
out d itferences i n  tone  between mai e and female writing, c laiming that tradi
t iona l ly  men write i n  an author i tarian mod e  whe reas women writ e rs remain 

' impr i soned' i n  the l anguage of sens i b i l i ty. Ellmann adv i se s  resistance to Ol' 
subvers ion of these trad it ional  ro les :  

I hope  to  define  the  way i n  wh i ch  i t  is  now possible for women to 
write well . Qu ite s imply, hav ing not had physica l or intellectual authority 
before, they have no reason to resist a l i terature at odds with authority.15 

12 A.Carter, Exp/elives De/eled (London : V intage, 1993), p3. 
13 It is i nterest ing to note, however, how the stereotypes conceming sex and espe

c ially sexual roles survived bas ically intact into post-Second World War period, despite 
late V ictor ian and espec ially Georg ian chan ges ( i . e .  the Bloomsbury Group). The 19605. 

wh ich witnessed the sexual revolut ion and emergence of perlllissive society, is also the 
decade when the earl iest fem in ist man ifestos were publi5hed (i.e. by Betty Friedan and 

Mary Ellmann) .  
1 4  Showalter, op .c i t . ,  p .29 .  
15 Mary Ellmann, Thinking Aboul Women (New York: Harcourt, 1968), p.166. 
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However, this phase of revo l utionary declarations of independence 
passed , l eaving no dist i nctive mark on  l iterature .  Indeed, the superior goal of 
the movement required sacrificing individualism to the co llectivity of the suf
fragettes . The purest examples  of feminist literature were short stor ies and 
fragments cal led 'dreams', 'keynotes' or 'fantasias', fo lIowed by poems, nove l s  
and p lays written a s  suffragette propaganda. Yet they managed t o  make 
a sign ificant breakthrough in two other areas of1iterary life .  

First, they abo lished the  monopoly of małe publishers . Second, they i n
stigated a coherent body of theory about women' s literature. These two 
achievements shou ld  not be underrated, because they freed women's  l iterature 
economically and inte l lectua l ly .  The men who published the works of fem in i ne  
novelists had in practice contro l led the i r  contents . This shift a l so embraced 
editions of women's  magazines, retention of copyrights and the commission ing  
of printers - alI of which meant real  independence in contro l of pub lish ing 
outłets .  Jeanette Winterson's de l ight over Great Moments Ltd, her own l iterary 

agency-cum-production company shows to what extent this sOli of independ
ence keeps its validity nowadays.16 In this context Ange l a  CaJ1er' s ded icat ion to 
and cooperation with Virago - a we l l-known feminist pll b lishing hOll se - both 
as a writer and ed itor (she prepared for them two vo l u mes of fai ry ta les with 
femin i st messages co l lected from the world over) seems obvious  and wise .  

While  the i ndependent pub lishing out lets enabled women writers not  to 
p lay the market or sllbmit  to the demands  of commercialism, a theory of 
women's literature begun by Elizabeth Robins under lined the complic ity of 
heroines,  plots, conventions  and i mages of women in fiction with the req ll i re
ments of the male  pub l i shing industry and the socialisation of women .  Thi s  
trend i s  cont i n ued nowadays i n  the so-ca l led "Images of Women" cr i t ic i sm .  I n  
the n ext chapters we  wil l s e e  what u s e  Ange l a  CaJ1er makes ou t  of  these COIl1-
ponents of the presented worl d .  

The F i rst Wor ld  War brought the next major shift i n  the character of 
women ' s  l iterature - i t  moved from the Feminist to the Femal e  phase . Thi s  was 
a move towards an aesthetic of new consc iollsness .  Exploration s  of female ex

perience were sllperseded by the pursll i t  for a d i stinctive ly femałe consc ioll s
ness perce ived as the essence of being. The war had onły strengthened d i scon
tent with 'male' order based on techno logy, law and po litics that mai nta i ned the 
i l l lls ion  of progress .  Civi l i sat ion l ay i n  ru i n s  and thi s  fact put i n  quest ion tlle 
fOllndat ions  of knowledge. At the moment when women's  l iterature became 
rełat ive ly emancipated from its cu ltural s ll bordination to the małe trad i t ion, it 
took the shape of a new spi r i tual i ty, a heritage from the fem i n i st soc ia l  evolll
tion i sts and spi ritua l i sts . It stressed s ll bjective understand i ng, a consequence of 
the i dea that the world  was sexlla l ly po lari sed in psycho logical  terms. As early 

16 'The B ody Po l i t ic' ,  The Guardian, 26 Aug. 1 992. 
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as 1920 R.Brimley Johnson,  in his book entit led Same Contemparary Novelists 

(Wamen), presented a concept of the female vers i o n  o f realis m: 

The new woman, the femałe novełist of the twentieth century, has 
abandoned the new reałism. She does not accept observed revelation. She 
is seeking, with passionate determination, for the Reałity which is behind 
the materiał, the things that matter, spiritual things, ułtimate Truth. And 
here she finds man an outsider, wiłfu l ly b l ind, purposely ind ifferent.17 

Th i s  remark seems accurate in re lation to the conflict between th e Ed
wardian novel  of external realism epitom ised by Arnold Bennett and the Geor
gian trends represented by his fierce critic Virgin ia Woolf. And althou gh th e 
l ines of controversy seem to be less maleffemale and more co nven
t ional/progressive, the fact remains that for the mo st prominent women wr iters 
of that period (i. e .  Woo lf  and Richardson) goin g  'progress ive'  was the on ly 
cho ice .  On the other hand the above q u otat i o n  does not capture the reason wh y 
such a sh ift in understanding 'real ism' occ urred and , what is more i mp 0l1ant, 
why it became attract ive espec ia l ly (though not o n ly) to women writers of th at 
per iod . 

As I believe, it a l so encapsu l ates the features of a much l arger process i n  
l iteratUl"e between the wars, the process whose prophet i c  figu re i s  T .S. E l i ot .  
In fact his concept of Tradition and myth had not been su ccessfu l ly cha l lenged 
u ntil Ange la  Carter. Although she never attacked T. S.El iot d irect ly, hel' purpose 
i s  to bring to l i ght the arbitrari ness of myths as sources o f  social/sexual roles on 
which patriarcha l  society is founded . Th i s  ass u mpt ion accou nts for Carter's 
distrust of myths .  We w i ll com e bac k  to th i s  po i nt later i n  thi s c hapter, aft er 
a brief presentation of the most predominant concepts of myth and tradition 
from T.S.Eliot to Northrop Frye to Alaisdair MacIntyre . The common denomi 
nator o f  a l l  these concepts i s  a notion that myth s, b y  provid i ng ro le lllod els  and 
patterns of behav iour, enab le  society to function w ith relat ive effic iency . 

1.2. 
P A TRIARCHAL ORDER AND MYTH 

Accord i ng to Showalter, the beginning of the Fe male ph ase i s  m arked by 
the emergence of the so cal l ed fenwie aesthetic i n  wome n's writin gs ,  wh ose 
concept of language reminds u s  of the main femini st theories  c urrent in th e 
1970s. In spite of the obvious  differences between the cOllcepts of l iterature 
presented by the female aesthetic and T. S . Eli ot, both vis iollS spr i ng from 
a dissat i sfaction with 'progress' and 'reason'. Stressing i nd ivid ual i sm an d c on-

17 Quoted after Showałter, op .c it, .p .24I. 
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sciousness, the female aesthet ic ,  seemingly, d iffers tota l ly from T .S .E l iot' s 
phi losophy of l i terature, where personal i ty must be sacr ificed to an i mpersonal 
order, which in the sphere of l iterature means the Tradit ion . El iot was also 
looking for 'the u lt imate Truth beh ind  the material ' ,  and his quest, despite d if
ferent assumptions,  ran paral l e i  to that of the female aesthet ic .  Both were susp i 
cious of  language, both c \ung to  avant-garde l iterary techniques in  order to 
better present the mu ltip l i c ity of assoc iat ions,  both managed to create a c \osed 
and steri l e  world ( ' female consc iousness ' ,  ' the Trad it ion ' ) .  

Dorothy Richardson imp l ied that women commun icated on a higher leve l 
than men, that 'words '  were men's i nvention, so women cou ld  not convey the i r  
mean ing through them.  The  essence of the ir  art was inv i s ib le ,  based on creat ing 
an atmosphere; communicat ion took p lace beyond  l anguage, l i ke te lepathy . 
T .S .E l iot, d i sgusted w ith abstractions of rational i st thought, demanded that po
etry commun icate with readers by the "cerebrai cortex, the nervous system, and 
the digestive tracks .

, , 1 8  The panacea lay in myth : female consciousness or col
lective unconscious .  Its foundat ion i s  a belief that l i terature must touch or re
vive symbols rooted deep in the psyche and archetypes that are immune to h i s
tory . Not surpr i s ing ly, E l iot recogn i ses i n  Joyce's  Ulysses a s ign of h i s  times, 
the b i rth of "the myth ical method .

, , 1 9  

Once again ,  Angela Carter appears t o  b e  a subvers ive successor o f  thi s  
phase . L ike V i rg in ia  Woolf she  presents a world polar ised by sex, as 
a batt lefield of male and female princ ip les ,  but she does not fal l  prey to 
WooIrs aestheti c  escap ism.  Her preoccupat ion w ith myths,  fai ry tales,  l iterary 
motifs, and cu ltural heritage in general ,  bears the features of a polem ic with 
T .S .El iot's extremely infl uential  concepts. I n  "Trad it ion and the Ind iv idua l  Tal
ent" El iot fetish i ses the cont inu ity of the larger European trad it ions and p laces 
h imself with respect to them. Ange la Carter seems to be aware of the s imulta
neous existence of the l iterary past and present, but she treats th i s  past as a shop 
with old decorations from which she composes her subvers ive works. 

Qu ite s im i l arly, Northrop Frye suggests that mythology through its koine 
enhances the exi stence of Trad it ion .  He concentrates on how l i terature pre
serves the anc ient i mages, and the emotions and be l iefs connected with them.  
Thi s  concept recogn i ses how th i s  everlast ing substance changes i t s  shape 
throughout the evo l ut ion of literature .  In th i s  formu lat ion a l iterary work i s  
woven from archaic patterns that exist i n  the  human psyche, thus trad it ional 
symbols and myths constitute its primary reference system. 

On th is  foundat ion we should perce ive al l l iterary works as var iations on 
several themes.  These themes function as a c \osed c i rcu latory system in wh ich 
symbol ic un its Ulldergo constant rearrangement and fluctuat ion,  but cons i s-

18 T.S .E l iot, 'The Metaphysical Poets ' ,  in  Peter Faulkner (ed.) , A Modernist Reader 
(London: B .T .Batsford Ltd, 1 986) ,  p .99 .  

19 T.S.Eliot, 'U lyssess . Order and Myth ' ,  in Peter Faulkner (ed . ) ,  op .c i t . ,  p . 1 03. 
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tentły i n  re łat ion to each other, entire ły separated from any reference beyond 
itsełf. The term for ł iterature coined by Frye i n  his cru ciał  statement The Anat
omy oj Criticisl11 ( 1 957) reads ' autonomous verbal structure'. Terr y E ag l eto n 
deve lops its meml i ng as fo l lows : 

Literature i s  not a way of knowing rea l ity but a kind of eol lective 

utopian dreaming wh ieh has gone on through h istory, an expression of 
those fundamental human desires wh ieh have given rise to civilization i t
self, but wh ich are never fu l ly satisfied there. It is not to be seen as the 
self-express ion of ind iv idual authors, who are no more than fu netions of 
th i s  universal system :  i t  springs from the co l lect ive subject of the hu man 
race itse lf, whieh is how it comes to embody . archetypes' or fi gures of  
un iversal s ignificance .20 

Actual ly, however p ious and am iable th is sou nds, l iteratU l'e i n  Frye' s 
terms i s  not on ly, as EagJeton wants, "an imag inary alternative to modern socj
et y"} l , but a med ium of a natural order, which spr i ngs from the very core of 
human psyche .  It seems not acc idental the n  that T. S .El iot' s essay on Ulysses 
has the subtit le "Order and Myth" .  !ts author we Jcomes in Joyce a fe l low m i nd 
because "us ing the myth, . . .  manipu lat ing a conti l1llOUS para I le l between c on
telllporane ity and antiqu ity . . .  i s  s i lllp ly a way of contro l l i ng, of ordering, of 
giv ing a shape and a s ign ificance to the i llllllen se panorama of fut i l ity an d anar
chy wh ich is contemporary h i story ."n In th i s  sense Illyth s ma i ntai n  re levan ce to 
social  l ife .  Th i s  po l it ical function of ll1yths also fou nd express ion i n  Frye' s  The 
Critical Path ( J  97 1 ), where he presents not ions  of con servat ive ' myths  of con
cern ' and l i beral ' ll1yths of freedolll ' .  Th i s  i ntent ional  contrast guarantees bal
ance and de l ivers c iv i l i sat ion from the verti go of extrem i s m .  

The idea remi nds one  of  Levi-Strauss's conv i ct ion that myths are i m ag i 
nary so l ut ions to  real  soc ia l  contrad ict ions .  Here, myths are u nderstood as 
a kind of language which underl ies every narrat ive ; and th is  h appens unin ten 
t ional ly, as if myths thought themselves up thro ugh l iterature or the h um an 
ll1 ind .  "Myths have a quasi-obj ective co l lect ive exi stence, unfo l d  the i r  own 
' concrete logic '  with supreme d i sregard for the vagari es of ind ivi d ual  thought . "n 

It is i nd i spensab le  to underscore here th e fa et th at a lthough Angela Car
ter makes use of mytho logy and a l l udes to m any l ite rary works be lon gin g  to the 
str ict  European canon, her purpose does not I ie  in  suppOlt ing  the bal ance of 
c iv i l i sat ion ; on the contrary, she never l ets herself be l ed by the myth s' 
" concrete logic" .  L ike a l i  true fem i n i sts she i s  not i nterested in buttress i ng the 
order, s i nce the exist ing status quo serves on Iy the i nterests  af m en an d,  as Der
r ida defines it, i s  phal logocentric in its core .  Femin i st writers work towards de
construct ing Ol' even ovelihrowing it .  

20 

20 Eagletol1 ,  op .c i t . ,  p .93 . 
] l  Ib idem. 
22 T .S .El iot, op .c i t . ,  p . 1 03 
23 Eagletol1, op . c it . ,  p . l 04 .  
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The i ntersubj ect iv ity of myth remains at odds w ith its normative and bal
ancing function, because one could a lways ask whose i nterests are represented 
by the soc iety founded upon a part icu lar mytho logy. Beh i n d  every impersonal 
authority lurks a human be ing or a group who have their i nterests ;  as mass me
dia consumers we know th i s  too wel l .  Ernst Cass i rer in h i s  c lass ical work An 
Essay on Man reflects that the main chan ges of rel ig ion in  Ancient Greece re
sulted from the soc ia l  and pol it ical  evo lut ion towards ind iv idual i sm. "4 These 
processes l1eatly doveta i l  with the confl ict between matriarchy and patriarchy. 
Accord ing to Erich Fromm, the Oed ipus myth remains the reflect ion of th is  fU
d imentary polari sat ion of the primeval powers, but at the same time Sophocles 
uses i t  as a critique of the offic ial re l i gion of the state after the Pelopones ian 
War.25 Angela Carter a lso toys w ith th i s  po lit ical ,  confl ict ing, polari s ing aspect 
of myth - hel' re-working of mytho logical mot ifs u ncover the i r  al'b ib'ary, 
authoritarian s ide ,  which in most cases legit im i ses the submi ss ion of women i n  
society. 

The normat ive funct ion of mytho logy - its proneness to serve as a moral 
yardstick - has been underscored by one of the lead ing ph i łosophers of post
modern ism, A lasda i r  MacIntyre, whose reflect ions on  moral i ty a l lowed h im to 
c 1a im that mythology prov ides a celiain  range of narrative archetypes wh ich 
funct ion as models  of soc iał  and cu ltural  ident ity .  Members of a cu lture acqu ire 
their personal identit ies through such instruct ion - wh ich does not mean , how
ever, that mytho logy succeeds in prov id ing  a stab l e  representat ion of rea l i ty .  Its 
nature is con fl ict ing and contextua l ,  and the truths it reveals  can be understood 
on ly as prov i s ional and a lterab le .  

Obv i ously, th i s  i s  a consequence of the  postmodern avers ion to  consen
sus as a regulat ive ideal of d i scourse and its subsequent praise of " conversation ' 
as a means of cu lture's own cont in llat ion,  a lbe it an a imless one; the idea of pro
gress has been d iscarded,  because that u lt imateły woułd suggest an end .  On the 
other hand ,  when it com es down to harsh real ity, mytho logy proves effective in 
determ in ing  clIstomary eth ics and offering soc iety a topical  range of soc ial  
roles .  MacIn tyre' s vis ion tllrns out to be he lp l ess ly pess im ist ic ,  because he  
forces us  to  choose from what i s  on d i sp lay, as  he  writes :  

l can on ly answer the  qllestion ' What am I to  do? '  i f  I can answer 
the prior question ' Of what story or stories do I find myself a part? ' We 
enter human society . . .  with one or more i mputed characters - roles i nto 
wh ich we have been drafted - and we have to l eam what they are in order 
to be ab l e  to understand how others respond to us and how our responses 
to them are apt to be construed. lt  i s  through hearing stories  about wicked 
stepmothers, good ch i ldren, good but m i sgui ded kings, wolves that suckle 

14 Ernest Cassi rer, Esej o człowieku, trans .Anna Stan iewska (Warszawa: Czyte ln ik ,  
1 97 1 ), pp. I 64- 165 . 

1 5 Erich Fromm, ' Mit o Edyp i e ' ,  in Zapomniany język, trans . Józef Marzęcki (War
szawa : Pa6stwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1 994) .  
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twin  boys, youngest sons who rece ive no inher itance but must make the ir 
own way i n  the world ,  and e ldest sons who waste their inher itance on riot
ous l iv ing and must go and l ive with the swine , th at chjldr.en learn or mis
l eam both what a chi ld and what a parent i s , what the cast of chmacters 

may be in the drama into wh ich they have been born and what the ways of 
the world are .26 

Th is  quote he lps us to identify the sou rces of our everyday myt h ica l rep
elio i re .  Not surpr is ing ly, they are the B ibIe,  Greek a n d  Latin c l as si c s ,  and 
Grimm's Fairy Tales .  S ince the best t idb its seem re served fo r men, th i s  renders 
lln necessary the obvious question of whether the fe ma le major ity of the pOpll 
l at ion w i sh to compose the i r  identity from the l eftovers . The sca rc ity of female 
model s of personal identity - even accept ing  that MacIntyr e's l ist is selective -
must not be overlooked . Th i s  accollnts for why femin i sts have taken to re
writing fai ry tales .  No doubt, fem in i sm remain s in negat ive relat i ol1 to the cll l
ture from which it  springs.  

Ange la  Cmier' s ali i st ic  second s ight enab led hel' to express this rud i
mentary conf1 ict i n  a most or ig inal  and thorough way. She  mana ged to escape 
theoret ical dryness by successfu l ly present ing those polit ica l  assllmptions i n  
ali i st ic  cocle, transfiguring the i nte l l ectual i nto the i magina tive and aJiistic . She 
was a writer who knew in  a pol i t ical  sense exact ly what she was cl oin g, even if 
the dense fabric of her prose pointed at rather aesthetic ambitions . In h el' intro
cl llcti on  to the anthology of stories provocat ively ent i t led  Wayward Girls and 
Wicked Women, she wrote : 

Most of the variously characterized gir ls and women who i nhabit 
these stories . . .  would  seem much, much worse if men had invented them . 
They wou ld be predatory, drunken hags; confi de nce tricksters; mon

strously precoc ious ch i ldren ; l i ars and cheats ; promiscuous heattbreakers. 
As it is, they are a l l  presented as if  they were perfectly n orma ! .  On the 

whole ,  women are kind to women .  

Perhaps too k ind .27 

It was not that she favourecl women . S ile  s i mp l y  mocked the c ultural  
stereotypes enhanced by art and l iterature .  She recla imed some of the reacly
made female ro les and subverted them towards p rogressiv e e nds .  She ma n i pu
l ated the effective mytho logies of our soc iet i es so th at their arb itra riness co u ld 
no longer be taken for the natural order. I n  the Guardian ' s  obitua ry of Ange la 
Calier, Lorna Sage recogn i sed in hel' "a writer who alway s  cl emon strates how 
v ital counter-cu ltural impu l ses are to the very exi stence of any wOlihwh i le tra
cl i t ion . , ,28 

26 Alasdair Maclntyre , After Virtue. A Study in Moral Theory (Lon do n:  Duckworth, 
1 982) ,  p .20 I .  

27 Angela  Carter, l ntroduction to Ange la  Carter (ed . ), Wayward Girls and Wicked 
Women (London :  Virago, J 992), p . IX .  
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Surely, Ange la  Cmier was not an mii st who fol Iowed tradit ion;  rather, 
she preferred to reshape it, and would  break exist ing ru les i n  order to forge new 
ones . A l i  her writi ngs, espec ia l ly her vers ions of fai ry tales, deal with soc ia l  
and art istic convent ions ,  frequently mocking and somet imes adj llst ing them to 
new tasks . In sp ite of the scornfu l  crit ic i sm d i rected at fai ry tales in  the 1 970s 
for the genre's soc iaJ ly convent ional  happy end ings, Cmier strongly bel ieved 
that the goal of fai ry tales was not "a conservative one, but a lItop ian one, in
deed a form of hero i e  optim i sm - as if to say :  One day we m ight be happy, even 
if  it won 't last. ,,29 

From th i s  ang le  some of Carter' s stories seem to have a strong d idaet ic  
strain - they provide q u ite s imple  moral d i st i nct ions based on common sense or 
elementary just ice .  No matter how art i st ical ly compł  icated her stories, they re
mai n  basical ly edllcational . The ir  soph i sticat ion he lps  to te l l  an alternative 
story; the ir fantasy sll sta ins  revo l ut ionary longings .  Carter' s stories encourage 
women to reject the narrow range of MacIntyre 's ' imputed characters ' and de
fi ne the i r  ident it ies themselves . ThllS ,  Catier's fiction cannot be separated from 
the generał consciollsness-ra is ing trends and has to be pereeived as a part of the 
process, prov id ing  an  alternative ' effective mytho logy ' for women.  

Here the po l it ical  content of Angela Carter' s fiction meshes with s im i lar 
trends i n  contemporary fem in i st reflect ion on cll ltllre and soc iety, as we l l  as on 
literature and language . A l i  the main fem in i st theories coined i n  the 1 970s po int  
out that language both reflects and suppotis phal logocentric cu lture . Thus the 
main  purpose of fem in i st l iterature l ies in unmasking the fal sit y both in  lan
guage and i ts products - e .g .  images of women i n  l iterature or i n  advert i s ing 
etc . Ange la  Catier ' s  nove ls  and short stories share th i s  strategic purpose with 
al l  k i nds of fem in isms .  Together with a brief demonstrat ion of what connects 
her artist ic pract ice with fem in i st theories of the 1 970s ,  it w i l l  be worthwh i l e  to 
exam i ne i n  what aspects her fiction d i ffers from them . 

29 Quoted after Marina Warner' s  intoduction to The Second Virago Book o( Fairy 
Tales (London: Virago, 1 992) ,  p . X I I .  
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1.3 
ANGELA CARTER AND FEMINIST 

THEORIES OF THE 1970S 

Before beg inn ing th is  shOl1 comparison,  I wou l d  l i ke to repeat o nce aga i n  
what has already been said - that women ' s  l iterature i s  perceived by fem i n ist 
crit ics as a literary subculture, by analogy w ith literatu res of ethnic, racia l and 
sexua l  m inorit ies .  As Tori l Moi exp lains :  

[W]omen involved i n  campaigns aga inst rac ism 500n came to see 
that the values and strategies that contributed to keeping b l acks in their 
p lace m irrored the values and strategies i nvoke d to keep wome n subservi
ent to men. 30 

The logical consequence of su ch an observation for l iterary crit i c isl1l i s  
that i t  a lways has to take i nto considerat ion soci a l  an d cu ltura l contexts if i t  
wants to understand fiction properly - a v iew shared u n an imous ly by al l  fac
t ions of fem i n i sm regard less of the i r  other, often p rofou nd , d i ffere nces . One 
context c learly present in Carter ' s  own fiction is  the explo i tatio n  o f  im ages of 
women with i n  the phal logocentr ic  cu lture; as a result she seems to be i nterested 
i n  women as s igns  or products of th i s  cu lture, i n  wom en as word s.  

One trend i n  femin ism which apparently shares i ts  i nterests w ith Calier is 
cal led ' Images of Women ' crit ic i sm,  devoted to search ing for fe ma l e  stereo
types i n  fiction and i n  the crit ical categories u sed by male critic s rev iewing 
women ' s  works - as exempl ified by a col lection of e ssays ent it led Images of 
Wam en in Fiction: Feminist Perspectives, ed ited by Su san Kop pe l an C o rn i l łon 
and pub l i shed i n  1 972 .  These essays centre the i r  attention  on po in t i ng out ex
amples of female stereotypes i n  n ineteenth and twent ieth centmy prose in order 
to crit ic i se the i r  authors for creat ing ' unreal ' female characters J 1 

Calier obviously shares the i r  v iew that th e  who l e patr iarcha l  cu l ture on 
al l  its leve l s  - from mythology to narrative fi cti o n  to pornograp hy - i s  over
l oaded with fal se images of women .  However false these i mages are - as the 
pass iOl) and energy she puts into deconstruct ing th em proves - their c u ltur a l  
p lace i s  real. The image of the Mother i n  The Passion of New Eve p lays with its 
cu ltural stereotype as both pri meval ido l  and castrat ing monster; th us d raw ing i t  
to its l i m its by employing the stereotype ' s  natural "explo s i ve tendency . , ,31 I n  

3 0  Tor i l  Mo i ,  Sexual/Textual Politics (London : Methuen, 1 98 5), p .2 1 .  
3 1  See espec ial ly: Susan Koppelman Corn i l lon,  'The fiction of  fi ction ' .  i n  Susan 

Koppelman Corni l lon (ed .) ,  Images of Women in Fiction: Fem inist Perspecrives 
(Bowl ing Green , Ohio :  Bowl ing Green Un ivers ity Popu lar  Press , 1 972). 

3 1  El lmann, op .c i t . ,  p . 1 3 1 . 
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fact she ut i l ises the same strategy i n  deconstruct ing and doing away w ith al I the 
other images she se lects for her work with i n  the patri archal cu lture - by playing 
with the motifs of Androgyne, Master, Automaton and probing the Predator
Prey d ichotomy on wh ich she be l i eves sexual re lat ionsh ips have been fou nded, 
at least s i nce Marqu i s  de Sade .  Carter lets these stereotypes exp lode, then re
forges them i nto vu lgari sed, comic ,  or grotesque forms (see chapter four deal

ing with archetypomimetic characters) . 
We can notice a c lear d i fference here between what Carter finds to be 

JaZse i mages of women (and men ! ), and what the d isc ip les of ' Images of 
Women' school treat as such o For the latter, the criterion upon which they j udge 
whether a given i mage is fal se or not is ' real ity '  and ' experience ' .  They demand 
from a writer a faithfu l  reproduction of the external rea l ity which we a l l  know 
from aur everyday experience; thus ,  by comparing model and resu lt, we see for 
ourselves whether the image i s  false .  Th i s  sort of th ink ing must strike one not 
on ly as naive and s imp l i st ic ,  but a l so as i nherently dangerous .  Tori l Moi ac
cuses this crit ical school of tak ing an " ' u ltra-real i st '  posit ion" and writes about 
"the deep real ist b ias of Anglo-American fem i n i st crit ic i sm

, ,33 , confirm ing both 
Lodge' s  and Bergonzi ' s  observat ions about the powerfu l  magnet ism of real i sm 
for Engl i sh  authors, as quoted ear l ier i n  th i s  chapter. 

To complement the work of the ' Images of Women ' schoo l ,  the rad ical 
Marxist femin ists demand exc lus ively strong and impress ive female characters 
from the fiction of women writers, wh ich potent ial Iy c 1ashes with the concur
rent demand for a real i st ic  dep ict ion of women ' s  experience. Ela ine Showalter 
presents these v iews in th is  way: 

[W]omen ' s  l iterature should  dedicate itse lf  to the forging of a new 
consc iousness of oppression  by deve loping cu ltural myths of women in 
struggle and women in revo lut ion. The task of a rad ical  women ' s  l iteratUl'e 
should be to rep lace the secondary and mtificia l  images women rece ive 
from a male chauvi n ist soc i ety w ith authent i c  and pr imary identit ies . 34 

As it has been pointed out a l ready, Angela Carter' s fict ion has very l ittle 
to do with real ist ic modes of writ ing .  Hel' i nterest i n  i mages of women spr ings 
from her fascinat ion with mytho logy and art as too l s  of soc ia l  repression of 
women in patr iarchal  soc iety . As a writer she remains  preoccupied with cu ltural 
reality and its products . Ne ither does she attempt to deve lop any pos itive my
tho logy for women , and hel' characters - being archetypomimetic - s imply can
not become ro le  models for contemporary women .  As a result  Cał1er has been 
strongly crit i c i sed by rad ical fem i n i sts for her negl igence of these matters. Pau
l ina Palmer, for i n stance, c la ims that by fo l lowing the femin i st theory of gender 
current i n  the 1 9 70s, Cał1er composes a pos it ive p icture of womanhood out of 

33 Moi, op .c i t . ,  pp .45-47.  
34 Showalter, op . c it . ,  p . 3 1 5 .  
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undesirable ,  manly attri butes .35 The same critic, however, p raises Carter for th e 

main character of Nights at the Circus, fin d ing in Fevvers the example of 
a positive hero ine  that women readers have certainly been wait ing for. None
thel ess,  Fevvers is al so an archetypomimetic character whom n obody can emu

l ate. The models  for Carter ' s  protagon i sts are archetyp es, n ot real peop le .  
Angela Carter' s preoccupation with effect i ve mythologies makes it 

tempt ing to confront her fict ion with the ant i -real i st trends in fem i nism repre
sented by the French theori sts Helene Cixous, Luce [ri garay and Ju l ia Kristeva 
- a l l  three of whom construct the i r  concepts on the foundat i ons  of psychoanaly
s i s ,  modern l i nguist ics and the ph i losoph ical noti ons of Jacques Derri da. The 
on ly d i sadvantage of referr ing to these concepts l ies  in the fact that they form 
h ighly sophi st icated and e laborate systems in which th e ideas of th eir authOl"s 
and the d i scursive strategies they employ are eq ual ly i mp ortant. There is  not 
enough space here for a fu l i  account ing of these theories . ThllS, the i r  presenta
t ion is l i mited to point ing out only those ideas whi ch are relevant in co nnecti o n  
with Angela  Carter' s work. 

C ixous,  who shares w ith the other two cr i t ics mentioned above th e C OI1-
v ictiol1 that l iterary language belongs to male writers, finds an effective way of 
break i ng the pri son-house of patriarchal d i scourse by proc lai ming an a ltern ative 
female language - her concept of ecriture jeminine establ i shes "the essent ial 
bond between fem i n i ne writ ing and mother as the source and or igin of the voice 
to be heard i n  al l  female texts .

, ,36 Th i s  i d ea attem pts to de-natural i se ( in 
a Oerridean sense) language - as a means which ph al l ogocentris m  u ses to op
press and s i lence women - and break its authoritar ian and ord er-enforc i n g  
character by  subveli ing its omnipresent patriarchal schemes . These ' bi ll ary' 
schemes are patterns of opposit ions that suggest a barely hidde n  po sit i ve/nega
t ive evaluat ion echoed respectively i n  the sexll al di chotomy of Man /Woman 
and its variat ions - e .g .  Father/Mother, Sll nJMoo n, Activ ity!Pas s i v ity , Logos! 
Pathos, M ind/Emotions,  Cll l ture/Nature etc . 

Ange la CaJier also quest ions the b inary oppos itions upon which We stern 
ph i losophy and l iterary topoi are founded. She does it thro ugh sudde n ro le

reversals or through the means of double-drag; sti l l ,  she stays as far as possi b l e  
from ecriture jemin in e a s  a means o f  art ist i c  expres si ol1 .  F Ul1hermore, as i t  has 
already been said,  she perceives a l l  myth o l ogies as prod ucts of phallogocentr ic  
language, whereas C ixous constantly turns to  b i bl ical an d mythol ogical im
agery i n  a ser ious manner, which i n  Moi ' s  op i n ion "s ignaIs her i nvestment in  
the world  of myth : a wor ld  that, l i ke the d i stant country of fai ry tale s i s  per
ce i ved as persuasively mean ingfu l , as c loslll"e and ll n ity . ,,37  

3 5  Pau l ina Palmer, ContempOl"ary Women 's Fiction. Narrative Practice and Fem inist 
Theory, (Brighton:  Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1 989) .  

3 6  Moi ,  op .c it . , p . 1 1 4 .  
3 7  Ibidem, p . 1 1 6 .  
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Another French crit ic, Nicole Ward Jouve, notices that i n  Carter ' s  fiction 
"symbols . . .  are not a l lowed to signify, except i ronica l ly" and c laims that both 
The Passion oj New Eve and The Sadeian Woman can be r ightly re ad as 
"counter-tracts to French theory of the seventies - Lacan, C ixous in particu
lar.

,,3 8  I find it convinc ing that Carter could even have done it i ntent ional ly -
Mother' s speech in The Pas�;ion oj New Eve sounds l ike a parody of C ixous ' s  
intr ins ic style from La Venue a l 'ecriture . When Evelyn stands face to face 
with Mother, she says : 

[ see before me the fairest earth r ipe for the finest seed. [n the most 
pure womb of Mary, there was sown one whołe grain of wheat, yet it is 
cal led a garden of wheat -

Hosanna! Hosanna ! Hosanna! (PNE, 66) 
l am the Great Parricide, [ am the Castratrix of the Phal locentric 

Universe, [ am Mama, M ama, Mama! (PNE, 67) 

The vo ice cast in C ixous ' s  text as a femi n i ne Moses and as the Pharaoh ' s  
daughter confesses :  

The tears [ shed at  n ight ! The waters of the  world f10w from my 
eyes . . . [ go to the banks of the N iłe to gather the peopłes abandoned in  
wicker baskets . . .  [ am everywhere, my cosmic bel ly, I work on my world
wide unconsc ious, I throw death out, it comes back, we begin again, r am 
pregnant with beginnings . 39 

Th us, Cmier rej ects C ixous ' s  " imaginary utopia" (as Moi cal ls  it), never 
l etti ng herself be carried away on the waters of jeminine writing. In  th i s  respect 
she appears to stand much c loser to Luce Ir igaray ' s  concept of ' mimicry ' .  

A writer who i n a l i  he r  works of  fiction enacts some form of  deconstruc
tion is entirely dependent on the d iscourses she i ntends to subvert; she has no 
choice - as łrigaray c laims - but to copy małe d iscourses, an act that becomes 
a form of parasit ism. Carter, moreover, does not employ any kind ofjeminine 
writing - s impły because she must be aware that it i s  on ły a pali of yet another 
pair of b inary opposit ions :  ecriture jeminżne seems to exist on ly as the negative 
of phal logocentric d iscourse. She accepts or even takes advantage of the fact 
that if she writes in oppos it ion to someth ing ( i n  order to s ubveli it), then obvi
ously that ' something' i nfluences hel' own writ ing .  To maintai n  her autonomy, 
however, she chooses, s imi larly to lr igaray, to m ime "the miming imposed on 
woman,,40, since she has no choice if  she wants to be communicative.  Un l ike 
the author of Speculum de l 'autre jemme, however, Carter never al lows her 
mimicry to fail her s ince hel' p lay ing with the cultural debris of the patriarchy 

38 
N icołe Ward Jouve, " 'Mothel' i s  a F igure of Speech"', in  Loma Sage (ed .) ,  F/esh 

and the Mirror. Essays on the Art oj A ngela Carter (London: V i rago, 1 994) . 
39 Quoted after Torił Moi ,  op.c it, p . 1 1 6 .  
4 0  I b idem, p . 140.  
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( its i mages, symbols ,  archetypes, motifs, topo i etc . )  n ever ceases to mo ck th e 
absurd it ies of pha l logocentric heritage . 

Though Ir igaray ' s  Derridean l ingu ist ic reflectio n mai ntains that writi n g 
outs ide phal logocentric d i scourse seems i mposs i b Je , sh e co ins a theo ry of ' Te 
parler jemme ' ( 'womanspeak ' )  which,  desp ite refen'i n g  10 speaking an d not 
writing (the converse of ecriture jeminine), basicalLy d oes  not d iffer from 
C ixous ' s  concept. Th i s  form of language appears spontan eous ly when women 
speak together, and d isappears i n  the presence of men .  Hen ce , l r igaray recom
mended forming a l l -female groups as a key cond i t i on in th e march towards l ib
erat ion .  Vet she warned that any s imple reversal of the existing order wou Id  
l ead to a return to pha l locrat i sm.4 1  In  th i s  l i ght B eu l ah , Carter' s under-deset1 
headquat1ers for femin i st guerri l las i n  The Pass ion oj New Eve , can be i nter
preted as an a l l us ion to that concept: Beu lah '  s open mi l i tarism and hierarch ic a l 
organ isat ion - in  a parod ic sense - imi tates the patr iarcha l ord er. 

Much stronger s im i l arit ies exi st between C3Iier's attitu de to langu age 
and the concepts of J u l ia Kristeva who, u n l ike C i xous and Irigaray, can not be 
considered a purely fem in i st theorist. Kri steva c ła i ms in hel' ear ly works that no 
s igna ls  of sex can be found in  language because al i meanin g i s  co ntextua l .  
Thus ,  ecriture jeminżne Ol' le  parleI' jemme ex i st on l y  as  inte l l ectllal constructs 
and cannot be detected in  l iterary texts - here,  it i s  w0l1h reca l l ing Virgi n i a  
Woolfs  theory o f  a ' woman ' s  sentence ' ,  a style fou nd also i n  M arcel Proust ' s  

nove l s .  Kri steva speaks o f  a phenomenon wh ich can b e  cal l ed 'the  po l it ics of 
s ign '  s ince she advocates read ing a l iterary text through the study of i ts  po I it i 
cal ,  ideo logical and psychoanalytical ati icu lat ions . Tori l Moi exp lain s :  

I t  posits that w e  a l l  use the same language but that we have d iffe r
ent interests - and interests must here be taken to mean pol i t ical a nd 

power-re lated i nterests which intersect in the sign. 42 

Th is  assumption i s  bas ic for a non-essential i st fe min i st ana lys i s  of l an
guage and seems to prov ide a theoretical backgrou nd (if we seek o ne ) for An
ge la  Carter ' s  art ist ic method . The cruc ial  imp l icat ion of tll e po lysem i c  n ature of 
s ign l i es i n  its productivity wh ich accounts, in  Kr i stev a ' s  term s, for femin i st 
d i scourse itse l f. Accord ing to hel' theory, language creates soc ia l  re lat i ons (and 

not only retlects them) :  its users can take from a s ign much m ore th an some
body original ly put i nto it .  Catier' s writ ing strategy sprin gs out of th i s  suppos i 
t ion - she pumps up  a s ign (e .g .  an archetype) with every poss ib le  cu ltural 
mean ing and lets it exp lode.  Hel' job cons i sts i n  demo l is h ing  cul t llral myth s; 
and s ince those myths, almost without except ion , have a patr i archa l or i gi n , she 
must be counted among the fem in i st writers . 

Although Carter seems to share Kri steva' s  bel i ef i n  the revolut i on ary 
power of language to subveti the phal logocentr ic  order, hel' sty l e  does not rep-

28 

41 I b idem, p . 1 44 .  
�2 I b idem, p . I 5 S .  
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resent an example of what for Kristeva ep itomised a revo l ut ionary form of 
writ ing wh i ch emerges when "the rhythms of the body and the unconsc ious 
have managed to break through the stri ct rat ional  defences of conventional so
cial mean i ng.43 Kri steva sees in the language of Joyce, Lautremont and Mal
larme the best examples of such a l iterary d i scourse based on the semiotic . It  is  
easy to notice that Ange la  Carter, on the contrary, operates only with in the 
symbolic order, deconstruct ing its fixed mean ings, but making use of its ma
ch inery - in  th i s  respect she stand s much c loser to postmodern ists who never 
search for any pl'imeval rhyth l11s e ither, except for parody' s  sake . From th is  an
gle, Calier m ay appeal' to be a very ' low-key ' fem in i st o  

As we have seen, Ange la  Carter remains  i n  polemical  connect ion with all 
maj or schools of contemporary fem in i sm .  Somet imes, as i n  the case of CiXOllS, 
Carter seems to be as crit ical of the ir  methods and the imp l icat ions of their 
theol' ies as she i s  of patriarchal mythologies .  She turns out to be a writer with 
an innate allel'gy to a l l SOlis of metanarratives, wh ich p laces her in  l ine together 
with postl11odern i sts . Nevertheless,  the pol it ical  edge of her fiction protects her 
from be i ng who l ly i ncol'porated i nto the postmodern camp.  

Barbara Creed sees the  main d ifference between femin i sm and postl11od
ern isl11 in their  attitude toward the cri s i s  of the leg it imat ion of knowledge (as 
described by Lyotard) :  

Whereas fem in ism would attempt t o  exp la in that cr is is  . . .  i n  term s 
of the workings of patr iarchal ideology and the oppress ion of women and 
other minority groups, postmodern ism looks to other poss ib le  causes -
particularly the West ' s  re l iance on ideologies which posit un iversal truths 
- Human ism, H i story, Rel ig ion,  Progress, etc . Whi le  femin i sm wou ld  ar
gue that th e common ideological posit ion of a l l  these 'truths'  is that they 
are inherently patriarchal , postmodern theory . . .  would  be reluctant to 
isolate a s ingle,  major  determ in ing factor.44 

L inda Hutcheon shal'es th i s  point of v iew: 

Whi le  fem in isms may use postmodern parod ic  strategies of decon
struction, they never suffer from th i s  confusion of pol it ical agenda, palily 
because they have a posit ion and a 'truth ' that offer ways of understand ing 
aesthet i c  and social pract ices i n  the l ight of the production of - and chal
lenge to - gender relat ions .45 

As her main exal11ple of th is  sOli of i nvo lvement of the fel11 i n ist with the 
postmodern, Hutcheon l11entions Ange la  Carter, who develops postl11odern 
strategies to deconstruct ive ends in order to "begin the 1110ve towards change (a 
move that is not, i n  itse lf, pali of the postmodern).

, ,46 Undoubted ly, Calier ' s  

43 Ibidem, p. l l . 
44 Quoted after L inda Hutcheon, The Politic� oj Postmodernism (London : Routledge ,  

1989), pp . 1 53 -4 .  
4 5  H utcheon, op.c it . , p . 1 5 3 .  
46 I bidem, p . 1 49.  
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start ing point i s  the cultura l  make-up of women that determ ines the i r  position in  
soc iety, wh ich qual ifies her as a fem i n i st .  On the other hand sh e attempts to 
deal with th i s  problem by imp lementi ng a typi cal l y  po stmodern method - ma
n ipu lat ing s ign ificance . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE SYMBIOSIS 

WITH POSTMODERNISM 

Angela Cat1er i s  often mentioned i n  the context of postmodern ism. 1 A I 
though we can c learly see the  contrad ict ion between the  postmodern v iews of 
mytho logy and the pol it ical a ims of women, i t  seems worthwh i le to ponder 
a l ittle  further on  the re lat ionsh ip  between postmodern i sm and fem in i sm.  But 
first, it m ust be stated what i s  understood by postmodern i sm and which features 
comprise its mean ing, as these are not se lf-ev ident .  

The postmodern boom took p lace i n  the 1 980s,  when the term appeared 
to be so much in vogue that it s l i pped i nto every i maginable theoretical d i scus
s ion . In ] 987  one of the most prom i nent postmodern figures, I Ilab Hassan, pub
l ished h i s  book entit led The Postmodern Turn, in wh ich he i ron ical ly, yet with 
sat i sfaction, observed that: 

Fastidious academics once shunned the word pas/modern as they 
m i ght shrink from the shadiest neologism.  B ut now the term has become 
the sh ibboleth for tendencies in  fi lm,  theatre, dance, musie ,  mi and' archi
tecture ; i n  ph i losophy, theology, psychoanalys is  and h i storiography; in 
new sciences ,  cybernetic technologies and various cu ltural l i festyles . 2 

Hassan 's  e l ear tri umphal i sm was the resu lt of a growing interest in the 
meml i ng  of the term. Th is  was more Ol' less at the same t ime when postmod

, ern i sm attracted un iversal attent ion in Brita in  and e l sewhere in the West. So far 
it had be en the spec ial ity of North American un ivers it ies ,  but i n  1986/1987 it 
became a must for everyone i nterested i n  the latest trends in the arts . A series of 

I Carter serves as a model example of the symbios is  of femin i st themes and post
modern techniques in l iterature in Linda Hutcheon ' s  books, ego lrony 's Edge Ol' The 
Polities oj Postmodernisl11. It is also worth mention ing i n  th is  context Robert Rawdon 
Wilson's  and Waltet; Kendrick ' s  essays (see b ib l iography) . See also the essays by Susan 
Rubin Suleiman, Roz Kaveney and Hermion Lee, inc\uded in L .Sage (ed .) ,  Flesh and 
the Mirror (London :  V i rago, 1 994).  

2 Quoted after A lex Cal l i n icos, Against Postmodernism (Cambridge: Po l i ty Press, 
1 990), p. l . 
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art ic les on postmodern i sm were pub l i shed i n  the most i nfluent i al qua l ity pap ers 
(e .g .  The Guardian) .  A sympos ium on postmod em i sm he ld in the Tate Ga l lery 
i n  1 987 attracted seven t imes more app l icants then there were p l aces.3 

Some crit ics of the trend (usual ly from the left) interpret the message of 
postmodernism as the aftermath of the d i s i l l u s i onment of 1 9 6 8  and a quickly 
growing overconsumpt ion in the cap ital i st societ ies .  J ea n-Fra nc o is Lyotard , 
a p ioneering  ph i losopher of postmodernism in h i s  book The Pos tmodern CC)ł1-
dition ( 1 977) defined the idea by contrast to l110dernism and found th e cru c ial 
d i fference contained i n  the postmodern i ncredu l ity toward m etanarratives 
(grand ph i losoph ical systems that used to leg it imi se kn ow l ed ge and set d irec
t ions for progress) . He underl i ned the fact that the bas is of the postmodern an d 
post industrial age i s  the fragmentat ion and speei alisat i on o f  knowledge, i l1 sta
b i l i ty, and a tendency to v io late rules rathel' than fo l l ow them.4  This tum in the 
character of theoretical d i scourse has been accompanied by forms of art that 
expose the i r  own incoherence, lack of i ntegrat io l1 , p l u ralism, ec l ectie i sm and ,  
l ast but not least, egal i tarian i sm .  

Thus ,  i n  arch itecture, postmodernity means a reaction agail1 st th e fUl1 c
t iona l i sm and austerity worsh ipped by the B auhau s ,  W alter Gro pius, M i es van 
der Rohe Ol' against the I nternational Style (Robert Venturi, Jame s Ster l ing) . It 
means heterogeneity, local character and mass cu lture . In pai ntin g it man i fested 
itse lf  i n  a return to figurat ion;  i n  contemporary m us ie i t s  l eading advertisers are 
John Zorn and the Kronos Quartet. Its con'espon d ing counterparts i n  l iterature 
are assoc iated with such names as Umberto Eeo, Thomas Pynehon and Joh n 
Bal1h who attempted to define the mean ing of postm odernism i n  I i terature at 
the same t ime when Lyotard was analys ing  i t s  ph i lo soph i ca l  content; B arth ' s  
essay "The Literature of Replen i shment" was publ i shed in  1979. 

These u ltra-sophi st icated al1 i st ic  i deas received le gitimacy from the 
works of ph i losophers rooted in  the French sehoo l of poststructura l i s m :  G i l es 
Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, Michael Foucault and the i r  aco lytes Jean -Francois  
Lyotard, Ala isdair MacIntyre and Richard Rorty, al l  of whom stres sed the p l  u 
ral i st ic character of real ity and then questioned human abi l ity to arri ve at  any 
obj ective account of that real ity. The human subj ect was reduced to a welter of 
trans ind iv idual drives and des i res and i n  consequence dec\ared dead . 

This maj or sh ift in ph i losophy and arts turned out to be a refl eet i on of the 
transformations undergone by the affluent soc ie t i es after th e S econd Wor l d  

War. The soc io logists who formulated t he  th eory o f  post i nd ustr ial  society, pro
v ided a l ink  between the recent aesthetic changes and a radic al change i n  West
ern c iv i l i sation .  Dan ie l  Be l l ,  i n  h i s  book entit led The Coming oj Post-Industrial 

Society, wrote about the pervasive ' sense of end i ng '  in the We st, which was 

3 See :  Cal l i n icos, op .c i t . ,  p .2 .  
4 Jean-Francois Lyotard , Kondycja pas/modernistyczna, trans . A.Taborska, L itera

tura na Świecie 8-9 ( 1 988) .  
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conspicuous i n  "the widespread use of the word post . . .  to define, as 
a comb ined form, the age i nto wh ich we are moving ." The l i st of examples of 
such a compound is qu ite impress ive : post-capita l i st, post-bourgeoi s ,  post
civiI ised, post-co l lect iv ist, post-Christ ian ,  post-Protestant, post- l iterature, post
traditiona l ,  post-market society, post-scarc ity, post- l i bera1 . 5 In fact, it is i rre le
vant to present aU of Be l l ' s  l i st to notice the powerfu l  pro l iferation of th i s  l in 
guistic device. Be l l ' s  term ' sense of ending'  swiftly grasps  the innate decadence 
of aur t imes, frenetical ly deafened and camouflaged by an overabundance of 
poss ib i l it ies .  Nevertheless, it m i sses the goss ip- l i ke tone of many dec larat ions 
of tran sit ion into a new era of 'New Times '  founded on robotics ,  computers and 
post-Ford ism.  

Whi le  postmodern ism cannot be defined in  positive terms (and during 
such attempts inevitably exh ibits i ts contradietary character), i t  eas i ly coheres 
by taking as a negative po i nt of reference the ideology of 'Enl ightenment' and 
'Modernity '  . What can be dane, though, i s  a l i st ing of features the postmodern 
stance i nherits from modern i sm .  It may seem that i n  th i s  way the negative way 
of defin ing  post- . . .  phenomena can be partly overcome, but such attempts may 
serve to demonstrate that postmodern i sm (at l east i n  l i terature) is noth ing more 
but a contin uat ion of modern ism - Alex Cal l i n icos ' s  cr it ique of L inda Hutch
eon 's c Ia ims is a good examp le  of such attitudes .6 

Postmodern th inkers ardently desp i se the idea of the un ity of reason, and 
reject the merit of consensus as a regulative dev ice of d iscourse . As a resu lt, 
they question the most essential human i st ideaIs of the En l i ghtenment and the 
modern age. Host i l i ty toward such concepts as the autonomy of the ind iv idual  
and the use of Reason i n  the pursu it of freedom, ju st ice and happi ness has re
suIted from a contempt for metanarrat ives that have subdued a l l  d i fferences in  
the nal11e of logical identity. Postmodern i sm demands supersed ing the mono
l ithic  d i scourses of Western c iv i l i sation by creat ing mul t ip le  ' local narratives' 
each with its own pm1icu lar ity, spec ific ity and l i m itat ions .  Such concepts seem 
to prove a convergence between postmodernism and femin i sm with its con
sciousness of the fact that women have been deprived of the i r  share in the proj 
ect o f  "Enl ightenment human ism . . .  , demonstrat ing how th i s  trad it ion has be
trayed itself by degenerat ing i nto an exc lus iv ist l11ale-centred,  bourgeo is ,  rac i st 
ideology that legit il11ates the materia l  interests of a pm1icu lar group at the ex
pense of vi t1ual ly the rest of human ity ."7 

But th i s  s im i larity i s  on ly  superficia l . Fem in ism,  be ing a typ ical ly mod
ern movel11ent, does not reject the val ues and goals  of moderni ty i nherited from 
the Enl ightenment, namely not ions of truth , j ustice and equal i ty .  Analys ing the 

5 Quoted after Cal l in icos, op.c it . ,  p .2 5 .  
6 Ib idem, p . 1 5 . 
7 Marsha A .Hewitt, ' I l lusions of Freedom' ,  in R .Mi l iband and L .Panitch (ed.), Socialist 

Register 1 993. Real Problems, False Solutions, (London : The Merl in Press, 1 993), p .SO .  
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imp l ieat ions of ' anti-En l i ghtenment po lemie '  i n st i gated by po stmod em i sm i n  
re lat ion to  femin i sm, Marsha A.Hewitt states th at "fem i n i sm expose s th e fal se 
un iversal i sms of abstraet human ism so that a concrete h uman i sm may emerge , 
thereby opening  the poss i b i l it ies of the perfonnative enactment of En l ighten
ment ideais with in  the materia l  eond it ions of l i fe " . .  [F]emin i sm contrib ute s to 
the pol it ical task of the reconstruct ion and tran sfo rmat ion of the ideais, valu es 
and goals  of modern ism."s 

I n  th i s  sense femin ism remains a revis ion i st move ment with i n  m odern ity , 

try ing to pursue its goal s here and now, d own among the women. Obv i ollsly, 
such attachment to ideas of progress toward se lf- rea l i s ation or gran t i ng the 
subject autonomy and the ab i l ity for se lf-ref1 ect i on ,  stand s  in conf1ict with the 
tr iumphant postmodern v i s ion of the death of un i versa l va l ue s  such as sll bjec
t iv ity, reason or the human i st i dea i s  of modern i ty th at support ar even give b i rth 
to metanarratives, at the same t ime l i m it ing pl ural i ty, Fem in ist movem ent , 

however, cannot give up fo l lowing along the l ines of th ese i deaIs s i nce its a im 
i s  emanci pation of women whieh i nvo lves  maki ng th em aware of th e fact that 
the i r  subjectiv ity i s  soc ial  rather than naturai  and abso l ute . Th i s  fu ndamenta l 
d i sagreell1ent over princ ip les has been straigh1forward ly art ic u lated by Ri ta FeJ
ski  in  hel' art ic Je "Fell1 i n i sm,  Postll1odernism an d the Cr itique of Mad ern ity" i n  
wh ich she writes : 

Rather than announcing the death of rat iona l ity , subj ecti vity, or 
history, femin ist practices indicate that s uch concepts must be thought 
differently in re lat ion to the i nterests and struggl es of gender pol i t ie s .  Th e 
eschatological themes and ll10tifs of exhaust ion interspersed throughout 
much postmodern i st thought seem in th i s co ntext to have little re l evanc e 
to the present concepts of the women's l11ovement .9 

Actually, there are many examp Jes of fem i n ists who share th i s  anti
En J i ghtenment ideoJogy with postmodernists, either ove li ly or u nconsc iou sly -
lane F lax and Jud ith Barker in the USA and E lizabeth W i l son in Brita i n ,  On 
the  other hand, the connect ion between fem in i sm an d soc ia l  rev o Jut i on sti I l h as 
its fervent advocates, espec ial ly i n  Britai n .  

I n  a sense, Ange la  Calier be longs to th i s  latter gro up, a s  h el' fantas i es 
fl icker w ith the revo lut ionary pursu i t  of turn in g th e exist in g soc ia l  order upside 
down . She set in practice Kant's famous sayin g : " Have the courage to u se yo m 

understand ing", the motto of the En J ighten l11ent . Probably, as hel' stor ies te l l , 
she was attracted by the utop ian EnI i ghten l11ent promi se 1hat s aoner ar l ater ar
b itrary authOl' ity wou ld cease to exist .  St il l , there re ma ins th e prob lem of what 
hel' l iteratlll'e shares with the J iterature cOl11l11o n Jy d efined as p os1mo de rn . To 
put it in a nutshe l l ,  the i r  mutual ground i s  anti -rea l i sm and soph i sticated gal11es 

8 Ib idem 
9 Rita Felsk i ,  ' Femin isl11, Postmodern isl11 and tile Cr itique of M odernity ' ,  Cli l/ural 

Critique, 1 3  (fa l i  1 989), p . 5 3 . 
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played with other l iterary genres. However, the i r  main d ifference l ies i n  the fact 
that postmodern i sm praises i nnovat ion for its own sake, wh i l e  Carter employs it 
for strictly pragmatic a ims .  Sab ina  Lovibond draws our attention to the fact that 
postmodern ism "den[ ies] that the rep lacement of one game by another can be 
evalllated accord ing to any abso l llte standard (e .g .  as be ing  ' progressive ' or the 
reverse, in the sense fixed by a te leo logical v i ew of h i story) . " I O  For Całier as 
a femi n i st writer, such a c la im borders on decadence. 

Postmodern l iterature recogn ises h uman inab i l i ty to grasp or reflect 
' objective real i ty ' ,  l et alone form or re-form it. It has no other a ims except for 
itsełf - it accepts no soc ia l ,  po l it ical  or moral respons ib i l i t ies .  Fol lowing its 
convict ion that l iterature and crit ic i sm are dead, it  exposes its own weakness 
and total exhaust ion,  qu ite often dec lar ing itse l f  dead and on ly art ifi c i a l ly sus
tai ned . In a famous and extremely infl uential essay "The L i terature of Exhaus
tion" l I , John Barth, a nove l ist and a critic, dec lares that l iterature has burned 
itself out, as i t  has noth ing new or or iginal  to say and at present i t  can on ly re
peat itself. L i teratUl'e at the present stage on ly recyc les mot ifs and techn iques 
forged much ear l i er, creates no val ues and points out no d i rect ions .  In  conse
quence, postmodern l iteratUl'e has become a metal iterature, analys ing the i nner 
poss ib i l i t i es of l iterary genres .  Thus, any postmodern text exists on ly i n  re lat ion 
to oth er texts, im itat ing or parodying, but never transgress ing, them . In  th is  
sense literature becomes a van i ty fair  for ' inte l lectual ' i nte l lectua ls ,  turning its 
back on potential un i n it iated readers. 

Postmodern l iterature, dec laring its noth ingness and denying any poss i
b i l i ty of progress, does not pretend to look for anyth ing .  In  s uch a state of 
th ings, imitat ion and parody become a necess ity, as the on ly  avai lab le  means 
for the existence of l iterature, as they fonn the on ly  area of its experience . 
Michał Głowióski suggests a term ' formai mimet i sm'  for l iterature' s depend
ence on other d iscourses . 1 2  Postmodern writers take th is  a step fUliher and make 
a fetish out of it :  they do not im itate other d i scourses (eg. sc ient ific),  but p l ay 
with the d i scourses petr ified in l iterary convent ions .  Metaphorical ly speak ing, 
l iteratu re' s experience has been confi ned to the l i brary, and thi s  fact exp la ins  
why Bmih cannot overestimate Borges and h is  soph ist icated concepts . 

Add it ional ly, mean ing has been effic ient ly amputated from l i terature as 
a d iseased organ and its space left for cr it ics to spoli i n .  Gera ld Graff i n  h i s  es
say "The Myth of the Postmodernist Breakthrough" sees in  the b latant anti
rati onal i sm of postmodern crit i c i sm and its concepts of open interpretat ion 
a congen ia l  form of adaptat ion to quant itat ive demands of new professional-

10 Sabina Lov ibond, ' Femin ism and Postmodernism '  , New Left Review, 1 7 8 
(Nov./Dec . 1 989) ,  p . 7 .  I I  

John Barth ,  ' Literatura wyczerpania ' , trans. Jacek Wiśn iewski ,  in Zbigniew Lewicki 
(ed.) ,  Nowa pro::a ameryka/Iska (Warszawa: Czyte ln ik, 1 983) .  

1 2 M i chal G lowil'lski ,  ' Powieść a dzienn ik i ntymny' ,  in  Gry powie.l:ciowe (Warszawa : 
Pall stwowe Wydawn ictwo Naukowe, 1 973) .  
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i sm . 1 3  Lyotard observes that nowadays the mai n  motives for i nte l lectua l activ i ty 
are the fringe benefits from the "performance capabilit i es" of  the intel lectual 
who u ses a "complex conceptual mach inery" wh i le th ere is no "metalanguage 
or metanarrative in wh ich to formulate the fi nal goal and correct use of that 
machinery.

, , 1 4  

I t  i s  curious how fashionable,  desp ite the cri t ica l views l ike Graff's ,  th i s  
normative and reactionary ideo logy has become, The l iterature of exhau stion 
has received an energetic professional boost from critic i sm and phi losophy that 
have provided undeniable arguments for its not01' ious  sol i ps i sm,  North rop Frye 
prepared the ground by perce iv ing l iterature as a p ien ie to which the wri ter 
brings word s and the reader mean ings .  Undoubted ly, by ' reader '  he meant 
a profess ional critic or academic ian who cOllld bring these meanings in tlle fi rst 
p lace . The magie of powerfll l  critical l i ngo and the cu l t  of cultural e ruditi on 
became so intoxicat ing that crit ics forgot to ask themse lve s the bas ic que sti on 
as to whether texts cOll l d  accept those mean i ngs w itho ut indigest i on .  The fur
ther consequence of th i s  h i ghbrow banquet is a l egiti macy of rebell i on and an
archy: there are no regulatory norms anybody shou ld re spect as far as they re
main constricted in  the domain of aesthetics . 

I n  th i s  context, femi n i st l iterature, with its u nfash ion ab l e  c l aims for so
c ia l  change that are borrowed from the past, appears to be the l ast stronghol d  of 
trad it ional i sm .  Its stubborn dependence on materia l ist theory leaves it outsi de  
the  game, because Marxism was s ingled out  by MacIntyre as  an exampl e  of ex
hausted po l it ical tradit ion (see Ajter Virtue). The u topi an idea of human ity 
moving towards un iversal emancipat ion was dec l ared bankrupt by Lyotard in  
The Postmodern Condition where he observed that "most peop le have lost the 
nostalgia for the lost narrat ive" wh ich "el im inated the eommun i st a lternative 
and valori sed the ind ividual  enj oyment of goods and services," 1 5  

Neveliheless, Ange la  Calier belongs, at least spiritual ly, to the movement 
that endows social h i story with mean ing, and her works sllou ld be understood 
as c laims for l i berat ion . The fact that she c hose to re-write O l'  re- interpret, 
rather than imitate, popu lar myths, fai ry tales and well-known l iterary motifs as 
a veh ic le for re-creating meaning, puts hel' bot h in the ranks and i n  conf1ict w ith 
postmodern i sts .  

In  the previous chapter I have touched on Angela Carter's involvement i n  
women ' s  writ ing trad it ion (accord ing t o  a narrow defin ition of the word) and i ts 
d i sagreement with postmodernism .  Hel' subversiveness fro m  the femi n ist per
spective re lates to the obj ective real i ty of the soc ia l ,  pol it ical  and sexua l op
press ion of women and cannot be confined to spec i fi ca l ly literary problems. 

1 3  Gerald Graff, ' M it przełomu postmodernistycznego ' , trans .Grażyna Cendrowska, in 
Zbigniew Lewicki (ed.) ,op.c it . ,  pp .56-96. 

14 Lyotard, op.cit . ,  p .52 .  
1 5  I b i dem, ppA ! & 3 8 .  
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Onły with th i s  fact i n  m ind  can we proceed towards a deta i łed analys i s  and i n
terpretation of her stories .  But I hasten to add here that it i s  espec ia l ly th i s  
"object ive real ity" that Carter' s  stories quest ion as an arbitrary construct of 
a patriarchal cu lture whose means for creat ing th i s  ' real i ty '  has been language 
as a medium of soc ial  commun icat ion .  Language, wh ich for an extended period 
oftime has been working to natura l i se the soc ia l  rea l ity of the patriarchal order, 
i nev itably seems an obj ect of suspic ion to the crit ical m i nd of fem i nism wh ich 
perceives its nature as "mascu l ine  and repress ive . " l 6  Femin ism of the last two 
decades has been speaking of the pha l logocentr ic nature of language, and on 
this basi s  demands its deconstruct ion,  offering an  alternative between d i srupt
ing it from witll i n  or advocat ing l 'ecriture jeminine - femin i ne language - sup
posedly open, polysemic,  fl u id ,  hysteric, and i n  consequence d isruptive or even 
revo lutionary . Th i s  sort of language, based on the semiot ic ( i n  Kristeva ' s  use of 
the term) should remain perforce marginal  with in  the who le l i ngu ist ic  practice 
of society, qu ite l ike the posit ion of women i s  marg ina l .  On the other hand, 
Kristeva ' s concept of the semiotic springs from her analyses of modernist 
avant-garde texts (not written by women at that), which makes it cruc ia l  to ask 
after Rita Fe lsk i  whether the d i srupt ive character of the semiotic rea l ly  
"constitLlte[s] a permanently revo l ut ionary fie ld" .  I s  it not as  a matter of  fact 
"re integrated into a coherent symbo l ic system with in  the cu ltural i nstitutions of 
contemporary soc iety?" l 7  

I n  th is  respect, Ange la  Carter appears to b e  the less dece ived . She does 
not jo in  in the project of l 'ecriture jeminine, but attempts to demyst ify the 
mythical and symbol ic domain of language, operat ing with i n  its boundaries -
she never creates symbols  of her own, but in stead uses the exi st ing ones wh ich, 
labe l l ed 'cu ltural  heritage ' ,  remain sto red i n  synchron ic  order i n  the computer
l ike memory of our cu lture . Us ing  them free ly and combin ing  them accord ing 
to her own w i l l ,  Carter creates un ique presented worlds which I have dec i ded to 
calI virtual, hav ing  a lso i n  mind  their emblematic character and lack of depth . 
Carter perceives the symbo l ic order as p ivota l to cu ltural d i scourse, but ques
tions its metaphysical character, present ing it as deprived of depth except for 
the pseudo-depth of its petrified mean ing .  

In  Lacan ian terms the symbo l ic order i s  defined as the Law of the Father, 
"a cLl ltural system based upon the l aws of symbo l i sat ion ,  proh ibit ion and ex
change" l 8  that grants itse l f  un iversal aLlthority .  What Angela Cal1er does is 
probe it w ith a crit ical att itude, re ad and i nterpret it - someth ing  that no un iver
sal authOI' ity wou ld accept . Read ing the symbo l ic order i s  subvers ive act iv ity 
par excel lence. 

1 6  
Rita Felski , Beyond Feminist Aesthetics. Feminist Literature and Soc:ia/ Change 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts : Harvard Un ivers ity Press, 1 989), p . 3 6 .  
1 7  Ib idem, p . 39 .  
1 8  Ib idem, p . 97 .  
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Thi s  i s  the point where Ange la  Carter tums o ut to be a postmode rn 
writer. L ike al l true fo l I owers of the poststructura l i st altitu de to l an guage and 
mythology, i n it iated by Roland B81ihes, she be l ieves in the pr i macy of 
a sceptical and self-reflexive d iscourse. Carter is well aware lhal as a wr i ter she 
operates w itll i n  a language real i ty which appears to be autonomous from the 
world .  Contrary to the real i sts ' be l ief, instead of represe nting ' the real ' ,  lan
guage projects, creates and re inforces the world . Those wh o accept the n otion 
of the autonomy of language - and after W ittgenste in, He idegger, Saussure and 
Derrida it would  be almost foolhardy not to - understand that there is  no poss i
b i l i ty to transcend i t  in  order to reach the world . Jf the real i sts be l ieved in  the 
transparency of language and worsh ipped it as a win dow th rough which we can 
observe ' the real ' - and if the modern i sts tended toward equal ing fi ctio n with 
vis ion,  treat ing l anguage as " ieon ie  p lent i tude" l ? - the p ostmode rnists d ram a
t ise the awareness of fict ion as merely language . Fo l l ow i ng th i s  distinction,  
Alan Thi her proposes his own notion of the p r i mary fun ctio n of contem pOl"ary 
fict ion : "to make celiain that no form of fiction becomes natura l ized. , ,10 In ac
tual ity, th i s  is what Ange la  Calier does - in h er storie s she deprives the sym
bo l ic and myth ical  of the i r  priv i l eged po s it ion . Besid es, she do es it th rough 
typ ica l ly postmodern means - by play ing language gam es with variou s dis
courses, confronting them with one another, m ixing and d econtextual i sin g (Ol" 
recontextual i s i ng) them.  Nevertheless, her fe min i st att itud es, for the reasons 
sketched above, cannot find fu l i  real i sat ion with i n  p ostmodern d i scou rse , which 
might be defined as a welter of al l poss ible discourses. As I po i nted out at th e 
end of the previous chapter, Angela  Carter combin es fem in i st ai ms (sh e tr ies 
and alters our ways of th ink ing about the rol es men and women p lay in soc iety) 
with postmodern strategies of writ ing (her scruti ny of th e symb o l ic order. 
p lay ing with myths and l iterary geł1 l"es, and de construct i ng of po pular fa i ry 
ta les) .  Neverthe less, I would  not go as far as to d iscern some kin d of unre so lved 
tens ion i n  Ange la  Calier' s writi ng which harm s the ove rall effecl . On th e con
trary, Carter' s fict ion may serve as an exce l l ent exam ple of po ss ib l e symbios is  
between fem in i sms and postmodern ism - the n otion pre sented al so by L inda 
Hutcheon in her book The Politics oj Postmodernism. 

Robeli Rawdon W i l son acknowledges th i s  point too .  Th e tit l e of h i s arti
cle "SLIP PAGE:  Ange la Calier, In/Out/In Th e Postmod ern Nexus,,2 1  in  fact 
draws the reader ' s  attention to the prob lem atic stat us of Carter' s  fict i on as 
postmodern texts .  Nonethe less, in h i s  ana lys is  and subsequen t i nte rpretation of 
"The Lady of the House of Love" seen in the l ight of p oslmode rn ist aesthet i cs, 

1 9  A l lan Thiher, Words in Reflection. Modern Language Theory and Postmodern 
Fiction (Ch i cago : The Un iversity of Ch icago Press ,  1 984), p. 1 20.  

20 Ib idem, p . 1 52 .  
2 1  Robert Rawdon Wi l son, ' SL I P  PAGE :  A ngel a Carter, I n /O ut(] n the P ostmodern 

Nexus ' ,  Ariel: A Revievv o(lnternational English L ileratllre, 2 0/ 4 (Oct. 1 9 89)  
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he star1s by presenting the story as an example  of the successfu l  implementat ion 
of postmodern poet ics .  Writ i ng  w ith the e lear i ntent ion of demonstrat ing that 
more than aesthet ic games l urk under the surface of Carter' s tale, W i l son be
gins by underscoring its most str ik ing postmodern features :  the artfu lness and 
intertextual ity of the story, its "al lus ive i nterp lay of other texts" and " l iterary 
resonances", and its "sty l i st ical ly self-conscious words w ith l iterary assoc ia
tions" . In  consequence Wi l son defines it as a "heav i ly overcoded . . .  p i ece of 
fiction ' about' fiction .

, ,21 

As a matter of fact, a l I  the stories ine luded in The Bloody Chamber cOldd 
be character ised in  th i s  way - the ir  soph ist icated art i stry and overabundance of 
decorative language are probably the most str iking feature of Carter 's  prose 
during a first read ing .  Us ing a h igh ly self-consc ious language which borrows 
from and reworks mu lt ip le  d i scourses, Carter' s intertextual i ty is a form of play :  
she quotes, m i squotes, h i nts at, a l l udes to  and  reworks both concrete texts (e .g .  
wel l-known fai ry tales) and the styles of certai n  writers or genres i n  generał . 
For a fu l i  apprec iat ion of "The Lady of the House of Love", as Wi lson notes, 
one should best recal l mult ip le  stories of vampires,  Romance writ ing in general 
and "La Be l le Dame Sans Merc i"  by Keats .  S i m i larly, when reading "The 
B loody Chamber" we have to re ly on our earl ier reading - the original tale of 
Bluebeard and h i s  wives, Romance writ ing yet aga in ,  Marqu i s  de Sade and 
pornograph ic  l iterature, Colette, Huysmans and - why not? - Poe ' s  "Annabe l 
Lee", s i nce it al I happens " i n  the k ingdom by the sea" : 

He stripped me,  gourmand that he was, as if we were str ipp ing the 
leaves off an artichoke - but do not imagine much finesse about it ;  thi s  
art ichoke was no part icu lar treat for the d iner nor  was he  yet in  any greedy 
haste . He approached h i s  fam i l iar treat w ith a weary appetite. And when 
noth ing but my scarlet, palpitating core remained, I saw, in the mi rror, the 
liv ing image of an etch ing by Rops from the col lection he had shown me 
when our engagement pennitted us to be alone together . . .  the chi ld with 
her stick l ike l imbs, naked but for her button boots, her gloves, shie ld ing 
her face with her hand as though her face we re the last repository of her 
modesty; and the old, monocled lecher who examined her, l imb by l imb.  
H e  in  h i s  London tai lOl' ing; she, bare as a lamb chop. Most pomographic 
of al l  confrontations.  And so my purchaser unwrapped h i s  bargain .  And, 
as at the opera, when 1 had first seen my tlesh in  his eyes, 1 was aghast to 
fee l myse lf  stirring (BC, 1 5) .  

As Carter herself explained in  a l etter quoted by Ela ine Jordan , i n  "The 
Bloody Chamber" she wanted "a lush fin-de-siecle decor . . .  and a style that 
uti l izes the he ightened d ict ion of the nove lette to half-seduce the reader i nto 
th i s  wicked, g lamorous, fatal world . , ,23 It is worth underl i n ing  the writer ' s  con-

?) b'd -- 1 l em, pp . 1 05- 1 07. 
23 Elaine Jordan, 'The Dangerous Edge ' ,  in Loma Sage (ed . ) ,  F/esh and the Mirror 

(London: V i rago, 1 994), p . 1 97 
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sc iousness of her alt ist ic  purpose, but at the same time it is necessary to ask 
through what means she manages to create the atmosphere that she need s. In  
th i s  respect, the fragment quoted above seems to serve as a good examp l e. 

The world presented in "The Bloody Chamber" m i rron. fin-de-siecle art, 
not any soc ia l  real ity of that period. The decor co mes from Carter's exper ience 
and knowledge as an alt connoi sseur, thus  fi ltrated through the prism of alt. In 
La Bas H uysmans attempted to e l i m inate natme in favour  of artificial i ty; here, 
the wedding  n ight of a seventeen-year-o ld  girl w ith h el' weI I -experienced h us
band (Co lette ' s  C laud ine comes to m i nd immediately) freezes i nto "a ritual 
from the brothe l"  (BC, 1 5 ) from a Rops '  etchin g. Th e alt i fic ia l ity of the i mage 
is dramat i sed by h i nts of de Sade ("she a lamb ch op", "my purchaser un
wrapped h i s  bargain") wh ich i ntroduces h istory i nto the story - the history of 
the exp lo itat ion of women .  

Calter makes the  reader real ise that i n  fact l al1guage ( i . e. d i fferent d is
courses) shapes our understand ing of what is real . P aradox ically, we gai n ac
cess to the real i ty of the exp lo itat ion of women throu gh Carter's play w ith d if
fe rent symbo l s  of cu Iture. Though she understand s i ntertextual ity as a form of 
p lay, she l i m its its boundaries by cred it ing i t w ith a specific ro l e  - the con
struct ion of i nterpretat ion .  I n  Calter' s case, the play does not serve on ly  the 
purpose of keeping the narrat ive bal i ro l l  ing , but at i ts  core remain s  someth ing 
that Hutcheon cal l s  "serious p lay", "one that decon structs a nd decenters patr i
at'chal d i scourses .

, ,24 

The stuffy atmosphere of decadence fi nds its apogee  in the descript i on of 
the Marqu i s '  secret room, the b loody chamber where the corpses of his mut i 
l ated wives remain h idden - the protagon ist '  s carefu l  d escri ptiol1 of the obj ects 
there bare ly serves the demands of ver i s i ll1 i l itude and , rather, asks the question 
whether i t  is poss ib le  to describe such a chamber of hOł'ł'ors in  the first p lace . 
Carter i s  perfectly aware that anyth ing she does has to send readers to the i r  ear
l i er read i ng, and that there is no escape from conventi oll . As a res ułt, she cre
ates a ll1arve l lous ly l uscious description of "that d readfuł p łace" (B C, 28) ,  
wh ich seduces us with i t s  alt i st ic  fi nesse, overabundance, overcod ing  with se
ll1 i ot ic reverberat ions,  and phonetic e legance : 

40 

The wal l s  of this stark torture chamber were the naked rock; the)' 
gleamed as if they we re sweating with fright. At the four corners of the 
room we re funerm'y urns, of great ant iqu ity, Etruscan, perhaps, and, on 
three-legged ebony stand s ,  the bowls of incense he had left burn ing wh ich 
fi lled the room with a sacerdotal reek.  Wheel ,  rack and Iro n Maiden  were, 
I saw, d isp layed as grandly as i f  they were i tems of statuar)' . . . . 

[A]t the centre of the room lay a catafa lque , a doomed, ominOlls 
bie l' of renaissance workmanship ,  surrounded by long wh ite c and l es and, 
at its foot, an annfu l  of the same l i l ies with wh ich he  had fi l led my bed
roOI11 , stowed in a four-foot-high jar glazed with a som bre Ch inese red . . . . 

14 Linda Hutcheon, lrony 's Edge (London & New Y ork : Routledge, 1 994), p . 32 . 
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The opera s inger lay, qu ite naked, under a th in  sheet of very rare 
and prec ious l inen, such as the princes of Italy used to shroud those whom 
they had poisoned . . .  he had embalmed hero On her throat I could see the 
blue imprint of his strangler' s fingers . The cool ,  sad flame of the candles 
flickered on her wh ite, c\osed eyel ids .  The worst thing was, the dead l ips 
smi led .  

Beyond the catafalque, i n  the m iddle of the shadows, a white, na
creous gl immer; as my eyes accustomed themselves to the gathering dark
ness, I at last - oh, horrors ! - made out a sku l l  . . .  thi s  sku l l  was strung up 
by a system of unseen cords, so that it appeared to hang, d i sembod ied, in 
the st i l l ,  heavy air, and it had been crowned with a wreath of white roses, 
and a vei l  of lace, the final image of the bride. (BC, 2 8-29) 

Once again ,  the readers ' ro le i s  to recogn i se the p lace as an emanation of 
a number of other p laces I ike those they have encountered in the books they 
have read - in th i s  case, cheap horror fict ion that produces kitsch through the 
means of h i gh style .  

In consequence the text becomes a sum total of a l l  the ear l ier texts it 
uti l i ses thematically and styli stical ly .  Carter, typ ical ly for a postmodern writer, 
requ ires her readers to read through the lenses of other texts, j ust as she writes 
through var ious d iscourses .  S uch an attitude to a narrative text i s  a consequence 
of her recogn it ion of language as fal len,  insuffic ient, se lf-referential : only ca
pable of articu lating the world as c l iche, p latitude, banal i ty .  Most postmodern 
writers accept the fact that the language they use, instead of retlect ing the real ,  
generates an alternat ive ,  autonomous language real ity which Jean Baudrillard 
cal i s "a hyperreal", j ampacked with d i sp lacements of ' real i ty

, 25 . When we re
read Carter 's  description of the tOlture chamber, can we find any depth beyond 
the tlat surface of her l ingu i st ic  web? Indeed, the p lace appears to be 
a "museum of . . .  pervers ity", where a l l  "monstrous items" are " instal led . . .  on ly 
for contemp lat ion" (BC, 28) .  It i s  on ly th i s  set  of purposefu l ly i nterwoven im
ages and coded words that forces the reader to be l i eve what the ' real ' b loody 
chamber should look l i ke . 

The fragments quoted above are qu ite representative of what Calter does 
in the other stories com ing with i n  the scope of th i s  work. Each descr ipt ion,  for 
in stance, of a house or cast le ( i n  "The Lady of the House of Love", "The 
Bloody Chamber", "Retlections", the mans ion  and the cast le  in The Injernal 
Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman, Tri stessa ' s  house of g lass in The Passion 
oj New Eve, or even the dere l i ct house in Heroes and Villains), str ikes us with 
a lexical p lethora of words overcoded with mu lt ifo ld cultural reverberations, as 
if language has s l i pped out of contro l and attempted to exhaust a l l  symbo l i c  
meanings of  the image . The same happens with characters - for th i s  reason 
I have dec ided to label them as archetypomimetic s ince they seem to be on ly 

2 5  Jean Baudri l l ard, ' S imulaera and S imulations ' ,  i n  Mark Poster (ed . ) ,  Jean Bau
drillard: Selected Writings (Cambridge : Pol ity Press-Bas i l  B lackwel l ,  1 988) .  
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actual i sations of a1 1 the poss ib le mean i n gs generate d in the course of c u ltural 
h i story .  The point is, however, that Calier is we l l-aware of what sh e is  doin g  
and i nvokes a l l  those cu ltural echoes d e l i berate ly, to demonstrate the arb i trari
ness of mean ing of character or symbo l i c  sp ace.  T he phys ica l  den sity of lex is  -
long sentences, chains  of nouns accompan ied by carefu l ly se lected adjectives -
i s  re inforced by the fact that many words C arter uses are stati sti ca l ly rare, for
mai ,  archaic or borrowed from other l anguages. ln conse quence, th e web of 
language refuses to be transparent or tran s l ucent, but manifests itself as opaque, 
impenetrable ,  even d i stort ing .  

A postmodern text uses i ntel1extual i ty as a fo rm of p lay n ot, as it used to 
be in  the past, to pay homage or borrow some authority from wel l-recogn i sed 
predecessors . Nowadays many writers use borrowi ngs as pali of their material, 
a fact which seemi ngly verges on l ingu i stic decadence an d gives much post
modern fiction its self-parodying qual i ty .  Carter, however, who se stor ies share 
th i s  qual i ty w ith other postmodern texts, e m p loys this  strategy n ot as a re su lt  of 
the exhaust ion of narrative modes i n  general, but because she, be ing  a fem inist, 
perce ives the fal l en  language as pha l logocentric . If intertextual dialog i sm i s  
a constant of  al l avant-garde (and its heir, postmodern i sm), C arter emp loys it 
for fem in i st purposes - to rework tyrann icaL d is co urses . She makes parody an 
act of emanc ipation - the core of her strategy of "an swer i n g  back". 

When L inda Hutcheon d i scusses in h er b ook entitled A Theory oj Parody 
the case of John Fowles ' s  The French Lie utenanl 's Woman as an examp l e  of 
postmodern parody, she ponders whether 311 ist i c  v il1110s ity is th e on ly fll nct i o n  
of such parody. Her  answer - that th i s  type o f  parody h as a n  ideological fll llC
t ion (s i nce it "d i rects the reader to the m oral and socia l concerns of th e 
nove l

, ,16) - leads her to the more generał conc l usion that we can observe the 
"d idact ic i sm of much contemporary metafict ion , ,27, an  observation relevant to 
Angela Carter ' s  fict ion . Hutcheon ment ion s yet another i mportant feature that 
differentiates Carter and Fowles from the i r  modem i st predece ssors. She de
scribes postmodern i st modes as "more ec l ect ic,  egal i tarian, and acces s i b le" and 
the i r  rece iver as "a gll ided reader

,,18 whose compete nc e is d Ollbted by the al1ist .  
Thus, the rules of the gam e are revealed very c1early - Ange la Calier hard ly 
l eaves anyth ing for the reader to search for, herse l f  decod ing and i nterpret ing 
the mem1 ing  of the text .  

Such texts, whose mem1 ing  depends o n  the reader'  s gu ided d ecoding  of 
a l l us ions to other texts (read ing the right disco urses into th e text), perforce be
come se lf-parod ies .  When a text se lf-consc iously recognises i tse If  as a language 
product both locked with in  and susp ic ious  of the language , to use S allssure ' s  

42 

16 Linda Hutcheon, A Theory oj Parady (New York and London: Methuen , ] 985), p .9 1 .  
17 Ib idem, p .9 1 .  
2 8  Ib idem 
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contempt ib le  formu la, "a sclerot ic  co l l ect ion of fixed syntagms
, ,29, then the text 

has no cho ice but to i mmerse itse lf  i n  se lf-referent ia l ity and undertake parod ic  
l anguage games.  There i s  a certain promise in  employ ing parody for such pur
poses - if  it cannot compl ete ly  destroy the l anguage from w ith in ,  i t  can "at least 
make it speak against itsel f.

, ,30 The former wou ld  equal the suicide of the text 
(and arguably  Beckett ' s  novel s  are q uite c lose to this state of u It imate exhaus
t ion) ;  the l atter wou ld  generate a sort of a sch izo-text. I s  either appropriate i n  
the case of narratives with fem in i st a ims? 

Perhaps it wou ld be wiser to speak not of the self-parodying qual ity of 
the femin i st text, but of i ts  i ron ic  edge, espec ia l ly because of i rony' s  commu
nity-estab l i sh ing nature. L inda Hutcheon in her book entit led Irony 's Edge even 
mainta ins that "the commun ity enables i rony to happen

, ,3 1  wh i ch ,  as many other 
crit ics agree, is a resu lt of the fact that irony works in an i ntersubj ective way, 
giv ing r ise to, to quote Wayne C .Booth ' s  term, "amiable  communities" ce
mented by the p leasure of "finding and communing with kindred sp irits

, ,32 , 
sometimes even generating c 10sed groups wh ich use i rony as a sort of d ia lect 
among themselves .  Moreover, i ron ic d i scourse, thanks to its doubleness, as 
Robert Scholes remarks - and th i s  po int seems to be espec ia l ly re levant in d i s
cuss ion of CaIier' s fiction - "can fight total iz ing narrat ives .

, ,3 3  Terd iman goes 
even further, defin ing  i rony as "counter-d i scourse" wh ich "has become a main
stay of oppos it ional theories that take on such h ierarch ies - be they based on 
race, ethn ic i ty, c lass, gender, sexual ity . . . . 

, ,34 

In  th i s  l ight i t  is d ifficuIt to exaggerate i rony ' s  usefu lness for contempo
rary femin i st fict ion . In fact Hutcheon d i scusses th i s  phenomenon and brings i n  
several po ints on i rony ' s  potentia l  a l ign ment w ith fem in i sm.  Quoting  several 
femin i st crit ics, she mentions the fem in i st appraisa l  of " i rony ' s  potential to 
destab i l ize" which in extreme cases makes it  "a form of guerri l la warfare

,,3 5 , 
tllOugh genera l ly  "spring[ ing] from a recognit ion of the soc ia l ly  constructed se lf  
as arb itrary and . . .  demand [ ing] rev is ion of values and convent ions .

, ,36 As ex
ampl es Hutcheon g ives "femin ist mythmaking . . .  the rete l l i ng  of fam i l iar fo lk  
narratives

, ,37 and ment ions Ange la  Calier' s The Bloody Chamber, S un iti Nma-

19 Thiher, op .c it ,  p . 1 48 .  
3 0  Ib idem, p . 1 45 .  
3 1 Hutcheon, Irony 's Edge, op .c i t . ,  p . 89 .  
3 2  Wayne Booth, Rhetoric oj lrany (Ch icago : The  Un ivers ity of Chicago Press, 

1 974), p .28 .  
3 3  Robert Scholes, 'Toward a Semiotics i n  Literature ' , Critical Enquiry 4/ 1 ( 1 982), p . 1 1 7 . 
34 Richard Terd iman, Discourse/Counter Discourse ( Ithaca and London : Corne l l  

Un ivers ity Press, 1 985) ,  p . 1 2 . 
35 Hutcheon ,  op .c i t . ,  p . 3 2 .  
3 6  Nancy Walker, Feminist A lternatives, (Jackson and London :  U n ivers ity Press o f  

M iss i ss i pp i ,  1 990) ,  p .4 .  
37 I b idem, p . 3 2 .  
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josh i ' s  Feminis/ Fables, Margaret Atwood' s  Blueheard's Egg an d Laur ie  An
derson ' s  Uni/ed Sta/es . 

Basical ly,  fem in i st d i scourse makes use of two spec i fi c  features of irony 
that make it an effect ive weapon when applied for pol it ical p urpo ses .  P irst, it is 
its "trans ideological nature . . .  that is explo ited in order to recode iuto positive 
terms what patriarchal  d i scourse reads as a n egative.  ,,38 Second, its " i ntimacy 
with the domi nant d i scourses it  contests" - wh ich mean s u s i ng their own lal1-
guage when i ron i e  mean ing is conveyed - appears to be very cłever since " it 
a l lows i ron ie  d i scourse both to buy t ime (to be perm itted and eve n l istened to, 
even if  not understood

, ,39) and a lso "relat ivize [th e dominant ' s] a uthority and 
stabi l ity.

, ,40 

Carefu l  read i ng of Carter' s fiction s hows cłearly that til is i s  wh at she 
actual ly does :  she recodes patriarcJla l  n egativ ity into the positive with i n  fem
i n i st d i scourse, and remains  i n  int imate rel ationship with the di scourses she at
tempts to ovelihrow, both by assuming the form of un i versa l ly acce pted genres 
(fairy tale ,  B i ldungsroman, GotIl i c  story, memoir or nove I s  of magical real ism) 
and by apparentIy rev ita l i s ing deeply Eu ropean cu l t ural archetypes, symbol s, 
topoi or motifs .  

Some cr i t ics  have al so observed that iro ny b as beco me a c l ic hć of con
temporary culture .  Perhaps th i s  must be so, s i nce iro ny' s tran s i deologicaJ 11a
ture funct ions as a sort of fuse - it does not al l ow an i ron i e  d i scoUJse to become 
a dogma itse l f, paral I e l ing the postmodern aversion  to  al l  total i sing d i scourses .  
We also should not overlook the fact that irony points  to the probl em atic nature 
of language - we could cal i it, drawing on H utcheon ' s conclusions,  ambiguity 
with an edge - s ince it resu lts from the soc i al and co mm un i cat ive exchan ge of 
language . 

To make the most generał c la im, I wou Id characteri se C arte r'  s stories as 
having an i ron ie d i sposit ion wh ich springs from the difference between the s ur
face and actual mean ings of the stories . ] n  the fem i n ist vers ion s of po pu l ar fai ry 
tal es co l l ected i n  The Bloody Chamber, each story tel l s  a ta l e  of a yOLlng 
woman ' s  gain i ng  (usual ly sexual)  experience. An i n noce nt c reature h as to L1 n
dergo a series of typ ical ly fem i n ine  expe r i en ces  that l ead to h er maturing  into 
a woman, wh ich i n  trad it ional tales eąual s soc i al i sat ion (read : accept ing de
pendency on men) .  Calier' s i n it ia l ly gu l l ib le  hero ines leam th eir l essons i n  
a more c lever way - they use the i r  expe r ience t o  beco me i ndepend ent .  How
ever, th i s  i ndependence is a lso depicted w i th an i ronic twi st so that pos itive 
va lues cannot b lunt the i rony ' s  edge with too much opt i m i sti c d i dactic i s m .  

The l itt l e  g ir l  in  "The Werewo lf' w h o  acts out  L ittle R e d  Rid ing  Hood ' s  
ro le  goes t o  her s ick grandmother on ly to d i scover tb at graJll1y i s  a werewo lf, 

38 I bidem. 
39 I b idem, p . 30 .  
4 0  Terd iman, op.c it., p . I S .  
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and to cal i  the mob who stone her to death . The l ast sentence of that story p lays 
i ronical ly with the sacramental ending "and they l ived happi ly ever after", 
changing it i nto : "Now the ch i ld  lived in her grandmother ' s  house; she pros
pered" (BC, 1 1 0) .  The crisp tone of th i s  brief statement augments its moral am
bigu ity - th i s  l S  a happy end ing ( independence p l u s  prosperi ty) - but i t  also 
suggests the beginn ing of the young gir l ' s  new l i fe with no ancestors teach i ng 
her what rol e  she must p lay i n  soci ety. In the first ha lf of the story, Carter 
sketches the sett ing for the p lot but her description of the hard l iv ing cond it ions 
of the woodsmen l iv ing i n  that northern country i s  p i eced together from c l iches 
and superst it ions borrowed from fol klore, l iterature and c inema: 

Wreaths of gar l ic on the doors keep out the vampires. A blue-eyed 
chi ld born feet first on the n ight of St John ' s  Eve w i l l  have second s ight. 
When they d iscover a witch - some old woman whose cheeses ripen when 
her neighbours ' do not, another old woman whose black cat, oh, s inister ! 
follows her about all the time, they strip  the crone, search for her marks, 
for the supernumerary nipple her fami l i ar sucks. They soon find it. Then 
they stone her to death (BC, 1 08) .  

Thi s  fragment, l ike many more both i n  this and in  other col l ections,  is 
pure essence . A l i  the ob l igatory e lements are present here - gar l ic over the 
doors, second s ight, a black cat, a witch w ith a supernumerary n ipp le .  Carter 
erects a stage set that draws upon the reader ' s  recognit ion of the e lements of 
every werewolf story - she lays bare al l the tricks of her trade,  demonstrat ing 
that the power to man ipu late i maginat ion l ies i n  c1everly combin ing ready
made materia\ . Carter deconstructs the very discourse itse lf: what Bette lhe im 
presents as  a potent tool  i n  the psychological deve lopment of children, Cal1er 
demyst ifies as a language construct. Of course, there wou ld  be no poi nt in 
read ing Carter' s tales to ch i ldren :  the stories are d i rected at adult readers and 
make them real i se  that the fairy tales we grow up on are i n  one aspect language 
games p layed with i n  the patriarchal d i scourse. 

The first half of "The Werewolf' is to ld i n  the praesens historżcum tense 
which underl i nes the tale ' s  constant time cond it ion .  Then, in the second half, 
a flesh-and-b lood gir l  goes through the tria I s  and tribulat ions of Litt le Red 
Rid ing Hood, but to the reader' s surprise she shows much i ndependence. Th is  
half i s  to ld  i n  the past tense to mark the po i nt where Carter' s narrative breaks 
away from the petrified orig ina \ .  However, the unexpected ro le  reversal s  spring 
from the fact that the gir l  has got her father' s kn i fe - a symbol  of patriarchal 
power - and i s  not afraid  to use it .  In  the original  story Rid ing  Hood becomes 
the wo l fs  v ict im because she m inds her manners and does not know anyth ing 
about wolves . In  Carter ' s vers ion,  "when she heard that freez ing howl of 
a wo lf, she dropped her g ifts, seized her kn i fe and turned on the beast" (BC, 

1 09) .  She i s  a ch i l d  that has never heard of fai ry tales .  
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Al i the stories i n  the col lect ion are c learly i ntentional ly  iro n ie .  In the t i t le  
ta l  e, when her mother k i l l s  the Marqu i s ,  the narrator says: 

We l ead a quiet l i fe . . . I i nherited, of course, enormo us wealth but 
we have given most of it away to various char ities . The c astl e is now 
a school for the b l ind . . . . (Be, 40) 

"Mr and Mrs Lyon walk in the garden" (Be, 5 ] ) , the brave g ir l in "The 
Company of Wolves" "s leeps i n  granny ' s  bed, between the p aws of the tender 
wolf'  (Be, 1 1 8) ,  the Tiger ' s  Bride becomes a t igl'ess hel's elf and Puss - i n-Boots, 
after g iv ing good service to h i s  master, sett les d own  as a pl'oud father. -A I I ' s  
wel l  that ends we l l ' ,  i ron i ses Carter, wink ing from the win gs . 

It seems c lear that i rony in Calter ' s  fiction I'ema i ns i nterconnected with 
the prob lem of voice.  It is not d ifficu l t  to not ice that ,  again typ i ca l ly of post
modern trends, her narrat ives represent examp les of obses sive tell ing at the ex
pense of showing .  A lthough Calter a lso uses other modes of narration, they are 
marginal  i n  the works d i scussed here and seem to be less usefu l for hel' pur
poses, w ith the except ion of the th i rd-person n arrative passages in The Nights 
at the Circus that present Jack Walser ' s  po i nt of v ie w. Wa l s er is a journa l i st 
who tr ies to solve the mystery of Fevvers ' s  wings and h as no story o/his own to 
tell - h i s  labyrinth ine j ourney depends ent i re ly on Fevvers 's peregl' inat ion s .  
Calter does not grant Walser the fu l l ness of vo ice, but in stead use s  the mode of 
the  i nd i rect i nterior monologue, i n  th i s  way makil1g a h ierarch ica l dist inct ion 
between h i m  and Fevvers . I t  is s ign ificant that , as a result , womall's exper ien ce 
turns out to be superior to man ' s  - it is hel' story, a s ubt l e  reversal of the ru les 
of trad it ional B i ldungsroman novel Nigh/s at the Cil'cus i s  mode l l ed on .  Th us ,  
te l l  ing proves to be not on ly the most predom inant narrat ive mode in Ca lier ' s 
fiction ,  but also the most appropriate for hel' fem inist p Ul'po ses . 

Both The In/ernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman and The Passion 
oj New Eve are fi rst-person narratives to ld  by act ive par1ic ipants in the events -
Desiderio and Eve lyn/Eve are protagon ists who re l ate the il' adventu res . Fevvers 
narrates a large part of Nights at the Circus in a voice whose  iron ie  rete l J i ng of 
he l' l i fe story is one of the strengths of the novel. The tour-d e-force of The 
Bloody Chamber co l l ect ion,  a subvers ive vers i o n  of the B I  uebeal'd story, is to l d  
by  the protagon i st herse lf.  Th e  Beauty in  "The Tigel" s Brid e" and F i garo i n  
"Puss- i n-Boots" a lso enj oy the freedom o f  sp in n ing the i r  own ta les .  Qu i te nat
ura l ly, three quas i-autobiograph ic Japanese stories  included i n  Fireworks re
main w ith in th i s  mode . Besides, we shou ld  n ot overlook the exper ienc ing ' I '  of 
the s i n i ster negative world in "Reflect ions" .  

I n  a l l the stories mentioned above, the protagon i st a l so  p l ays the role of 
the narrator whose experience has become much w ider s i nce  she/he underwent 
a l l  her/h i s  adventures .  Th is  later, more exper ienced po int of view comes close 
to the ideology of the impl ied authol' of the story .  B ut can it be cal led - c l as s i c '  
when "the protagon i st-as-narrator reports th i ngs from th e perceptu al po i nt of 
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v iew of h i s  younger se lf" whi l e  "h i s  ideology on  the other hand tends to be that 
of h i s  o lder se lf'

,
?4 1  

Wh i l e  read ing  Calier' s  fict ion w e  qu ickly notice the d isparity between 
the protagon i st-as-narrator' s point  of v iew and the verbal express ion of it. De
sp ite youth, lack of educat ion Ol' experience (but never inte l l i gence), the pro
tagon i sts manage to verbal i se the i r  c i rcumstances surpr i s i ngly we l l : for exam
p le, when Eve lyn/Eve speaks of h is/her labyrinthine journey, when Fevvers 
comments on the symbo l ic meander ing of her n i ckname, Ol' when the narrator 
of "The B loody Chamber" describes hel' new surround ings i n  the cast le .  Here 
Catier c 1early draws on the type of first-person n ove l of the 1 8th century l ike 
Dan i e l  Defoe ' s  Moll Flanders, in wh ich Mo l l as the narrator of her story i s  
much more e loquent and  i nc i s ive than the  character Mol l ever was, espec ia l ly  
i n  her ch i l dhood . 

The conc lus ion I have been driv ing  towards i s  that Carter pours i rony 
i nto the gap between what Chatman cal l s  the "second order or heterodieget ic 
conceptual iz ing about the story" and its oppos ite, "the first-order conceptual
izi ng of a character with i n  the story .

, ,42 When Carter' s characters/narrators łook 
back on the events they want to te l l ,  they not onły move from the leve l of per
cept ion to concept ion,  but the i r  concept ion enab les  the impl ied author to reflect 
on the h i storical , cu l tural and symbol ic aspects of the expło itat ion of women .  
Therefore, Carter'  s fiction may be cal led ' forked-tongue fiction ' .  

A s  we know very we l l ,  on ly the narrator i s  granted speech i n  the story, 
wh i le the imp l ied authol' has to remain  s i lent, and Carter ' s  fiction does not 
break th i s  ru l e .  On the other hand, we shou ld  not overlook the fact that the 
fem i n i st i mpact of her stories and nove l s  spr ings from the presence of 
a consc iousness which is much larger than the narrator' s ;  it modu lates the 
mean ing  of the narrative through the hyper-consc ious use of language as a cod e 
that re inforces the patriarcha l order. None of the protagon i sts of the first-person 
narrat ives d i scussed above has enough awareness of the cu l tural ro le  of lan
guage to imp lement it in such a se lf-parodying way. Th i s  funct ions as if the 
narrator and the impl ied author were te l l  ing the same story s imu ltaneously, 
word by word, w ith the presence of the l atter' s voice making up  for the defi
ciencies in the former. I wou l d  compare i t  to the effect achieved by Laurie An
derson with the help of Vocoder (an e lectron ic  device she uses to lower hel' 
voice an octave) when she i s  te l l i ng hel' vers ion of the Adam and Eve story i n  
HOl11e oj the Brave - a v ideo fi lm  of her performance. 

Such tact ics enab le  Calier - espec ia l ly in  the case of The Bloody Chal11-
ber stories - to m imic  the fabricated voices proffered by the or ig ina l  fairy tales .  
After a l i ,  the i ron ic  att itude to l anguage, a wi l l i ngness to play with overcoded 

41 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Struc/ure in Fiction and Film 
(Ithaca: Cornel l  Univers ity Press, 1 983) ,  p . 1 5 8 .  

4 2  I b idem, p . 1 5 5 .  
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words, the p leasure found i n  an overabundan ce of lexis and symbo l i c  meanin g 
of images and characters, as I attempted to pl'Ove above in the discllssion of 
"The Lady of the House of Love" and "Bloody Chamber" are typ ical of all nar
rators in Angela Catier' s  stories - hence my claim that the vo ice of the cr it ica l 
femin i st m ind i s  aud ible throughout her ficti on .  

Nevertheless, there are a few cases whose i diosync rasy m akes m e  po i nt 
them out. Firstly, the ' I ' that speaks i n  The Passior1 oj New Eve : in the first s ix  
chapters of the nove l ,  the narrator i s  Evelyn , hence th e n arrat i ng voice be l ongs 
to h im;  however, after he i s  castrated in  Mother' s laboratory an d beco me s the 
New Eve, a new speaking ' I '  appears - unti l  the end of the story the nanat ing 
voice belongs to Eve . Th i s  sexual transformat ion brin gs about the change of the 
narrator' s experience. New Eve confesses :  

tors? 

I KNOW NOTH ING. I am tabula erasa, a blank sheet of paper, an 
unhatched egg. I have not yet become a woman, although l pos sess 
a woman' s  shape. Not a woman, no; both more and less than a rea l  
woman. Now I am a being as  mythic and monstrous a s  Mother he rself; but 
l cannot bring myself to think of that . Eve rema ins wi I ful Iy in the state of 
i nnocence that precedes the fal i  (PNE, 83) .  

The question then reads :  i s  the story told  by one or two different narra-

The open ing sentence of chapter sevell ("I know noth i ng") ass ures liS 
that, indeed, they are two. Vet Eve loves Tr i stessa w ith the same fervent love as 
Evelyn . She is al so recogn i sed by Lei lah - so maybe they are a sOli of yin and 
yang of the same narrator? 

The impOtiant fact is that Eve lyn and Eve have , as narrators, access to 
tota l ly  d ifferent worlds ;  the i r  experiences are in compatib l e. As a resu lt the i r  
att itude toward the  exp lo itation of women changes rad ically - Evelyn-the l ady 
k i l ler turns into one of the v ict ims .  Nevertheless , th e language of the narratives 
remains the same, s imply because beh i nd both narratOl·s h i de s  a large r principle 
- the vo ice of the impl ied author. Is i t  not one of the d ist inguish i ng features of 
postmodern l iterature to have become a much m Ol'e i nte ntio nal ly i deo log i cal act 
than in earl ier ati ist ic modes? 

Another interest ing aspect of voice i n  Ange la Carter' s fict ion comes i nto 
I i ght from read ing "Puss- in-Boots" and Nights at the Circus . In these two nar
rat ives Carter celebrates the narrator 's  voice as speech - open , exp lod i ng in to 
bawdy humour, sometimes sh immeri ng w i th Iyric ism . Th is  amalgam of street 
language and poetry proves to be an efficient cri t ica l  too l for patri archa l d i s
course. 80th narratOl·s imp lement a SOli of l anguage wh i ch does not comply 
with the norm by celebrat ing its own margin al ity i n  th e offic ial l i ngu i st i c c i r
cll it .  Wh i l e  in  her other books Catter deconstrllcts the phal logocentric d i s
course, in these two cases she finds an al ternat ive to it . Althou gh in "Pu ss-in-
800ts" Carter p lays with the trad it ional mot if of an i nte l l igent and c1ever ser
vant (F igaro), in her vers ion F igaro is "a tOI11 , s i rs, a g i nger tom and proud of it" 
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(BC, 68)  who sp ins  h i s  tal e  of some cunn ing tricks he performs i n  h i s  master ' s  

service :  

l swing succinctly up  the facade, forepaws on a curly cherub ' s  
pate, h indpaws on a stucco wreath, bring them up to  meet your forepaws 
whi le, first paw forward, hup ! on to the stone nymph ' s  tit; left paw down 
a bit, the satyr' s bum should do the trick. Nothing to it, once you know 
how, rococo's  no problem. Acrobatics? Bom to them; Puss can perform 
back somersau lt whi lst ho ld ing aloft a glass of v ino in h i s  r ight paw and 
never spill a drop. 

But, to my shame, the famous death-detying trip le  somersault en 
p le in air, that is ,  in  midd le  a ir ,  that is unsupported and without a safety 
net, l, Puss, have never yet attempted though often I have dashingly 
brought off the double tour, to the applause of all (BC, 69) 

The th ing  th i s  wise creature certa in ly  does NOT advocate i s  moderation, 
and the language he uses we l l  testifies to it .  F igaro ' s  narrative remains unoffi
cial and marginal  among more refined, respected d iscourses and i s  used for de
mol i sh ing the puritan treatment of the theme of sex and love . Not surpr i s ingly, 
Margaret Atwood perce ives the story as a counterdiscourse to de Sade ' s  "tragic 
style .

, ,43 Th i s  may wel l  be true, but when she writes that it i s  "above a l l  a hymn 
to here-and-now common sensual p leasure, to ot'd i nary human love, to s lap
and-t ickle de l ight . . .  ava i lable to a l l ,  tabby cats as wel l  as young lads and 
lasses

, ,44, she cou ld as wel l  be refen' ing to the d iscourse, s ince thi s  sOli of lan
guage i s  supposed to reduce the d i stance between the narrator and the reader, to 
establ i sh a common groUlld for experiencing the wor ld .  This kind of language 
represents the trespass ing of the unwritten laws of patriarchal  d i scourse, that i s :  
who can speak about what and  i n  what words .  Th i s  resu lts i n  accept ing d i sorder 
rather than Illastering  it .  

Fevvers a l so speaks ' i l legal ' ,  se lf-cel ebratory, sensual , auto-i ron ie  lan
guage, l i ke i n  "Puss- in-Boots" rooted in  Cockney, the language of a c 1ever 
though underdog c lass .  Again ,  the narrative celebrates the p l easure of speaking, 
an act of telling as opposed to writ ing which loses all i d iosyncrasies of voice : 

Hatched ; by whom, l do not know. Who laid me is as much 
a mystery to me, s ir, as the nature of my conception, my father and my 
mother both utterly unknown to me, and, some woul d  say, unknown to 
nature, what ' s  more. But hatćh out l did, and put in  that basket of broken 
she l Is and straw in Whitechapel at the door of a certa in house, know what 
I mean? (NC, 2 1 )  

The po int of v iew sh ifts from Fevvers to Walser a l l the tillle throughout 
the nove l ,  but only Fevvers i s  granted the fu l l ness of voice Illan ifested in the ' l '  
a s  the l ocus o f  her speech . 

43 Margaret Atwood, ' Running with the T igers ' ,  in Loma Sage (ed . ) ,  Flesh and the 
Min'or, op.c it . ,  p . I 27 .  

4 4  I b idem, p . 1 26 .  
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I n  Nights at the Circus Calter i ntroduees the e le me nt of unoffic i aJ Jan
guage, rooted in speaking as opposed to writ i ng whi ch has m uch more esteem 
in  Western cu lture .  It seems that between The Injernal Desire Machines oj 
Doctor Hoffman and Nights at the Circus Carter m oves fro m the posit ion of 
crit ica l ly  decontextual iz ing patr iarchal lang llage i nto creat i ng its cOlln ter
d i scourse, an alternative way of te l l i ng the sto ry. In Fevvers , Carter eq llates th e 
female voice with the voice of the l ower c l ass es who witt i ly sp eak the i r  m inds . 

In th i s  chapter I have attempted to demo nstrate A ngela C arter '  s re l ati on
sh i p  with postmodern ism.  Be ing a fem in i st wr ite r, she th us occupies an anta g
on i st ic  posit ion towards the postmodern distrust i n  metanarrat ives (fem in i st 
ideo logy inc l uded). S i nce Carter, l i ke al i fem i n i s ts, seems to su bscribe  to th e 
recogn it ion of h i story ' s  te los i n  the indepen de nc e and equ al ity of women , h er 
fiction remains  ph i losoph ical ly conf1 i cted w i th postmo de rn de mands of d i sen
gagement from any ideology. On the other hand , the iron ie tone of CaJter' s  fic
t ion protects it from fal i  ing i nto extreme staunch fem i n i st pos it ion s and makes 
it a mode l ' l itt le  narrative '  rather than the tota l i s i ng post-Hegel i an narrat ive th at 
postmodern ism has a lways been d i sgusted with . 

Obv ious ly, th i s  i s  a resu lt  of Carter ' s  m istrust of langu age as a med i u m 
for socia l  commun icat ion, the feature h er stor ies  s hare with the who l e post
modern trend . They also have in com mon the didact ie stra i n  and ce lebratio n  of 
telling and voice as the modes most appropr i ate fo r tb e ' l ittle narrat ives '  to 
communicate with the reader. Tbe result is a11 open i ng-u p of var i ous d i scourses 
and p laying  w itll in  them language games th at often e nable us to decon stru ct, 
decentre and decontextual ize other, more opp ress ive , mod es. Tbis  se lf-con
sciousness of Carter' s narratives compl i es with postmod ern efforts to prodllce 
ind iv idual  counter-d i scourses, compet it i ve w ith the offi cial  ones, an d irony 
turns out to be an ind i spensab le  too l for ach i ev i ng this p urpo se . 

Perhaps Carter' s fict ion,  i f  one wanted to p igeon ho l e i t ,  cOLI Id be in 
c l uded i n  the k i n d  of postmode rn i s m  labe l led by Barth- 'th e l iterature of rep l en
i sh ment ' ,  i nto which he inc l udes ltalo Ca lv i no a n d  G ab r i e l G arc i a  Marq uez. 
Two features of th i s  rep len i shment are WOlth not in g c Ol1 ce rn i l1 g C alter ' s  n arra
t ives .  F i rst, its most important characteri stic i s  its syn t he s i s of tra d itio na l  sto 

ryte l l i ng  with d i scours ive se l f-consc i ousnes s and high al1 i s t ry.  S econd , it l1l ixes 
spheres wh ich trad it ional ly  have been separated as be lo ng i ng to high brow and 
low c u l tures  by i ntegrat i n g  the fantast i c  i nto sophi sticated writ i ng. 

M ix i n g  freely the su pposed ly real  with t lle fan tastic i s  yet anoth er somce 
of Cmie r ' s  i rony .  For i n stance, both The lrifernar Desire Machines oj Doctor 
Hoffman and Nights at the Circus i n  celiain  passages o ffer e ntire ly rea l i st ic de
p i ct i o n s  of l iv i n g  con d i t ions  i n  So uth America a nd Ru ss ia at the turn of the 
century, on ly to intro d u ce there Houyllnh mn s  and a w i nged aeri a l i ste re spec
t ive ly .  Th i s  strategy is  1110St s u ccessfu l ly i mp l emented by Marq uez in  One 
Hundred Years oj Solitude (as a d i gress i on , we m i ght se e it as mo re th an coin

c i dence that Cmter sets  the  p l ot of The Injernal Des ire Machines oj Doctor 
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Ho.ffman in an un identified SmIth American country - at some moments it re
sembles Macondo) .  Paral I e I s  between Calier and Calv ino also turn out to be 
str ik ing, espec ia l ly if we th ink  about h i s  i nterest in fai ry tales (The Italian Fairy 
Tales) and myths - l i ke Carter, Calv i no seems to be fascinated with the myt h of 
labyri nth (Invisible Cities) .  He also strongly be l i eved in i nterconnection be
tween real ity and fantasy; Marina Warner beg ins  her i nroduct ion to The Second 
Virago. Bo.o.k o.f Fażry Tales by quot ing Calv ino ' s  remarks on s im i larit ies be
tween a writer and the Shaman, both of whom search for knowledge .45 

The above d i scll ss ion of Carter ' s  re lat ionsh ip  with postmodern i sm has 
been cursory rathel' than exhaustive - its a im l i m ited to underscoring the im
portance of recogn i s ing  the formaI complexity of hel' fiction . Thi s  w i l l  prov ide 
a necessary point of departure for our investigat ion of the symbo ls  and arche
types Calier (m i s)uses in  her narratives - s i nce I perceive them as ent ire ly lan
guage constructs, i nherited from past emblems whose i mpact on women ' s pos i 
t ion in  soc iety proved to be negative.  r cal I them virtual because the i r  onto lo
gical status is  mai ntained on ly by language; thus, they can we l l  turn i nto some
th ing completely d ifferent - the i r  own antithes i s  - since thei r  mean l llg, as 
r intend to prove in the next chapters, i s  always on ly potent ia l . 

45 Marina Warner, ' I ntroduct ion ' ,  in Angela Carter (ed . ) ,  The Second Virago Book oj 
Fairy Ta/es (London : V i rago, 1 992) ,  p . IX .  
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CHAP TER THREE 

THE VIRTUALITY OF SPACE: 

THE MYT H OF THE 

LABYRINTH 

The most conspicuous feature of the wor ld  presented i n  Ange la  Carter' s 
nove l s  and stories is the labyrinth ine  character of the sett ing i n  wh ich her p lots 
develop and in which her protagon i sts have to act. No matter if a hero or 
a hero ine are forced to cover i mmense d i stances in the i r  wander ings (as in The 
Injernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hojfrnan and The Passion oj NeH' Eve) or 
they are doomed to impri sonment in the confined space symbol iz ing the i r  own 
nature (as is the case with 1110st of the stories), we can eas i ly detect a celia in 
passiv ity i n  the i r  relat ion to the sett ing i n  which they are supposed to act . The 
protagon i sts very rare ly have prec ise it i nerar ies of the i r  j o urneys and thus, as 
they advance in their  peregr inat ions,  they rare ly manage to domesticate the ir  
surround ings .  The routes they take are from the i r  point of v i  ew usua l ly chosen 
acc identa l ly and appear to be total ly unp lanned, fortu itous and unpred ictab le .  

I t  seems that i n  Ange la  Calier's narrat ives space l eads the  characters by 
its own obSClll'e log ic .  We can find the most extreme example  of such a case in  
The Injernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffi71(m where Des iderio, hav ing ob
tained from the M in ister the order to find and ann i h i late the demonic  Doctor 
Hoffman n, at the very beg inn ing of h i s  quest is forced to give up h i s  in it ia l  
p lans and lets h imsel f  be d i rected by the seem ing ly haphazard sequence of 
events . However, these events combine to form h i s  labyr inth ine ordea l .  Mean
dering in the maze of surreal sett i ngs composed of symbol ic m i rages and hal l u
c inat ions, Desiderio has to reach the centre of the l abyrinth - Doctor Hoffman's 
abode . S i m i lar ly Eve lyn i n  The Passion ojNew Eve, want ing to break free from 
the c laustrophobic atmosphere of decaying New York, runs away into tlle  des
ert which does not masquerade, even for a s ingle moment, as a rea l space, but 
appears to be ent ire ly  symbo l ic from the very beginn ing  and leads him accord
ing to its own ru les which are unknown to h im .  

The most essent ia l  feature of  the mot if  of a journey i n  Angela Calier's 
fiction is  its amb iguous nature which can be expressed by the metaphoric for-
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mu lat ion : "chas i ng after, flee i ng from" .  These flights - which at the same t ime 
a lways represent a protagonist' s frant ic  chase after h i s  or her own self - take 
p lace i n  symbol ic landscapes where succeeding stages of the journey corres
pond to deeper and deeper chambers of the l abyr inth. S uch  a chain of adven
tures forms the complete r i tual  of i n itiation ,  or rites de passages . It is with in the 
labyrinth that a protagonist reaches maturity and acquires knowledge about 
h i mse l f  and the ways of the world. Having once entered the labyri nth , we wi l l  

. never b e  the same aga in ,  s i nce i t  i s  a lways assoc i ated with metamorphos i s ;  
a l abyri nth i s  a space of transformat ion ,  and  stands  for the  transformat ion itse lf. 
I n  the case of Ange la  Carter's nove l s  such transformations  are usua l ly to 
a certa i n  extent i ron i c  or demyst ify ing, a concept made c l ear in Carter' s treat
ment of the parab l e  of the cave i n  The Passion �fNew Eve . 

Her subversive treatment of mythical  form i s  founded on  the fact that a l l  
the l abyr i nth i n e  peregr inat ions  eventua l ly  t urn ou t  to  be seemingly fut i l e .  When 
her protagon i sts compl ete the i r  meander ing journeys, when they reach the l ast 
stage of the i r  search, the centre of the maze, they sudden ly  rea l ize that no on
to logica l  myster ies have been unve i led to them, that they have not penetrated 
any deeper l ayers of exi stence, that they have never tou ched the unnamab le .  
ln stead they have been exposed to  the  myth i ca l  foundations  of cu ltura l  experi
ence .  

At the end of her journey, i n  a cave by the sea ,  Eve undergoes 
a myster ious r i tual  of another b i t1h, after wh ich  she states iron i ca l ly :  "I know, 
now, that Mother is a figure of speech and has ret i red to a cave beyond  con
sc iousness" (PNE, p.1 84) .  With th i s  sentence she stresses the metaphor ica l  and 
in consequence l i ngu i st i c  character of the human interpretation of experience .  
Cat1er a l l udes here to the oppos i t ion between the fi gures of speech that were 
defined by C i cero as in verbis sunt ("founded on word s") and wh ich thus  be
lon g to the sphere of rhetor ic ,  and a concept formulated by Vico who treated 
these figures less  as ornaments and embe l l i sh ments, but more as a necessary 
and const itut iona l  means of express ion  i n  the ' orig i na l '  speech wh ich  had been 
poet i c  by natur e .  ] wi l l  comment on the archetyp ica l  status  of Mother in the 
chapter on  the protagon i sts of Ange l a  Carter' s stor ies ,  hence it  seems enough to 
note here that Carter consequent ly finds  the source of myt h in the myst ify ing 
natUl·e of language, as do the representat ives of the post-structura l  schoo l who 
have a l so analyzed and exp la i ned the nature of myth . One of them, Er ie Gou ld  
writes :  

The  potent ia ł i ty of myth must ł i e  in  the  potent iał ity of łanguage . . .  
. W e  cannot deny the unconscious ,  yet i n  ł i teratU l·e w e  on ły know arche
types and myths as ł anguage events. I 

I Eric Gou łd ,  Mythical Jntentiol1s in Modern L iteratlire (Pri nceton : Princeton U n i
vers ity Press ,  1 9 8 1 ) , p . 3D .  

S4 
Zdigitalizowano i udostępniono w ramach projektu pn. 

Rozbudowa otwartych zasobów naukowych Repozytorium Uniwersytetu w Białymstoku,  
dofinansowanego z programu „Społeczna odpowiedzialność nauki” Ministra Edukacji i Nauki na podstawie umowy SONB/SP/512497/2021



Gould al so quotes an i nterest ing  observat ion made by Gerard Genette : 

[T]he  metaphorical language is ' rea l '  l anguage whi l e  the non
figurative is a ' v i rtual " l anguage . . .  for myth does acqu i re a status not as 
ornament . . .  but . . .  as metaphor active ly try ing to give itse l f  the status of 
metonymy - that is  the status of be ing most accurate .2 

If we fo l low th i s  l ine of th i nking, we must accept that the i ntent ion to 
accurately express the world by means of metaphor s ign ifies  in fact the agree
ment that our knowledge wi l l  a lways be part ia l ,  re lative, and - what is most 
impoliant - interpretab le .  

Angela Catier seems to  have begu n with the  same assumptions as  she 
c learly understands myth as a language rea l ity .  She constructs her presented 
worlds from elements wh ich have been function ing in the cu ltural trad it ion as 
metaphors (for her ' interpretat ion s ' )  of human real ity .  Myths, which trad it ion
ally are the means of exp la in ing  the un iversal order of th i ngs, are for her noth
ing more than narratives that attempt to natural ize patriarchal order by present
ing as naturai both dependence of women on men and superiority of the latter. 

As a resu lt, she manages to assemble  a world wh ich,  i f  we accept that 
there exists some SOli of real ity in slatu nascendi ( i . e .  exi st ing outs ide or i rre
spective of human cogn it ion) ,  cou ld be defined as fict ional  rea l i ty of the second 
k ind . The fi rst k ind of fictional real ity would be myths, symbol s  and archetypes 
understood by Jung as "the not i nterpretab l e  primord ial images, which dom i
nate consciousness and give b i rth to an art or cu lture which l ives in the i r  
shadow.

,,3 Thus, such a rea l i ty consi sts of  entire ly cu ltural substance w ith a l i  its 
soc ial ,  h i stor ical  and ph i losoph ical cond it ions ,  but in certai n  formu lat ions (e .g .  
i n  the psychology of depth) i s  presented as the reve latory source of human d i 
v ine essence. S i nce Ange la  Carter deconstructs and then re-forges the ll1yth ica l  
order i n  her  fict ion,  I opt  for l abe l l i ng  her  presented worlds  as  virtual reolilies 
wh ich do not attempt to refl ect the so cal led ' obj ective rea l i ty '  of the given 
h i storical moment (as for instance verist ic methods do), but congeal i nto con
crete shapes from the debri s of cu l tural rea l i ty ;  shapes which rell1ai n potent ial, 
s imulatory and ontolog ical ly unstab le ,  analogOlIs  to the v i rtlla l  real i ty created 
by cOll1puters . Such a provocative ali i fi c ia l i ty i s  espec ial ly conspicuous in two 
spheres of the presented wor ld :  in the construct ion of space and characters . 

The sett i ngs i n  Angela Catier's fict ion have very l itt l e  to do with geo
graph ical Ol' topograph ic  locat ions,  or with phys ical  spaces in general  although 
in some of her stor ies we can qll ite prec i se ly define  the p lace and the t ime of 
action - i n  The lnfernal Desire fivfachines of Doctor Hoffinan it i s  certa in ly 
a country i n  Lat i n  America, then Afr ica:  i n  The PassiOll oj New Eve i t  i s  the 
USA approach i ng  the 2 1  st  century; i n  The Nights at lhe CircHs London,  Peters
burg and S i ber ia  at the end of the 1 9th century; in several  c learly autob io-

2 
Quoted after Gou ld ,  op . c it . ,  p . 5 5 .  

3 Quoted after Gould ,  op .c i t . ,  p . 1 5 . 
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graph ical stories from Fireworks the narrator i s  an Eng l is b woman i n  J apan of 
the ear ły  1 970s .  Nevetthe less,  the sett i ngs instead of be ing rea l i s t ic  are in fact 
entirely imaginary or symbol i c  and it wOll l d  be very pecuL i ar to make an at
tempt to analyse the i r  soc ia l  or h i storical conditions . 

The ir  construction is the resll lt of Ange la  C arter's fl i Jiat ion with l iterary 
trad it ion - stories based on the mot if of trave l l i ng  Ol' search are llsua l ly set i n  
exotic p laces, often llnknown or mysteriolls . I t  make s i t  po ssib l e  to augment the 
sense of protagon ist ' s not-be longing and dramat i ses herfh is search for know l
edge, no matter whether thi s  knowledge means some universal truth or se lf
d i scovery. Moreover, provid ing a reader with a handfu l  of  topograph ic infor
mation qll ickens the flow of the narrat ive when,  for examp l e, a protagon i st cov
ers such enormous d i stances with d izzying speed as i n  The [nfemal Desire Ma
chines oj Doctor Hoffman, The Passion oj New Eve Ol' Nights at the Circus . 
In  the case of Heroes and Villains and The Bloody Cham ber even su ch a scarce 
amount of topographic  data wou ld  seem utterly irre l evant .  In th e a lternat ive 
vers ions of the trad it ional fai ry ta les we can find on ly basic i nformati on, not 
necessari ly identical with the origina l ;  for i n stance,  Blu ebeard's cast l e  is s i tu
ated in Brettany, a dark forest is the sett ing of the stor ies based on The Little 
Red Ricling Hood ("The Werewo lf" ,  "The Company of Wolves") ,  the Beauty 
comes with hel' gamb l ing father to northern fta ly from Russia (" The Tiger' s 
Bride") or, in another vers ion of th is  ta le ,  l i ves i n  London ("The C ourtsh i p of 
Mr.Lyon") .  Considering Heroes and Villains i n  which th e plot is i mmersed i n  
the real ity o f  the world after a lluc lear catastrophe, w e  m ust conc l ude that any 
kind of topographic prec is ion wou ld be sense less because of tlle dichotom ic 
d iv is ion of the presented world into the sphere of Profes sors and tlle spllere of 
B arbarians .  

Thus, i t  is  not topograph ic accuracy Ol' prov i d ing readers w ith good 
bear ings in the phys ical ity of the presented space wh i ch con sti tutes th e ma in  
force of Ange la  Carter 's writ ing - on the contrary , ałł s uch  informat ion on ly 
makes for a better presentat ion of the topos of the journey and th e gain i n g  of 
experience, fo l lowing (and to a certa in  extent parody i ng) th e Enl ightenment 
parabo l i c  narratives.  As Roz Kaveney puts it: "Nove ls mod el led on Candide 
describe processes of educat ion;  th i s  i s  what they h ave in com mon with pica
resque nove ls ,  nove l s  about rogu es and why both tend towards that ep isod ic 
structure .

, ,4 It seems imposs ib le  to overlook the essent i al ly picaresque st ructure 
of Ange la  Carter' s nove l s  and to d i sregard the c lear affi l iat i on s  betwee n hel' 
fiction and the nove l s  l i ke Jacques Le Fataliste et San Maitre . 

The spaces i n  Ange la  Catier' s narratives are a lways symbo l ic .  Th ey are 
ready-made parabo les, the metaphors of space, the pote nt figures of hu man fate, 
and, l ast but not least, the products of cu lture, at1ifacts borrowed from t lle 

4 Roz Kaveney, 'New New World Dreams :  Angela Carte!' an d S c i ence Fiction ' ,  i n  
Lorna Sage (ed . ) ,  F/esh and (he Mirror (London :  V i rago, 1 994), p . 1 &0 . 
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property-room of l iterary mot ifs and symbo ls .  In  sp ite of the fact that they ap
pear in Calier' s nove l s  and shOli stor ies as physical  spaces, first of a l l they are 
figures of thought which belong to the sphere of the mind .  It is difficult to say, 
however, whether we should treat them as purely psycho logical phantasmagoria 
of the h llman mind, althollgh i n  a few cases they are no doubt presented as sucho 

I am prone to see them as the effect of a c lash between demythologised 
space deprived of deeper mean ing or sllperhuman Geist and the human mind  
natura l ly  forced to  search for mean ing and perce ive sense.  Hence, the  effect of 
th i s  c lash is space as a product of cu ltllre, i .e .  not the one which ' ex ists object
ive ly ' ,  but the one we th ink Ol' speak about. Th i s  conc lus ion reminds one of an 
interest ing remark made by Norman Hol land, a psychoanalyst who expressed 
a sim i lal' idea: 

The most sophisticated cultural experiences go on in a space which 
is  neither inner psychic real ity nor external real ity . . . . They go on in 
a ' potential space ' which both jo ins and separates the indiv idual and the 
person or thing he th inks abollt. 5 

In  Ange la  Carter' s  works th i s  potential space i s  represented by symbol ic 
spaces inherited from the treasury of European cll l ture, the mythological spaces 
whose meml ing i s  al ready present and does not need to be produced, and which 
as a resu lt seem not to demand interpretat ion .  Carter composes her worlds from 
the cllltural ly CUlTent symbo l i c  spaces and these wel l-tr ied ' back drops'  wh ich 
the 20th century i nherited from myth, the wonderlands of med ieval romance, 
folk tales and romantic bal lad s are the actllal sett i ngs of her p lots . Then, as we 
wi l l  see later, she deconstructs them and re-forges and re- i nterprets them in ac
cordance with hel' sllbvers ive i ntent ions .  

As it  was llnderl i ned at the beginn ing  of th i s  chapter, the most omnipres
ent topos of space in  Angela Cmier' s fict ion is the labyrinth - a deseli, a cave, 
a forest, a c i ty, a castle,  a dark mans ion or a cur ious room are a l l  variat ions on 
the labyrinth ine theme. Th i s  myth ic figllre i nvolves a fu l i  set of assoc iat ions 
and impl icat ions i n  the process of read ing which to a certa in  extent m i lTors the 
labyri nth ine jOllrney of the protagon i st o  

It seems that Cmier selected th i s  mot if de l iberately for two reasons .  
F i rstly, the  myth of  the  labyri nth i s  the  most v ital of a l l  spacia l  myths .  I t  has 
proved throllghollt h i story to be the 1110St fecund for mii st ic  i maginat ion and 
appeared to express in the most i mpressive way the human condit ion in  the lln i 
verse .  But second ly, what seems to  be  no less  important i s, as  Głowi I1ski  plltS it, 
that " it i s  the myth treat ing about the spec ifical ly des igned and organ ised space 
. . . . Th is  space eqlla l ly  is and means

,
,6 and therefore cannot be perce ived on ly as 

empir ical . Add it ional ly, the labyrinth i s  a space of estrangement and cannot be 

5 Norman Hol land, Poems in Person.\' (New York: NOIton, 1 973) ,  p . 1 5 1 .  
6 M ichał Głowi tlski , ' Labirynt, przestrzetl obcośc i ' ,  in Mity przebrane (Kraków: 

Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1 994), p . 1 3 l .  
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domesticated; it brings to mind an omin ous and enc i rclin g confined space 
wh ich i s  always c1osed, but not necessar i ly in the l i tera i mean ing of the word; 
I mean its negative symbol ic sense as oppo sed to tlle symboJic openness of 
space (in the positive sense) .7 

S ince the very begi nning the myth of the labyr inth has been con nected 
with wandering and its accompanying dangers ,  Głowi I1ski, re ferr ing to a book 
by Gu i l lemard,8 draws our attention to the fact that the protagon ists  who find 
themse lves in  a labyrinth have to carry on the ir jou rney not on ly fo r the sake of 
the development of the plot .  The main reason why cont i n uin g forward seems sa 
i mportant i s  that the movement in  the labyr i nth i s  para l lel to the move ment of 
thoughts . 

Furthermore, in th is  myth a protagonist  has to und ergo a l ong tria l ,  and 
al l i ntermiss ions on h i s  dangerous journey compose a chain of obstacles he has 
to surmount. No matter how d ifficult or eveu dead l y these tri aJs are, it does not 
mean that the labyrinth ine wanderer mu st b e  anni h i lated , A tr iumph over the 
labyrinth means gaining spiritual wealth, find ing the l ost seJf or sam e ki n d  of 
l iberation.  It is qu ite important to d i fferent iate betwee n a pl' ison-l i ke maze of 
mytho logy whose aim is to confine and contro] the movement of its i nhabitant 
( i . e .  M inotaur) and a more ben ign vers ion of th e l abyr i nth that lets the travel ler 
pass through and acq uire some deeper understand i ng, secret knowledge Ol' free
dom . As we already know the myth of the labyrin th is n ormally assoc i ated w ith 
the myths of in itiation . Ange l a  Cmier freq ue ntly bu i l ds up on both associat i oł1 s, 
although,  as always, she wou l d  do i t  in quite pervers ive way.  

There is  also another feature of th e labyr i nth wh i ch made it an attract i ve 
topos for Angela Cmier. We must rem ember th at th e labyri nth is a space de
s i gned and constructed by the human m ind an d in th i s  sens e  it appears to be 
a h uman being's inti mate space, because, as Czesław Miłosz puts it, the laby
ri nth represents "anti -Nature . , ,9 

In Cm1er's works we can noti ce a sll bt le  sh ift:  th e spaces be longin g to the 
order of Nature (e.g.  a deseli

, 
a forest) are a lways appropr i ated by Ol' trans

formed i nto the order of cu lture - as a matter of fact a de seli i s  tbe resu l t  of 
c l i matic  processes and i s  uni nhab itab l e  and the refore utter ly strange to peop le . 
B ut as a symbo l ic space (the labyri nth ) it may be transfigured i nto a s pace of 
a tria! . 

In h i s  book Circles Withoul Cen/re Enri co Garzi l l i  quotes a ph i loso ph i ca l  
interpretat i on of the myth of the labyrinth presen ted b y  Pau l G .K utz who c la i ms 
that "it  i s  the myth of al l  d i scovery - the gll i d i n g  image of tlle courage of reason 

7 Ib idem, p . 1 3 8 .  
8 I b idem, p . 1 34 .  
9 Czesław Miłosz, Widzenia nad Zatoką San Fral1c isco (Kraków : Wydawn ictwo Li t

erackie,  1 989),  p . 1 62 .  
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to overcome fear, ignorance and superstition ." l o  The poss i b i l ity of conquering 
the unknown, imp l i c it ly present i n  the myth, i s  c lose to Ange la Calter's way of 
th i nking; she had never given up - fol lowing the En l ightenment idea Is  - d idac
t ic ism and moral iz ing in posit ive sense of these somehow embarrass ing words .  
She appears to suppose that the readers, accompanying her protagon i sts i n  their 
labyr inth ine  meandering, w i l l  eventual ly reject the temptat ion to yie ld to the 
i rrat ional nature of the myth and wi l l  find their way out of the maze on their 
own .  

I n  th i s  l i ght, we can perfectly understand why Pau l i na Palmer subscribes 
to Carter' s definit ion of The Passion oj New Eve as "an anti -myth ic novel"  and 
quotes her subsequent remark that the nove l is "a fem in i st tract about the soc ial  
creat ion of fem in i n i ty" l l , which shows to what extent Ange la  Carter perceives 
the funct ion of myths as instrumental . 

Hence, Eve lyn's/Eve's labyrinth ine peregr inations become a p i l gr image 
from male ignorance to female tribu lations to female self-consciousness .  Dur
ing th is  jou rney Evelyn/Eve u ndergoes a positive transformation,  develops self
consciousness and breaks free from the metaphoric  superego wh ich a myth ac
tual ly i s o  D i scovery of the nature of women's experience turns i nto Eve lyn's 
se lf-discovery and enables h im the u ltimate release from the maze. Besides, 
when Eve gives away to Mother the pendant with an i ngot of alchemical go ld 
(which means the rel ease from the past), she i s  al lowed, l i ke Aeneas, to try to 
cross the Styx. Taking a l l  these facts i nto cons ideration, we can assume that 
Carter maintai ns the trad it ional i mage of the l abyrinth as such a k ind of the hu
man space that leads to self-knowledge. 

Ange la  Calter had never attempted, as Andree G ide for i n stance, to write 
her own vers ion of the myth of the labyrinth.  Her fiction neither bears features 
of the maze obsess ion,  as in the case of Borgess (consider h i s  stories l ike "The 
ImmOltal ", "The Library of Babel" ,  "The C i rcu lar Ruin"  and many others), nor 
treats the myth on ly as a point of reference to the structure of her nove l s  (see 
Garzi l l i ' s  analyses of Beckett, Faulkner, Joyce and Lawrence). 1 2  Neverthe less, 
a carefu l reader can eas i ly detect both in Calter's novel s  and stories the topos of 
the labyrinth in  the shapes it took in  l iterary tradit ion of the past and in modern 
t imes:  a deselt, a forest, a cave, a c ity, a castle  or a dark mans ion and a curious 
room .  B ut Carter i s  i nterested i n  the myth of the labyrinth on ly as far as it lends 
itself to deconstruct ion and re- interpretat ion,  i n  other words,  as far as it reveals 
its cu ltura l ,  and in  consequence al'bib'ary, character. 

1 0  Enrico Garzi l l i ,  Circles without Center (Cambridge, Mass . ,  Harvard Univers ity 
Press,  1 972), pp .9 1 -92.  

I I Pau l ina Palmer, Contemporary Women 's Fiction (Brighton: Harvester Wheat
sheaf, 1 989) ,  p . l 7 . 

P G ' 1 1 '  
. 

- arZl I, Op.C It .  
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It i s  not d ifficult  to notice that such s ettings are trad i t i on ally symbo l i c  
and that they have always fasc inated arti sts, inc lud i ng writers .  Wll en u sed i n  
works of art these sett ings i ntroduce associations or i nte rrelat iol1 s w ith e ither 
concrete works or poetics of a genre (e .g. the Goth ic novel which is  a str ik ing 
infl uence), or even w ith a trend i n  a certain peri od i n h i  story of alt; the B aroq ue 
i s  often referred to as "the labyrinth ine  epoch , , 1 3, and the l iai so ns between An
ge la Carter's i magery and the aesthet i cs of th e Baroqu e are indub itab le ,  though 
neglected . 

Aftel' these i ntroductory cons iderat ions , it i s  ti me we advanced towards 
more deta i led analys i s  of the sett i ngs of Angela C arter's works, w ith pal1icu lar 
stress on the i r  labyrinth ine character .  

3.1. 
THE DESERT 

I wou ld  go to the deselt, to the waste h eatt of that vast country , the 
deselt on which they turned the i r  bac ks for fear . , .  it wou ld remind them of 
emptiness - the desert, the arid zone, there to find, chimera of chimeras, 
there, in the ocean of sand, among the bl eached rocks, of the untenanted 
palt of the world .  I thought I m ight find th at most elu s i ve of a l l chimeras. 
myself. 

And 50, i n  the end I did, although this sejf was a perfect stranger to 
me. (PNE, 3 8) 

Evelyn says these words to ·h i mself on leav i ng New York, th e c ity o f  de
cay, v io lence and rape .  The deselt, even in th is in i t ia l  fragmen t , reveals  its 
symbo l i c  character. It i s  described as "the was1e heat1 of that vast country", the 
metaphor of empt iness, the sphere of memory (hence "I'emind"). It appears to 
be en igmat ic  and amhigllous ("the arid  zone", "the ocean of san d") ,  i t  con st i 
tlltes a territory of  exi le  and escape, at  t h e  same 1im e p rov i d ing the op Pol111 n ity 
for contemplat ion and search ing  for onese lf ("t he most e l lls ive of ch imeras") .  
Evelyn takes shelter i n  the desert, escaping  from h i mself  an d th e madness  o f the 
corrllpted world ,  and hopes to fi nd there " pure air and c l eanl iness", "the pr i 
J l l ord ia l  l i ght" which "woll ld  purify" (PNE, J 8 )  him . The de sert m eans for h im 
both threat and  hope, refusal and promi se of purificat i oll .  

Evelyn takes refuge in the desert i n  the  act of d espa ir, as  a re s u lt of fit  of 
madness and bew i lderment, flee ing from his gu i lty con sc ience (th is  i s  why he 
needs pur ificat ion) .  L ike Jeslls  i n  the New Testame nt, he goes to the d esert to 

1 3  Paolo Santarcange l i ,  Księga labiryntlI, tran s .  I gnacy Bukowski (Warszawa : Wiedza 
Powszechna, 1 982),  ppAO-4 1 . 
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confront h i s  unspec ified v i s ions,  to overcome h i s  temptat ions and weakness, to 
struggle with the dev i l  i n  h imse lf and eventual ly to escape from madness .  

On the one hand, the desert is  the land of m i rac les as in the case of the 
Jews who entered the S i na i  in the i r  exodus from Egypt. They entered the land 
where l i fe was i n supportable ,  where they shou ld  have d ied, but  the  d iv ine  in 
tervention kept them al ive . It i s  qu ite s ign ificant that the  d iv ine  reve lat ion was 
not given in the land of I srae l ,  but in the deseli, in a land belonging to no one .  
On the other hand,  the desert i s  assoc iated with m i rages, hal luc inat ions and in
san i ty, threaten i ng  one's normai th i nk ing.  Moreover, we shou ld  not forget the 
other features of the desert as the land of the dev i l .  I n  Wh ite Sands and A lama
gordo i n  New Mexico the most i ntense and soph i st icated weapons have been 
tested,  h idden away from the eyes of the rest of the world .  These infernal ma
ch i nes once launched wou ld  i nev itably lead to destruct ion of our p lanet. Such 
images seem to be i ngrained in people 's th ink ing  when the idea of the deseli 
comes to m ind .  

The desert l u res Eve lyn with the prom i se of  pur ificat ion and rega in i ng  
psych ic balance . At  the  same t ime i t  keeps i n  stare for h im many surprises ,  
most of wh ich belong to the most extreme k ind of human experience.  The des
eli in Carter' s nove l is constructed l i ke an i nte l l i gent organ i sm .  Mother - the 
impostor of 'the pr imord ia l  Mother' - be ing  the source of th i s  i nte l l i gence, 
takes Eve lyn to the desert ' s  ' dehydrated womb ' ,  exerc i s i ng  total contro l over 
th i s  i gnorant travel ler who concludes post factum that : 

[O]ur destinations choose us, choose us before we are bom. And 
exerc ise a magnetic attract ion upon us, drawing us i nexorabJy towards the 
source we have forgotten . . .  Descend Jower; wh i J e  the world,  in  t ime, go es 
forward and so presents us with the i l lus ion of motion,  though al l our l ives 
we move through the curv i J i near gal ler ies of the brain towards the core of 
the Jabyrinth with in  us. (TWE, 39)  

Thus,  Eve lyn's journey takes p lace not only i n  the empirical  space of the 
real deseli .  lt turns out that much more i mportant is penetrat ion of his se l f, 
find ing the Minotaur of h i s  own ego and confront ing  not necessari ly the mon
ster, but someth ing he does not know about h i mself and hence fears i t .  Eve lyn's 
stubborn striv i ng  deep i nto the unconsc ious  ("descend lower") to the very cen
tre of the maze ("the core of the labyri nth with i n  us") takes p lace i n  the sym
bo l i c  space . Therefore, the language Angela Calier uses to create the image of 
the deselt is strongly metaphoric,  s i nce its essence cannot be conveyed in  the 
terms of ver i s i m i l  i tude. 

On the other hand, the deseli represents the sphere of death contrasted 
with the sphere of l i fe, the terr itory of al ienat ion and u lt imate tr iais ;  th i s  is why 
Eve lyn cal l s  it "the abode of enforced steri l ity, the dehydrated sea of i nfeli i l ity, 
the post-menopausal  pali of the ealih" (PNE, 4 0), "the i n sane landscape of . . .  
errat ic  structures", "th i s  anc ient and terri b le  p l ace", "the arch itectless town" 
under "unfam i l i ar stars" (PNE, 42-4 3 ). 
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Al i  these metaphoric attempts to depict accurately the nature of the des
eli re inforce the fee l ings of estrangement thi s  paradox ic al space  evokes. In con
sequence, the deseli appears to be the gate to heli, thou gh i t  lacks the Dantei an 
warn ing "Lasc iate ogn i speranza". 

[ am hopelessly lost in the middle of the de s elt, wi1hout map Ol' 
guide or compass . The landscape u nfurls around me l ike an ol d fan that 
has lost aI l its painted s i lk  and left o nly th e bare, ye Ilowed S1lcks of an
t ique ivory in a world in which, s ince I am alive , I have no business. The 
emth has been scalpeIIed, flayed;  it is peopled on ly w ith echoes. (PNE, 4 1 )  

In the who le novel there are on ly  a few passages i n  which Angela Carter 
made use of the praesens historicUJll tense. It is most con sp icuous in chapter 
four, a very short and condensed i ntroduct ioll to the adventures i n  the desert , 
and in  chapter e leven, in  the fragment whe n Eve moves thwugb the system of 
the caves.  In botb cases Calier describes a cr iticaL mom en t ,  a rite of passage ; 
firstly, into death (the desert), then towards l ife (the cave) . We could not i ce it i n  
the fragment quoted above, but there i s  even 111 000e stl'ai ghtforward s igna l  of 
dying in the same paragraph : "the air dr i es out my lu ngs. I gasp. There is no 
one, no one" (PNE, 4 J ) . The last sentence , with I'hythm ically repeated "no-one" 
s ign ifies both the beginn ing  of h i s  hal l uc i nat ions and the  co mmencement of h i s  
journey in  search for the  se Jf. In con sequence, we cann ot be sure whether a l i  
succeed ing events d o  not happen on ly i n  the sphere of Evelyn's h al l uc i nations. 

Bes ides, we shou ld note that the desert, whose appearance an d atmo
sphere resel11b le  a surrea l i st ic painti ng, represents also Evelyn's i nter ior land
scape, the fact he i s  wel l  aware of h i mself, s ince he states : "I h ave found the 
landscape that matches the l andscape of my heal1" (P NE, 4 1  ) . 

Thus, noth ing i n  th i s  p icture of the desert seems to b e  real, everyth i ng 
compri ses a l11u lt i - level l11etaphor of Eve lyn ' s  predicament; not on ly d oes it  de
scribe the c i rcul11stances in  wh ich he has fou nd h il11 self., b ut a l s o  antic ipates the 
further events . The symbol ic character of th e d esert i s  add i t i onal ly augmented 
by underl i n i ng  the ant iqu ity of the place . But we mu st re member that 011 the 
level  of interpretation it turns out to be symbo l i sm a rebours, becau se th e who l e  
Eve lyn's/Eve's  journey parod ies the myth o f  creatio n  and the mechani sl11 s o f  
B i ldungsroman . 

Enter ing the deseli represents pass ing  f!'Om the outsid e to the i n side, 
breaking into the magic c irc le ,  enter i ng  the maze - the c10sed space. One of the 
most not iceab le features of the deseli in  The Passion oj New Eve i s  the para
doxical contrast between its vastness and atm os phere of confinement and 
c laustrophob ia it generates .  

Fol lowing these observations,  we  c an treat t lle deseli i n  Angela Carter' s 
nove l as the labyrinth ine space wh ich concea ls mal1y dangers and surpr ises, and 
forces the protagon ist to undergo a ser i es of tri ais and tri bulations .  Eve
Iyn' s/Eve' s experience accul1111 lates as he/she passes subsequent stages of the 
jO llrney - Beu lah (the underground fortress of Mother) ,  the harem of tyrant 
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Zero, the n ight raid  on Tristessa's house of glass, encounter w ith the Ch i ldren 's  
Crusade and fina l ly penetrat ion of the Cal ifornian cave by the sea .  In  th i s  sub
chapter we wi l l  look c loser at Beu lah wh ich  represents the negative of the 
Cave.  The other ep isodes w i l l  be referred to in the succeed ing  paJts of th is  
chapter. 

The deseli is by its nature a waste land, the negation of l ife, the un
earth ly countrys ide and in consequence symbo l izes infelt i l i ty in the biologica l  
sense :  noth ing grows there and there are no an imals .  The on ly an imai  Eve
lyn/Eve encounters in h i s/her travels  is a dying a lbatross,  yet another s ignal of 
ob l iteration of the d iv i s ion into hal luc inat ions and real ity . I n  The Rime ol the 
Ancient Mariner the k i l l ing of the albatross brings a curse on the crew of the 
shi p .  In Passion ol New Eve the albatrass is k i l led by a fem in i st guerri l la and 
th i s  ki l l i ng  i s  a harbinger of catastraphe - in the end Beulah turns i nto ru i n .  But 
what i s  an albatross doing i n  the m iddle of the deseli? The answer seems qu ite 
s imple :  it is CaJier' s cyn ical uti l i sat ion of the symbo l ;  she provocat ive ly  ad
dresses it  to erud ites who already know its meaJl i ng and who know the anecdote 
how Coleridge and Wordsworth were try ing to th ink of a cr ime that could have 
brought the curse on the sai lors - th i s  is how profound symbol s  are born ! 

On the other 'hand, the desert in  The Passion ol New Eve appears to be 
the space of an inte l lectual trial which requ i res sec lus ion or even a certa in  de
gree of a l i enation . S im i larly to Mary She l ley's Frankenstein where the idea of 
infus ing l ife i nto dead matter i s  bom in  the un ivers ity (the centre of c iv i l i za
tion), but the act of creation and fll1iher events happen in  almost tota l i so lat ion,  
i n  The Passion ol New Eve Beulah becomes an incubator for creat ing a perfect 
woman that in fact embodies the P laton ie idea of androgyny. The desert repre
sents the inte l lectual womb in which a nature-mocking b i lih of the New Eve 
becomes poss ib le ,  the b i rth both form ing an analogy to and stand ing as 
a parady of the creat ion of the New Man in Frankenstein. The s ite in wh ich 
those i n sane experiments are conducted l ies in  perfect i so lat ion from the world 
and embod ies the space-negation of l ife .  

At  the  same t ime  Beulah sYl11bol izes the  v ictory over the  mechan i sl11s o f  
the phal logocentr ic culture: when Evelyn a t  last arrives in  Beu lah he sees to  h i s  
horror that "its e l11b le l11 i s  a broken colu l11n"  wh ich "represented a stone cock 
with test ic les, a l l cOl11p lete, i n  a state of massive tumescence. But the cock was 
broken off c lean in the m idd le" (PNE, 47) .  Th is  is a proper symbol for the un
derground headquarters of the fem i n i st gueri l las wag ing a holy war aga inst the 
phal logocentr ic  worl d .  Add it ional ly, it draws attention to the i nte l lectual char
acter of the p lace in which "ph i losophy has dom in ion over the rocks" (PNE, 
47) .  Beu l ah turns out to be a v i liual space whose rea l i ty status depends on in 
te l lectual and  magical concepts, s im i  lar  to  the  concepts of alchemy : 

Beulah is a profane p laee . . .  ts b lueprint i s  a state of mind ,  has an 
un impeaehab le qual ity of real i sm.  But it is  a tr iumph of seienee and hard ly 
anyth ing about it is natural ,  as if magie,  there, masquerades as surgery i n  
order to  gain eredenee i n  a seeu lar age (PNE, 48) .  
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Thus Beu lah does not exist in rea l i ty, but i s  the embo dill1ent of myth ie i ty, 
where Eve lyn's memory p lays the key role, beeause he s1ates : "l am not sure 
I do not exaggerate its teehnologieal marvels . . . ar my s he l l- shocked memory 
has invented most of them, i n  order to softe n  the myth ie vengeance on me 
there" (PNE, 49-5 0) .  

The ati ifieia l ity of Beu lah and i t s  self-contrad i eto ry eh araete r m ay be 
a lso del'ived from the faet that th i s  undergro und ab ode o f  the Earth Mothers i s  
a form of expans ion of i ts  ru ler :  "Ho ly Mother who se finge rs are scal pe l s exca
vated the eoneentrie descend ing spheres o f  Beulah . . . - a chton ie dei  t y, 
a p l'esence always present i n  the shaping s1ructure of dream . S he is a h o l y  
woman, it i s  a profane p lace" (PNE, 47) .  

H idden deep under the sands of the d eseli, B ell l ah stand s  for the  de seli' s 
centre - hence the pel'manent comparisons to a womb; Evelyn' s transformat ion 
i nto Eve takes p lace there. The centre i s  always tbe dest i nati on of the l abyr in
th i ne journey. But Beu lah turns out  to be a fal se eentre s i nc e  th e wom b of the 
desert, desp ite its oxymoronic  connotat i o ns,  i s  nothing more but a marvel of 
technology that eventual ly fai l s  to solve the parad ox h ow the waste l and ean 
become the somce of l ife .  Apparently Beu l ah i s  a s pacial  metaphor  of Mother 
and therefore must be identical with her grotesq ue appearance an d her i nsane 
dreams of the alternative androgyn ic  myth o logy. What is  more,  the inhuman ity 
of Beulah and the instant repetit ion of reeord ed slo gans (all effect ive way 01' 
i ndoctrination) echo Huxley ' s  dystop ian v i s ion  i n  The Brerve New World. After 
a l l ,  Huxley h imself, exp lai n i ng that h i s  b ook i s  not ch i efly about "the advance
ment of science as su ch", writes that i t  i s  about "the advancell1e nt of sc ien ce as 
it affects human ind iv iduals .

, , 1 4  

I n  the e n d  Beulah remains on ly a patt of a b igger labyr i nth an d in stead of 
promised freedolll i t  i ntens ifies the sense of i m pr i s oł1 ment a nd c laust rophob i a . 
In consequence Eve lyn, who has been transformed i nto Eve by now, sti l l  identi
fies with h i s  male nature and decides to ru n away. F Llłthennore, Be ulah repre
sents in  the novel the negative of the Cave and as we w i l l  see later in th i s  
chapter, the Cave p lays an i lllportant pati i n  Eve 's metamorpho s i s. 

Being a Illasterp iece of technology, B ell l ah paradoxical l y  rell1ai ns al1 un
rea l i sed myth wh ich w i l l  never come true .  It  is a b ig ru se w hich in sp i te  of i t s  
mechan ical perfection cannot be more th an i m i tati on,  m i ll1icry, an d i n  fact 
a parody of the primord ial  forces of nature . Th e room i n  wh ich Eve lyn comes 
over as Eve after the dreadfu l  operat ion "was qu i te round, as if i t  had been 
b lown out, l i ke bubble  gum, intlated under the ealih, its walls were of tough, 
synthetic  i ntegument with an unnatural shecn UpOł1 i t  tha1 troubled me to see , it 
was so s l i ck, so l i fe less .  Everyth ing in the room h ad a c urious ly art ific ia l  q ual
ity . . . . " (PNE, 49) .  

1 4  Aldous Huxley, Foreword to Brave New Worfd Brave New J1!o/'ld Rcvis iled 
( London:  Chatto&Windus, 1 987) ,  p . 8 .  
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The room was "aiso covered with a sh iny, p last ic substance.  It was very 
coo l ,  yet I cou ld not hear the h um of air-condit ion ing" (PNE, 50) ,  and its ins id i 
ous art ificia l ity rem inded Eve lyn of "a science fiction chapel"  wh ich on ly aug
mented h i s  fee l ing of estrangement that was accompan ied by notic ing "the in
human s i l ence of the inner earth".  Furthermore, Evelyn experiences a sudden fit  
of angu ish  as h i s  total iso lat ion and a l ienat ion dawns on  h im:  "the cool ,  c lean 
room with its hygien i cal ly  enforced tranq u i l l ity inv ited me to panic because I 'd 
grown used to d i sorder and feared order as much as it were i n imical" (PNE, 5 1 ) . 
The qual ity of the fee l i ng i s  purely negative and Eve lyn finds h i mself horror
struck; the p lace is pervaded by imminence of someth ing  unknown yet ex
tremely feared .  It seems to h i m  a psychological torture chamber or a wait ing 
room for sentenced to death s ince "the darkness and s i lence aroU\ld me were as 
intense as a lapse of being" (PNE, 5 1 ) . 

At that crit ical moment when Eve lyn finds h i mse lf he lp less ly await ing an 
execution ,  the env ironment changes its character :  

[T]he room had grown impercept ibly warmer . . .  the darkness 
changed its co lour, a rosy l ight began to suffuse the room . . .  The tem
perature increased unt i l  it was at b lood heat . . . . A woman's voice said : 
NOW YOU ARE AT THE PLACE OF B I RTH. A gong c langed a harp . . .  
reverberated again and again  . . . . NOW YOU ARE A T  T H E  PLACE OF 

BIRTH . . .  very softly, a lu l I ing chorus l ike the d istant sound of the sea. 
I real ised the warm, red p lace in  wh ich I lay was a s imulacrum of the 
womb (PNE, 52) .  

In th i s  perfect isolation ,  far away from the ' real ' world ,  Evelyn becomes 
an obj ect of a mad sc ient ist ' s  exper iment who offered him another b irth . lt is 
interest ing to note that Eve lyn i s  al l the time wel l  aware of his reactions and 
tries to use his common sense th inking to analyze h i s  s ituation . Un l ike for in 
stance the  characters of Got11 ic fiction Eve lyn , when confronted with the  1 11-
cred ib le, tries to find a logical exp lanation of the strange phenomena: 

The wal ls were sealed t ight upon us and i t  was oppressive ly warm. 
In sp ite of the almost shocking c leanness, the steely wal l s ,  the mtific ia l  
l ight, it seemed to me these wal l s  must be sealed t ight up on enormous se
crets. I wondered whether or not I ' d  stumbled into some government es
tab l ishment, a p lace where they trained agents . . .  had my synthetic broth 
been dosed with hal luc inogens? Was I being subj ected to some form of 
psychological test i ng? I tr ied to hold on to these threads of reason; yet 
however hard I struggled to reconc i l e  th is strangeness with those more 
fami l iar to me, the synthetic apparatus of mystery that dominated th is 
p lace . . .  inexorably exerted upon me a l l  the compuls ion of authentic mys
tery. In spite of myself, in sp ite of the b latant spurios ity of my surround
ings, they sucked me down, crudely seduced me into a form of bel ief 
(PNE, 57) .  

Perhaps th is  desert, s ince the nuc1ear tests they had performed 
here, somewhere in  the vastness, spawned mutations of being - perpe-
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trated hitherto unguessable modes of human i1Y ,  i n  wh i ch life parod ied 
myth, or became it (PNE, 77) .  

His journey downwards toward s h i s  destiny take s an o btmsive s hape of 
penetrat ing a labyri nth : "It was l ike a trip into th e l abyr inth of the i nner ear"; "a 
trac ing of the mazes of the brain itse lf'; "the deepest eye of th i s  sp i ra l" ; and 
somewhat comical remark, concern i ng what is go i ng to happen to h im: "} am 
Ariadne in the maze" (PNE, 56-57) .  We can cłearly s ee 1ha1 Carter manages to 
bu i ld  a prec i se s im i le i n  wh ich the j o ul'lley toward s t he centre of the l abyr inth i s  
dep icted as the journey into the core of the brain wh ich is of course the brain of 
the mad woman . At th i s  point  the s imu lacmm of the womb and the deranged 
brain become inseparable .  The p lace of tran sgress ion mu st be one and the other 
at the same time. Thus, Carter seems to q llest i on or even ri d icu le  the JlIng ian 
concept of the deepest springs of l i fe, the primordi al womb, the source of a l l 
creat ion and points out that it i s  on ly a m asquerade behin d which we can find 
some SOli or another of cultural paradigm with i ts  i nte ntion to pass itse l f  off as 
the natural order. Thi s  i s  why Evelyn cannot express his horrible expe r i ence in 
other ways than by cal i ing up the ready-made compar ison s fo rmin g  the c u ltura l 
code . He says :  "} had reached j ourney' s end as a man.  I knew, then, th at I was 
among the Mothers; J experienced the pure tenor of Fallst" (PNE, 60). 

Inab i l ity to formulate som e k ind of persona l truth of the i nd iv idual expe
r ience and constant dependence in these mat1ers on cu l1ura l c l iches makes 
Evelyn a pathetic figure who becomes gradually deprived of indiv i dua l ity . Even 
h i s  castrat ion, i nstead of be ing  a persona ł tragedy, is canied out main ly  in sym
bol ic  order i n  which "the phal locrat ic  th rust" wil l  be h alted "so that the wor ld  
cou ld  ripen in  female space without th e mO lial intervel1ti ons of mal e t ime" 
(PNE, 77) .  

As we have seen, Beu lah i s  less a female gller i l la headq uarters h idden 
under the deseli and more the symbo l ic  womb of  the symbolic deseJi . !ts em
b lematic broken phal lus  seen by Eve lyn on his arrival in the mysteriou s p lace 
foreshadows h i s  fate . Later, when he real izes that the wom in wh i ch he i s  
locked im itates the  womb, he understands 1hat h i s  worst llnconsci ous fears are 
com ing true .  The overpower ing feel ing of co nfinement wil l  never l eave h im : 
the symbo l i c  imprisonment i n  the femal e space u nder th e grollnd may be under
stood as a presage of what i s  goi n g  to happen l ate r - the l i tera i imprisonment i n  
the female body, in  the "fructify ing femal e space" (PNE, 6 8) wh ich Mothe l' ex
cavates ins ide h im .  Th us, we can agree that the desert i s  o n  the metaphorica l  
leve l the m i rror image of Eve lyn's state of mind and a symbo l ic dev ice that pre
pares the development of the plot .  In its grotesque shape the de ser1 stands  for 
the subverted male fantasy in wh i ch the master of the harem tU rIl S i nto 
a terr ified vict im of a vengefu l  horde of cl'u el wOlllen . In th is sense the sett i ng  
does  not retlect the  real ity, but represents a potent i al ity of mythical order 
driven to its grotesque extreme. 
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Creat ing such meticu lous i nterplay between the part icular p lot and the 
myth i c  order, Carter reserves for herse lf  the posit ion of the mad scient ist who 
concocts the i mposs ib le  and lets it come true by means of fantasy. No crit ic 
woul d  try to find h i nts of ' obj ective ' real ity i n  her settings, the desert amollg 
them. Their exc łus ive ro le  is to decollstruct and re interpret the cu ltural real i ty .  
They are constructed as potent metaphorical figures which paradoxical ly func
tion as metonymy s ince they precise ly correspond to the cultural real ity. Such 
sett ings can be defined as v i rtual ,  not metaphorical ,  s ince they do not describe 
the real ity in poet ical terms but form its alternatives, s imu late or generate new, 
potent ia l  real i t ies .  

As it has already been pointed out, the underground c ity of Beu lah func
tions as a grotesque antithes i s  of the Cave, one of the most potent images asso
ciated w ith the female space.  In the next part of th i s  chapter we w i ł ł  concentrate 
on the role  it p l ays in The Passion C?fNew Eve .  

3.2. 
THE CAVE 

The cave also has mytho logical connotat ions,  always evoking the topos 
of the labyrinth ine journey. It can be connected with the wandering of a sou l ,  
symbol ize the  entrance to  another world or return to  l i fe .  The cave, as  a l l  potent 
symbols  is mu lt i d imensional and presents many ambiguous and even contra
dictory mean ings.  It is often identified with a vest ibu le  of he l i  - i n  German the 
words ' he l i '  ( ' Ho l l e ' )  and ' cave ' ( ' Hoh ie ' )  have mutual etymology - or the 
dwe l l ings of spitefu l  sp irits and w i ld an imals .  

For P lato the cave was the parabole of inadequacy of human percept ion 
his Cave-dwel ler was a pr isoner who saw shadows i nstead of th ings, but, as 
Helen D i ner pointed out, P lato' s  "earth gu l Iet" at the end of The Republic COIl
stitutes the parab le of re incarnation, so, in a sense, represents the p lace of 
b irth . 1 5  Freud thought of the cave as of the representation of a female space, 
a womb- l i ke encłosure, be ing derived, as a symbo l ,  from s im i łar ity to woman's 
cave-shaped anatomy. Hence G i l bert and Gubar may observe that a woman can 
become "a pr isoner of her own nature.

, , 1 6  F i nal ly, S i mone de Beauvoi r  saw i n  
the cave a potent ia l ly pol it ical metaphor of the soc ia l  imprisonment of women.  

On the other hand, the Cave i s  often perceived as a symbo l of the womb, 
a safe p lace where one comes from and to wh ich one i s  drawn by the half-

1 5  Helen D iner, Mothers and Amazons (New York: Anchor Books, 1 973) ,  p .6  . .  
1 6  Sandra M.G i lbelt and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the A ttic (New Haven and 

London:  Yale Univers ity Press, 1 979), p .94 .  
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conscious yearning for ann i h i lat ion (Magn a  Mater cult). lt i s  aIs o yoni, the fe
male sexual organ, a shrine of p leasure and self-d estruct ion . 

Beulah ,  as we have already seen,  represents the negat ive of the cave . Its 
ostentat ious art ificial ity, steri l ity and ped an t i c  o rder altogether form contradic
tion to the force of nature . As a labyrinth it c orrespond s to the insane mind of 
its creator (Mother) who a lso plays th e part of M inotaur . B ut the i nte l l ectual  
provenance of the maze enables Eve to escape from i t  ("I kne w the p l an of the 
labyrinth now" (PNE, 8 1 )  and to leave for good the spurio us wom b of her artifi
cial biIth ("For I am not natura l ,  you know - eve n  th ough, if you cut me , I w i l l  
b leed" (PNE, 5 0) .  Thus Eve sets off o n  her ineversib l e  jou rney throu gh the 
maze of new experience, the j ourney that l eads h er to another cave in which she 
must face the primord ia l  forces and be born agaiu . 

The arrival to the cave by the sea means comp leti on of Eve' s j o urney as it 
means the stage of self-confrontation , reach ing the centre of the labyrillth and 
fu l i  understand ing .  Th is  i s  the place where "t i me is fL lu n il1g b ack on itse lf '  
(PNE, 1 83 ), the secret and sacred p lace throu gh wh ich Eve is " inc h ing" her way 
"towards the beginn ing  and the end of time" ( PNE, 1 85 )  in order to meet the 
true self which was lost at the moment of her maki ng. Ad ditio nal ly, Eve looks 
for consolation and deeper understand i llg of the story she happens to be a part of. 

The j ourney Eve undertakes through the syste m o f  the cave s turns out to 
be a journey in t ime as Eve becomes the w itnes s o f  the p rocess of evo l utio n .  
Her supposed p i lgr image to  the  myster iou s shri ne of the begin nin g o f  a l I  crea
t ion bears resemblance to a scient ific  exp l Ol'at i ou of th e unatomy of archetype . 

Carter again refers to Mary Shelley, th is t i me to th e fict ionalized i ntro
duct ion to The Las! Man, in wh ich S he l l ey te l l s  a story how she ,  togeth er w ith 
her male compan ion v i s ited "the gloomy cavern of th e Cumean S i był . "  It hap
pened qu ite by chance as the native gu ides cO LI Id not find th e way to th e cave, 
but when left alone, Mary and her com panion (Percy Sh el ley, no dou bt) got lost 
and groping i n  the darkness final ly came ac ros s the myste r i ou s p lace . At first 
they did not even rea l ize where they had arri ve d, b ut after a while her compan
ion "excla imed 'This is the S i by l ' s  cave ; these are s iby l l in e l eaves ! ' " Mary 
She l l ey cont inues her account by the fo l low i ng state me nt: 

On examination, we found that a l l  the le ave s ,  bark , and other sub
stances were traced with written characte r s .  What appeared to us more 
astonishing, was that these writ ings were expressed i n  vari ous l anguages 
. . . . We could make out l i tt le by the d i m  l ight, but they see med to contain 
prophec ies, detai led relat ions of events but late l y  passed; names . . . and 
often exc lamations of exu ltat ion or woe . . .  were t raced on their thin scant 

pages . . . . We made a hasty se lection of such o f the  l eaves, whose writ ing 
one, at least of us  could understand , and th en ' "  bade adieu to the dim hy
paethric cavern . 1 7 

1 7  Mary Shelley, 'Author's  Introduction' to The Lasl Man (London: The Hogatth Press, 
1 985) ,  pp.2-3 . 
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Quot ing fragments from Mary She l ley ' s  i ntroduction, Sandra M.Gi lbert 
and Susan Gubar derive several or ig inal  and hence worth noting concl usions,  
out of wh ich I would I i ke to mention on ly two s ince I consider them re levant to 
the topos of the cave in  The Passion o/New Eve. 

The first one is a seem ingly obv ious observat ion that "the woman may be 

the cave, but . . .  it i s  the man who knows the cave, who analyses its meaning ." 1 8 

The other re lates to the coded message : 

The specifical ly sexual texture of these s iby l l ine documents, these 
scattered leaves and leav ings, adds to the i r  profound i mportance for 
women.  Working on leaves, bark and "white, fi l my substance", the Syb i l l  
l iteral ly wrote, and wrote upon the Book of N ature . She  had, i n  other 
words, a goddess's power of matemaI creat ivity, the sexual/miistic 
strength that i s  the female equivalent of the male potentia l  for l iterary pa
temity. 1 9  

On the  one  hand, such d i stinctions re inforce the  o ld-fash ioned, paternal
IstIC dua l i sm between man identified with mind, culture and sc ience, and 
woman identified with body, nature and intuit ion . On the other hand, however, 
they - del iberate ly or not - u nderl ine the fact that everyth ing wh ich comprises 
some mean ing demands interpretat ion . Furthermore, the S ibyl ' s  message had 
been written i n  "various languages" upon "the Book of Nature"; hence her 
prophec ies reveal themselves as a text and as such they cannot deny the i r  own 
l ingu i st ic  character. 

Ange la  Carter expresses herse lf very c learly in  this matter. She goes d i 
rectly for the  creative archetype. Jouve right ly points out  that whi l e  Jung cłaims 
that everybody has to come to term s with the Mother i n  them, Carter opposes 
such a nebulous concept say ing that "Mother is a figure of speech" (PNE, 
1 84)?O 

Some fem in i st theori sts and crit ics also make the topos of the cave the 
central point of reference of the i r  reflection on the female mythology . He len 
D iner for i nstance tries to i nterpret the symbol i sm of the cave i n  posit ive, yet 
metaphys ical terms, as she writes that "al i knowledge of Fate comes from the 
female depths ;  none of the surface powers know it. Whoever wants to know 
about Fate must go down to the woman", mean ing the myth ical Gaea-Te l l us ,  
the Great Weaver who weaves "the world tapestry out of genes is  and demi se in 
her antechambers of the mysteries of transformat ion .

, ,2 1  

In  th i s  l i ght the journey t o  the female depths becomes a must for the fe
male miist s i nce it i s  undertaken not i n  order to face the demons of darkness (as 
in  the case of the trad it ional male hero), but in order to find herse lf in the laby-

18 G i l bert and Gubar, op .c i t . ,  p .96 .  
1 9  I b idem, p .97 .  
20 Nicole Ward Jouve, ' Mother i s  a Figure of Speech ' ,  i n  Loma Sage (ed.) , op .c i t . ,  

pp . 1 50- 1 52 .  
2 1  Diner, op.c it . ,  pp. 1 6- 1 8 . 
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r inth ine caverns of the forgotten past. Adrie nn e Ric h called it the jo urney into 
"the cratered n ight of female memory" whose aim is "to rev ital ize til e darkness, 
to retrieve what has been lost, to regenerate , .. econeeive, and g i ve birth . ,,22 

Al i  tbe pal1s which constitute the mean ing of this mythical d escent are 
also present in Eve's wandering throu gh "the l iv i ng rock . . .  to rendezvous w ith 
my maker ." Eve's vain j ourney to the centre co ns i sts of th .. ee stages whieb to
gether serve as a parody of mythical j ourneys to tb e Underworl d .  

When she  foIds hersel f  " i nto the interstice o f  rock" , Eve experiences en
t i re ly  unp Ieasant fee l i ngs of physical an d psych ieal d i scomfort: 

I went . . .  the freezing l itt le  strearn , my sk in scored and grazed by 
the cruel  embrace of the rock that kneade d my tender n ipp Ies unmerciful ly 
and bruised and j arred my knees and elbows. My ha i.' snared on the l i ttle 
outcropings . . . . Every movement necessitated the most extreme exerti on ; 
I was soon drenched with sweat. Th e passage was choked, a i r less, dank, 
and a fai nt reek of rotten eggs hovered ab ov e the sulphurated streamlet 
(PNE, 1 79- 1 80). 

The most conspieuous feature of the mythi c  pl ac e  is  its obtru s i ve claus
trophobic atmosphere whieh i mmediate l y  resu l t s  in  "a l owering o f  the sp i rits" 
(PNE, 1 8 0) .  This ,  in turn, provokes the n arrator' s iro n ie comment whose bitter 
sobriety instantly destroys the romant ic i sm of the journey: "Mother has i n sel1ed 
herse lf in the most hermetic of fal i-out shel ters . She c le8l' ly p lotted to survive 
the holocaust" (PNE, 1 80 ) .  

The shr ine quickly loses its mythieal character as  Eve' s l evel-headed an d 
de l iberate ly ineongruous observat ions  systematical ly denOllllce the actua l char
acter of the myth ical p lace, h i dden behin d the trad i t ion al make-u p .  The most 
appal l ing  feature of the p lace is that it turn s o ut to be abso l ute ly e mpty, u n i n
habited cave:  "however hard I push against the rock, l s eem to get no closer to 
Mother" (PNE, 1 80) .  

S ubsequently Cat1er makes Eve c Iutch at  a straw - the metaphor o f  the 
S i by l l ine Cave as the Book ofNature, but th i s  t ime a ls o  with no avai l :  

The rocks between which I a m  pre s sed as betwee n the pages o f  
a gigantic book seem t o  m e  t o  b e  com pos ed o f  si l ence ;  l am pres sed be
tween the leaves of a book of s i lence . Th i s  book has been e mphatically 
c losed. (PNE, 1 80) 

Cat1er points out that it i s  not th e i ncom pre hens i bte arcane l allguage 
wh ich makes the book inaccess ib le, b ut the fact th at it "has been emphatieally 
c losed", mean ing dead, empty, mean i n g less. What Eve encounters further on 
her way is  the logieal consequenee of the overpowering d i si l l u s i oll w i th the 
myth . After she leaves the interstice and enters a l arge cave, she can see "a na
ked bu lb  dangl i ng from the h igh e e i l i n g" and fi n ds a d ean towet "hung over the 
back of a chair standing beside the poo l 011 a floor of c lean ,  dry, packed sand" 
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(PNE, 1 8 1 ) . The masterly gravity of the fol l owing sentence i ntroduces the at
mosphere of boudoir  triv ia l ity :  "The chair was strai ght-backed and rush-seated, 
in  the sty le  of the godly and austere Shakers . So she brought her furniture with 
her, has she?" (PNE, 1 8 1 ) . 

Despite being d isappointed with the i nhospita l ity of nature and the 
world ly furn ishing of the in it ial  cave, Eve moves forward through the next cor
ridor which happens to be "wider and l ower", so she has to "crawl against the 
gentle CUlTent of the stream" l ike in the foetal waters, fearing the danger of 
drowning :  "What an assau lt course ! Death by press ing, death by drown ing ! "  
(PNE, 1 8 1 ) ; th i s  exc lamation seems to  be  a subtle parody of T .S .E l iot, j ust to 
remind us that we are on the course of explor ing a myth . 

The humorous tone Eve uses once i n  a wh i l e  i s  a part and parcel of Car
ter ' s  strategy i n  deal ing w ith myths - for T .S .El iot it woul d  be suic idal ,  but not 
for Carter s ince she repetively p ierces the myths with i rony : i n  the case of 
Beulah by exposing the technological make-up of this pseudo-mythical  space, 
and in th i s  case by making a l ink between the cave as the symbol of the womb 
and a midwife ' s  room in a matern ity c l i n i c .  

The  second cave turned out  to  be  smal ler and  "almost fi l led by  water that 
was now at b lood heat, emitt ing a fai nt steam and a scarcely tolerabl e  stench of 
su lphur.  And th i s  cave was fi l led with a fami l iar, d im, red l ight for wh ich 
I cou1d perceive no source" (PNE, 1 8 1 - 1 82) .  Undoubtedly Eve entered 
a s imu lacrum of a womb.  She found there three obj ects reminding her of her 
past :  "a glossy publ ic ity sti l l  of Tristessa at the height of her beauty", a glass 
flask of a "strange, swan-necked shape" s imi lar to that seen in  the laboratory of 
Baroslav, the Czech alchemist, and a mystery object wrapped i n  paper wh ich 
turned out to be a pendant, "the ingot of alchemical go ld I 'd given Lei lah in the 
darkness and confus ion of the c ity" (PNE, 1 82- 1 83 ) .  

A l i  the three objects form a symbo l i c  chain of memorable and tornlent ing 
experience of lost love and friendsh ip .  They make Eve's  ordeal psychological ly 
mean ingfu l ,  although, i nstead of giv ing  consolat ion,  they provoke a fit of b l ind 
anger, gr ief and sorrow. Thus, the second cavern uncovers its obscured a ir  of 
rev i s ited past, and although at the first glance we cou l d  think i t  was designed to 
p lay a crue l joke on Eve, it eventual ly offers a subversive reconci l i at ion as the 
three obj ects demonstrate the i r  magical qual it ies .  When Eve tears i nto pieces 
Tristessa's s igned photograph, she notices to her surprise "a red stain, b lood . . .  
on the c loth where the photograph had been ."  Th i s  cheap, melodramatic trick 
seems to cool her down aga in .  The flask, i n  turn, drives th is  proces s even fur
ther as it conta ins  "a sweet, c lean scent of p ine", the smel l  of the remotest past, 
which enables the reversal of time in which Eve i s  also i nvolved . B ut again she 
does not encounter any god-l ike being; instead of some metaphysical man ifes
tation of the primord ial  force, she notices the phys ical  evi dence of the early 
h istory of human ity, "rude shapes of b i son and huge-helmed stag scrawled on 
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the wal l s  in faded p igments which . . .  grew bri ghter, thei r  outl i ne s  firmer" (PNE, 
1 83 ) .  

The cave reveals itself a s  a perfect s im ulatory d e  vice wh i ch generates the 
virtual real ity of the crad le of the h um al1 race and as su ch it fai l s, because 
eventual ly Eve travel s  back in  t i me not i nto the myt!l ical past, as it m ust have 
been p lotted, but i nto the h i stor ical  past, and sh e arr i ve s  11 0t in "the cratered 
n i ght of female memory" but in a lascalIx or a Combe d 'A rc.  

The pendant bri ngs yet another attempt to e nc lose Eve within the mythi
cal order of th ings, and when she sl ipped the necklace over he r head she 
thought she "might need someth ing with which to pay the fatal ferryman " (PNE, 
1 83 ) .  Th i s  sell1 i- i ron ic  remark remind s the readers where they are - accord i n g  
to  a Roman legend, the  Cumean S iby l showed Aeneas i nto th e underground 
world of the dead. 

The final passage Eve took when she re sumed he.' j ourn ey was "wid e 
enough . . .  to walk through, l ike a human b eing, not cre ep l ike a sp ider Ol' sp l ash 
l ike an amph ib ian" which means that sh e p ut 011 hel' h um an appearance back 
with j ocular rel ief. But the eventual part o f  he r ordeal becomes as in credible  as 
i t  seems logical ly proper. The cavern undergoe s a somewh at surreal istic meta-
1l10rphosi s  and th i s  t ill1e not on Iy does it perfectly im itate the wo mb , but it pos
sesses a blatant qual i ty of surreal i stic art. " 3  

This  new passage . .  , grew warrner an d warrn er: the wa l ls dripped 
with a moisture more viscid,  more e l inging than watel' . . . . My hand 
stretched before me was drenched . . . wi th bloody dew. 

The rock has softened and changed its sub stance ;  the textures un

der my enquiring fingers were soft and yie ld ing . . . . Naw the dew felt l ike 
s l ime ;  th is  s l ime coated me. The wal ls of thi s  passage s l1uddered and 
s ighed at first al most impercepti b ly, sa that J m isto ok it for my own 
breathing. But the i r  pulsat ions exet1 greate r and greater pressure on me, 
draw me inward . 

Wal ls of meat and s l imy velvet. 
I nward . 
A v isceral yet perfectly rhythmic ag i tat ion ripp les the walls, which 

ingest me. (PNE, 1 84) 

The sensuous description of  "the warm meat of tlle insides of tll e e arth" 
(PNE, 1 84) provokingly exh ib its the b iological attri butes of a wOll1b - as 
a result  the idea of the wOll1b turns i nto a reproductive o rgan.  But by revers ing 
the process of giv ing b i 11h, Cal1er ach i eves th e surreal i st i c effect - she point  s at  
the exp l i c it insat iab i l i ty of the cave, wh i ch i s  dep icted as a monstrous c arn i vo
rous  organ ("the wal ls wh ich ingest me"), the grotesque sexlIa l des i re m ach i n e . 
However, i nstead of fee l ing scared , Eve reta i ns balance by observin g that 
"Mother i s  a figure of speech and h as reti red to a cave beyo nd con sciou sness" 

13 See Ktystyna Jan icka, Surrealizm (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Attystyczn e i F i l 
mowe, 1 985) ,  p .205 . 
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(PNE, 1 84) and th i s  i s  exactly  why her body, as physical ly absent, cannot be 

access ib le .  
Dur ing the rest of her journey Eve marvel s  at  the mu lt i p l i c ity of l ife as 

she becomes a witness of the b i lth of the American cont inent. The cave trans
form s i nto a hemispherical screen on wh ich she can see how "rivers neatly ro l l  
u p  on themselves l i ke spool s  of fi lm and tum i n  o n  t o  their own sources .  The . . . 
drops of the Miss i ss ipp i ,  the Oh io,  the Hudson,  tremble on a b lade of grass ' "  . "  
(PNE, 1 85) .  And when the  reversal of  t ime comes to  the  standst i l l ,  when eve
rything  retums back i nto the amn iotic sea, the source of l i fe, time stalts anew 
and final ly Eve jo ins  in the process of evolut ion and is given b i rth again : 

The wal l s  of meat expe l led me .  Without a ery, I fe l i  i nto a darkness 
l i ke the antithes is of l ight, an immensity of darkness, the final cave 
through which now marched, animat ing the darkness, the parade of the 
great apes, which wound me back on the spoci of t ime that now wound 
up. My shaggy breast, my great, carved brow with the germ of a brain be
hind it. I have forgotten how I p icked up a stone and shattered a nut with 
it. The sound of the sea becomes omnipresent, the sea, wh ich washes away 
all  memory and retains it. 

I have come home. 
The destination of a l l  journeys is the ir beginning. 
I have not come home. (PNE, 1 86) 

Thi s  fragment appears to be a confession of the u lt imate futi l ity of the 
mythi cal search, and the next paragraph conc isely formu lates the iron ie coda to it : 

Speleo logical apotheosis of Tiresias - Mother, having borne hel', 
now abandons hel' daughter forever. (P N E, 1 86)  

There i s  a lso a str ik ing contrast between the e laustrophobic confinement 
of the cave and the i nfin i tude of the open space, between darkness of the l ast 
cavern and the l i ght of the sett ing sun when Eve comp letes her labyrinth ine 
journey to the Underworld .  But desp ite her rega ined freedom, Eve sti l l  fee l s  
i mpr isoned, th i s  t ime  by  the cave ins ide her, because she  suspects she  may h ave 
been made pregnant by Tristessa. In th i s  l i ght the amb igu i ty of the last sentence 
of the nove l cannot be reso lved s i nce it i s  not e lear if Eve means the p l ace 
where she wi l l  be born again  or the p lace where she wi l l  give b i tth, or both . 
Upon th i s  bas is ,  Roz Kaveney cal led The Passion oj New Eve "a nove l of open 
d i scourse,,24 s ince it does not offer any e lear so lut ions .  

Moreover, the commented above "Ocean , ocean , mother of mysteries,  
bear me to the p lace of b i rth" (PNE, 1 9 1 )  yet again  turns the myth ical order up
s ide down . On the one hand, it evokes the last l i ne of Joyce's The Portrait ol the 
Artist as a Young Man ("Old father, o ld art ificer, stand me now and ever i n  
good stead") and sounds l i ke its "we ird echo", a s  Jouve puts it?' On the other 

24 Kaveney, op.c i t . ,  p . 1 83 .  
25 Jouve, op .c it . ,  p . 1 59 .  
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hand it i nterchanges male and fem ale roles ( s i nc e  ocean is traditio na l ly mal e) in 
order to question the myth on the l i ngu i st i c  grou nd.  

To sum up these de l i beration s ,  i t  is  worth un derl i nin g 1ha1 the topos of 
the cave had been the central i ssue for the women of letters for l ong before An
ge la Carter. It had become the most accurate, tho ugh manifold parabol e  of 
women's position in  the world and turned out to be a ferti  le  ground for gener
ating i nterpretat ions .  Northrop Frye c l aims that a rev olut ion ary mother-goddess 
myth which is an anti -h ierarchicał myth of eq ual ity of a l I  creatures has been 
s ince the Romant ic period the pri n cipał  myth o f women's power and d ign ity. 26 

Therefore i t  i s  not surpr is ing that A nge la Calier chose the cave as the 
destination of labyrinth ine wanderings of her androgyno us protagon ist . But, 
s ince she l i ked indu lging hersełf in  s llbversive modes of tb i nk i ng, she thor
ough ly refash ioned the myth so tb at it cOldd not work accord i ng to its pro
gramming.  Her inventiveness resbaped it i nto a se lf-decons1ruct ive mechan i s l11 
which ,  by graduał sełf questioning, brought ann ih i lation u po n  itse l f.  And i n  th is  
case Carter's method i s  very sim ple : she  decided to  ign ore the myth ical possi
b i l it ies of the cave and expłore i ts  geol ogica l /bio l og i ca l  d imen sio ns i nstead .  
And, un l ike the Great Patricide, she did not  botch the j o b. 

3.3. 
THE FOREST 

Like the desert and the cave , the forest a l so belo ngs to th e category of the 
labyrinth ine spaces in  Angela Carter's works .  

Trad it ional ly,  the forest symbo l izes t lle fem ale pr incip l e and stands for 
darkness, the unconsc ious,  mystery, i s o lat ion from the wor l d  and inn ocence . 
Like the cave, it is the fi rst home of  pr imeval peo ple . It g ives shelter to herm its 
and rec luses who seek for an ideal place for as cet ic refuge and med itation , but 
also l ures lovers who want to meet in  secret . 

But in fact the nature of the forest i s  am b iguou s .  On the n egative s ide, 
the forest represents the dwe l l i ng  of outlaws and s llpernatu ral be i ngs or ev i l  
powers l i ke sorcerers, ghosts, demons, werewo lves , gn oms, tro l l s ,  hobgob l i ns 
and other mal ic ious spirits; it can be even presented as the doma i n  of the dev i l  
h imself. 

It i s  enough to mention here the most popu lal' and well-known examp l es 
from the European cu ltural c irc le, l ike the l egen d of Rob i n  Hood , St .H ubert, 
Tri stan and IsoIde, Pers ifal ,  and such i nfluent ia l  oeuvres as The Divine Com-
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edy: The [njerno, A Midsummer Night 's Dream, The Tragedy oj Macbeth and 
many works by Goethe, Sch i l ler and a great number of other romantic poets . 

Ange la  Calier uses the mot if  of the forest as the p lace for i n itiat ion ritual 
which cons i sts of several stages - reaching the goal requ i res Ulldergoing 
a severe test, shedd ing i l lus ions and gain ing  maturity. As a d igress ion,  it  seems 
wOlih not ing that the way Cmier sh ifts from the real to the mythical is remin is
cent of the s imi lar shifts i n  early med ieval l iterature of northern Europe . Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight may serve as a good example :  there i s  a sudden 
p lunge from real ity i nto the world  of magic, from the frozen forest to the castle 
of the wizard . 

Choos ing the forest as a proper sett ing for a few of her stories, Angela 
Carter decided to bu i l d  up on these associations and ,  as a result, to set  her p lots 
in the ostentatiously symbo l ic space . FUlihermore, it  should be noted that the 
forests she created belong to the second category - they are always dangerous 
areas where the protagon i sts lose the i r  way and are confronted with wi ld  or ev i l  
forces dwe l l i ng there . On enter ing the forest, t he  characters find  themse lves 
imprisoned ins ide the magic c i rc le  and do not know which way to take to get 
out of it. But they never despair, because desp ite the dreaml ike, or even n ight
marish,  appearance and aura of the p lace, they are fascinated by it and cm1l10t 
res i st the need of explor ing it  deeper and deeper. It seems that som e SOli of 
truth they expect to find at the core of the forest is much more impOliant for 
them than thei r  own safety. 

In Ange la  Carter' s fiction, the forest seduces the travel ler and inv ites 
them to explore the unknown, to look tor the forb idden fru i t, promis ing 
a reward . Th i s  reward i s  se lf-consciousness .  

The explorat ions of the forest in  Cmier' s  fict ion a lways have strongly 
sexual character. They are undeliaken e ither on the verge of puberty (e .g .  in 
stories l i ke "Penetrat ing to the Heart of the Forest", "Master", "The Company 
of Wolves") Ol' at the moment of mid- l ife cri s i s  ("The ErI-King","Retlections"). 
Bes ides, s im i larly to the deseli and the cave, the forest is pervaded by c laustro
phobi c  atmosphere and, l i ke the form er two spaces, forms a maze in wh ich the 
protagon ist has to 1II1dergo an ordeal . In al l Angela  Carter's stories set in the 
forest, the protagon i sts are menaced with death, and only by k i l l ing the oppres
SOI' they manage to save their  l i fe .  

Thus, the forest represents the  sexu al battlefie ld  where one  of  the an
tagon i sts is the v ict im and the other the executioner, "the devoured" and "the 
devourer" . Need less to say, in Carter' s stories i t  is a woman, tradit ional ly per
ce ived in our cu lture as a vict im, who has to ki l l  in order to break the spe l l .  In 
Carter' s stories the forest stands for the area where taboos are broken , the wi l 
derness in  which dead ly confrontations take p lace . These confrontations happen 
of course in  a symbol ic order and to make i t  c l ear, Carter de l iberate ly uses 
a sh ift from rea l i ty into myth ic ity. 

7S 
Zdigitalizowano i udostępniono w ramach projektu pn. 

Rozbudowa otwartych zasobów naukowych Repozytorium Uniwersytetu w Białymstoku,  
dofinansowanego z programu „Społeczna odpowiedzialność nauki” Ministra Edukacji i Nauki na podstawie umowy SONB/SP/512497/2021



The forest i n  whieh th e narrator of "The ErI -Kil1 g" takes a wal k on 
a rainy autumn afternoon i s  i n i t i aI ly descI ibed as  a I1OJmal, al though magnifi
cent, forest "of l ate Oetober wh en withered b lackberries dang l ed l i ke the i r  own 
dour spooks on the d i seo l oured bram b Ie s . The re were cr i sp hu sks of beechmast 
and cast acorn cups u nderfoot i n  the ru sset sl i l11e of dead braeken wh ere the 
rai n s  of eq u i nox had so soaked the ea lih th at th e e old oozed up . . . lan c i n at i ng 
eo ld  of the approach of w inter . . . . " (Be, 84) 

As the description deve lops,  th e au1ul11n fore st b ecom es a g l oomy and 
y i c i o u s  p l ace whose abundant l ife forms are pIese nte d at the stage of agony:  
"Now the stark e l ders haye an anOJex i c  l ook . . . there is a hauuti ng sense of the 

i m m inent cessat ion of be ing" (BC, 84 ) .  
Th e atmosphere o f  dy i ng i s  en hanc ed by " a  s ickroo m hush" and in  the 

next paragraph penetrat i n g  tlle forest turns into th e labyr i nth i ne j ourney against 
the narrator's wi l l  as "the wood s enclose . . .  t lle wood s swa l low yo u u p .  Th ere i s  
n o  way through th e wood any more, tb i s  wood h as reverted to its or igi n a l pr i 
vacy . Once you are i n s ide i t, yOll l1l llst stay th ere lInt i l it lets yo u out"  (BC, 84 ) .  
T h e  forest unexpected l y  t u rn s  o ut t o  b e  i l11pen etrable space o f  l11yste ry that 
j ealous ly guards its secrets . The re ad er, together w ith the narrator, is drawn i nto 
a dangerous  wandering, left at the m ercy of the Llnkuown , i mpr i so ned i n  the 

a l i en landscapes pervaded by the sense of d espair and 1error :  "The tree s st i r  

w ith a n o i se l ike taffeta ski lis of women wh o h ave lo s1 themse lves i n  the woods 
and h u nt ro und for the way out" (BC, 85 ) .  

The forest in "The ErI -K i ng" obvi ous ly represents  th e u nconsc i o lls, but 
because of its connotat ions  with Goethe' s bal l ad and the tale abolIt L i tt l e  Red 
R i d i ng Hood, it seems to be the cu!tural u nc onsc iou s.  The j ourl1 ey u nd el1aken 
i n  the forest is not a real stro I I, but an im ag i nary q u e st f OJ self- ideutity . Hence, 
the  dark area stand s for th e labyr i nth wh ose penetratio n is  the c ond it ion of ma

turity,  wh ich  means the ab i l ity to see and j ud ge criti ca l ly.  

The forest i n  "The ErI-K i ng" has au obsess ive ly labyri nth i ne c haracter 
and generates an oyerwh e l m i n g  fee l ing of cl all stro ph obia.  The mo st represen
tat ive and conc ise  fragment evoki ng the sense of coufin ement ap pe ars together  

with the sh i ft  i n  narrat i on from the th ird-person to the f1Ist ,  wb i ch fo rce s the 
genera l  to become personal : 

The woods enclose and then enc lose  again.  l ike a system of C h i 
nese  boxes open i ng one i nto another ;  t h e  int i m ate persp ective s o f  the 
wood changed endlessly around the inte r lope r ,  the im agin ary trave l le r  

walking towards an  invented d i stance that perpetu a l ly receded before m e .  
I t  i s  easy to  lose yourself i n  these woods . . . , I throught that nobody was i n  

the wood but me.  (BC, 85)  

We c a n  fi n d  a s i m i lar  theme o f  th e i lllagin ary forest w h i c h  stands for the 
l abyrinth lead i n g  to se lf-d i scovery in severa l other sto r i es, for examp l e  in  three 
stor ies  that appeared i n  Fireworks : "Reilectio ns", "Penetrat i ng to the Healt of 
the Forest" and "Master" . 
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The maI e narrator of "Reflect ions" takes a walk i n  "the spring-enchanted 
wood" (BC, 8 1 )  and as a resu lt of finding a sea she l l  h i dden in the long grass, he 
is  forced into the u lt imate confrontation with the unconscious (symbol ized here 
as the reversed world beyond the mi rror) . Thus, the d i l ap idating house belong
ing to the androgynie  weaver represents the next stage of the labyrinth of which 
the forest i s  the first c i rc le .  It i s  worth noting here that "the whorls of the she l l  
went t he  wrong way .  The sp ira ls reversed .  I t  looked l ike the  mirror image of 
a she l l  . . .  ; in th i s  world  it cou ld  not exi st outside a mirror" (FW, 83) .  Thus, it 
becomes e lear that the she l l  depicts the pattern of the labyrinth and points at its 
centre - the m i rror, which i ntroduces the motif of self-discovery. 

In "Penetrat ing to the Heart of the Forest" se lf-discovery equa ls  in it iat ion 
through i ncestUOlIS love as two ch i l dren of the botani st Dubo i s  undertake 
a categorical ly forbidden exp loration in search of a mythic tree at the very core 
of the forest. They want to reach the central part of the val l ey, "the nave l of the 
forest" (FW, 5 3 )  and thei r  i ntrepid journey leads to breaking a few taboos - the 
ch i ldren decide, against the order of the i r  community, to penetrate the val l ey, 
then they agree they shou l d  not te l l  anyone what they have seen there, and i n  
consequence, a s  under the magie spe l l ,  fal l  in  incestuous love . 

L ike i n  "The Erl-King", reach ing the centre of the labyrinth means tres
pass ing cu ltural taboo, d i scovering the unknown and confrontation w ith it, 
which leads to self-di scovery, but at the same t ime endangers the cu ltural order 
of the society .  Hence, j ust before the ch i l dren kiss,  Madel ine gives Emi le 
a j u icy app le of the mysterious tree, the gesture s ign ifying the original s i n .  

In "Master", however, self-di scovery i s  reached through identification 
with the profound myth ic  sense of belonging to the tradit ional  community .  B ut 
thi s  happens on ly because the girl from the j ungle who has been purchased by 
the b loodth i rsty sad i st ic hunter, gradual ly perceives herse lf as one of h i s  an imai 
v ict ims .  As she accompan ies h im i n  h is mad hunt "always more deeply i nto the 
forest" (FW, 75) ,  leav ing  their Ariadna thread - "a gross trai l of carnage beh ind  
them" (FW, 77)  - she beg ins  to understand that she belongs to "the c lan of jag
uar" and turns i nto the beast of prey herse lf.  In th i s  story, the j ungle phantoms 
of s laughtered beasts enable the hero ine  to break through the soc ia l ly and ra
c ia l ly  imposed taboo of be ing a prey, as a woman , and as a b lack. 

For the reasons ment ioned at the beginn ing  of th i s  sub-chapter, Ange la  
Ca11er uses  the  topos of the  forest as  a potent veh icle of her art ist ic v is ion 
(especia l ly because of the sexLtal  symbo l i sm of the p lace) - penetrat ing to the 
very core of the forest l eads to sexual awakening Ol' maturity of her characters . 

I n  the stories based on the tale  of Litt le  Red Rid ing Hood, the forest loses 
much of its labyrinthine character so conspicuous e lsewhere i n  Angela  Catier's 
works, but st i l l  keeps its mal ign enchantment and the mysterious aura of 
a wicked p lace.  The girl sent by hel' mothel' to take food and wine to her granny 
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is warned not to stray from the path , as i f  i f  I>he d id 1>0 , the fo rest wOLl l d  become 

a maze : 

You are always in danger in the forest, whel'e no people are, Step 
between the portaIs  of the great p i nes where th e shaggy b ranc hes tang le 
about you, trapping the unwary trave l ler  i n  nets as if th e  vegetation itse l f 
were in a plot with the wo lves who live there, as though th e wi cked tree s 
go fishing on behalf  of their friends " .  , (Be, 1 1 1 ) 
Again ,  as i n  the case of the other so far mentioned stories ,  Cmter under

scores the motif of pubelty and in nocen ce for whieh the wa lk through the win
ter forest i s  a chal lenge. FUlihermore, the fore st i l>  again presented as a cłosed 
system wh ich "closed upon her l ike a pa ir ofj aws"  (Be, 1 1 4). 

Thus, we have seen c łearly that Carter's image of tbe forest is founded on 
the motif of impri sonment and claustrophob i a. B ut tb is pervad ing sen se of con
finement emerges not only from the fact that the woods "ene l ose", "swal low 
you up" or "trap you" in  symbol ic order. Carter ereate l> tbe haun t i ng aura of the 
woods on the l eve l of descr ipt ion where both i mages and the l an guage reaeh 
a h igh extent of density. The ingenuo lls , metaphorie, "jewe1ed" l anguagen she 
uses in descriptive sect ions adds  up to the maze-l i ke comp lexity of h er stories . 

3.4. 
CASTLES, MANSIONS AND HOUSES 

Ange la  Calier' s stories and Hovel s are repl ete with castles, mans ion s and 
houses wh ich belong to the primary motifs i n  the sphere of spatia l symbolism. 
These sett i ngs not only create a spee ific aura pervaded with llneasy tens ions ,  
but a l so place Catier' s  works in  the context of Goth i c  fict ion . The ir funetion i s  
to provide a gloomy atmosphere of isolat ion , neeessary for present i ng the char
acters who, as it often happens i n  Gothie novel s, are ident ified with a house, 
cast le  or another bu i ld ing?8 

B ut, l i ke in  the case of other  sett i ngs , Carter s eems to be interested i n  the 
cu ltural potential of the p laces of abso l ute pl' ivacy and see lusion .  In a l l these 
cast les ,  mansions and houses their owners exere ise u nre strain ed freedom wh ich 
l eads to abnorl11al ity, v ice and cr ime.  In  most cases , they are sh ri nes of abase
ment of women - e ither as the ir  prisons (eg. '''The Lady of t he House of Love", 
"The Courtsh ip  of Mr.Lyon" or the Mansion of Midnight in  The [nfemal De-

n This term was originally used in referen ce to the sty le ofj/n de siecfe l ite rature by 
Susan J .Navarette in her essay entitled ' The Soul  of the P lot :The Aesthet ics  of Fin de 
S iec le LiteratUl'e of Horror' , in George S l usser and Eric S .Rabkin (eds. ) ,  Styles ofCrea
tian (Athens and London: Georgia U n i vers ity Press ,  1 992), p . &9 .  

1 8  El izabeth MacAndrew, The Gothic Tradition in Fiction (N ew Y ork : Columbia 
Un ivers ity Press, 1 979), p . l O 1 .  
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sire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman) or both prisons and tortUl'e chambers (e .g .  
the cast le i n  "The B loody Chamber",  the House of Tyrant Zero in The Passźon 
oj New Eve, or the House of Anonymity i n  The Injernal Desire Machines oj 
Doctor Hoffman) . As such, they can be i nterpreted as v i rtual constructs of male 
murderous erot ic  fantas ies - here CaJier turns out to be a ' true ' femin i st (we 
should remem ber about the polar izat ion of her world i nto "the devourers" and 
"the devoured" wh ich i s  d i scussed in  the next chapter) . 

Nevetihe less, i t  was not an awestruck fasc inat ion which pushed Ange la  
CaJier to  such frequent v i sits i n  those sec luded reg ions .  Her pass iO\l for over
throwing myths nowhere man i fests itse lf more strongly than in her atiistic 
treatment of the mot if  of the i so lated dwe l l ings .  The fact that almost al l these 
s in i ster bu i l d i ngs tumbie down in the end (at least symbol i cal ly) shou ld be re
garded as a proof of Carter's subvers ive intent ions .  It wou ld be too s imple  to 
find in her proc l iv ity for destruct ion on ly the prope l ler of the act ion .  There are 
cetia in ly more profound targets beh ind i t .  

The s i n i ster sett i ngs reflect the state of m ind,  the conditioned cu ltural 
consciousness, hence, in  symbo l ic  order, the i r  co l l apse represents the d i lapida
tion of the whole cu ltural formu la  founded on v ict im ization of women - we 
should remember that Catier is a fervent critic of the Marqu i s  de Sade (see 
"Predator-Prey D ichotomy" in  the next chapter) . 

It seems to be mean ingfu l that Angela  Carter does not explo it the pos it ive 
d imensions of the symbo ls  of a cast le ,  mans ion or house, i n  sp ite of the ir  
equal ly widespread use i n  European ati .  In  hel' works, they never appear as 
safe, harmon ious p laces where one finds peace and warmth . Qu ite the oppos ite, 
the i r  most strik ing characterist ic is the atmosphere of decadence and c laustro
phobia, wh ich permeate them with ominous aura of haunted p laces, qu ite l i ke 
the houses in  Goth ic  fict ion .  Moreover, these features l i nk them to the topos ot' 
labyri nth, wh ich i s  often accompan ied by the sense of confinement. 

These spaces, s im i larly to the others in  Angela  Carter's fict ion,  function 
as s imulatory dev ices i n  cu ltural experiments . Hence, they are not rea l  even 
with in  the l i m its of the fictional worlds .  The i r  d i l ap idat ion reflects the decon
struction of the cu ltural myth . I wou ld l ike to present a number of examples 
from Ange la  Catier' s works, wh ich fu l ly exp la in  hel' method of dea l ing with the 
Got\l ic  her itage through rev is i t ing the murky chambers of the unconsc ious .  

I n  the nove l s  and short stories d i scussed i n  th i s  work the mot if  of a cast le 
appears twice - in  the vers ion of B luebeard fai ry tale entit led "The B loody 
Chamber" and in The Injernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman. In  both 
cases the cast l es can be identified with the i r  owners and serve to make them 
appear massive, threaten ing and engu lfing."9 As E l i zabeth MacAndrew shows 

29 MacAndrew, op .c i t . ,  p . 1 O I .  
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in her book The Gothic Tradition in Fiction i t  was a freq ue nt p ract ice in Goth ic 
fiction to identify the v i l la in with th e castl e or hO llse. 3 0  

Carter' s B luebeard, a conno i sse ur of pornography and ar i stocratic 
butcher, owns a castle on the Atlantic coast . The castl e is  s ituated far away 

from any human sett lements i n  a pastel l an dscape of sea, sand and sky, "a land
scape with al l the de l iquescent h armonies of Debussy" (Be, 1 3). Thus ,  through 
these references to painting and musie the castle appears as almost i magin ary, 
dream-l ike p lace .  The hero i ne 's fi rst im pre ssion is subtly enhanced i n  the fo l 
l owing more detai led description : 

And, ah ! H i s  castle. The fae ry soJitude of the p l ace ; with its tun'ets 
of m isty blue, its coutiyard, its sp iked gate, hi s cast le lay on the very 
bosom of the sea with seab ird s mew ing abo ut its attics, the casements 
open ing on to the green and purp le ,  evanesc ent d epartures of the ocean, 
cut off by the tide from l and for half a day . .  , t hat castle at horne neither o n  
the land nor  on the water, a myste rious, ampb ib ious plac e, contravening 

the material ity of both earth and the waves, with the melancho ly of 
a mermaiden who perch es on her rock and waits endl essly, for a lover who 
had drowned far away, long ago . Tb at [ ovely, sad, sea-s iren o f  a plac e !  

(BC, 1 3 ) 

The description portrays the cast l e  as unrea l ,  myste ri ous b lli ld i ng created 
by the atmosphere of the p l ace, a ghost ha lf-east le, hal f-sh i p. Its i so lat i on be
comes nearly perfect s i nce it is c ut off eve n  from the land . But the apparent 
melanchol i e  aura of the s ite is  accompan ied by more o minous covert meaning .  
The turrets, the sp iked gate, the casem ents rem i nd llS that th e b uild i ng i s  an  un
conquerab le  fortress, a perfect h i deaway fo r a v i l la in ,  and even more p erfect 
prison for h i s  vict ims.  Oue to the sentimen tal edu cation of Bluebeard ' s  youn g 
bride the passage also conveys the image of a merma id emerg i ng from the 
waves in the everlast ing wake, wa it ing for hel' d rowned lover. But  this  meta
phor shou ld not mis lead the readers - the mon strous cast l e  re presents B l u e
bem'd himself. 

Even though the cast le  p rovid es a l l n ec essary eomfo rt s  of ari stocrat ic  l i fe 
(there are even go ld taps i n  the bathroom), i ns ide it is a l so ful i  of the sound of 
the sea and "st ippled with refracted l ight from th e waves (BC, 1 3 ) . In the man
ner of al l Gotll i c  cast les,  its wal l s are crowded Witll the pO liraits of Bl uebeard 's  
ancestors, and the l ibrary i s  fu l i  of I eatherbo und volumes of po rnography. 

The cast le has also its myste ri es - it stands on a system of d un geons con
velied to wine cel lars, but the mo st secret p lace i s  B l uebeard 's den ,  "a l i tt l e  
room at the foot of  the west tower, beh i nd th e sti l l  ro om, at th e e n d  of a dark 
l i tt le corridor fu l i  of horr id cobwebs" (BC, 2 1 ) ,  S i nce the very moment the bride 
heard of th is  h ideaway, she was attracted by th i s  forbidden place . Her searcb 
takes a shape of a labyrinth ine  journey through narro w, d llSty, un l it passages 
hung with Venetian tapestries rep l ete with mytho l ogi ca l  su bjects, Her dowl1-

30  Ibidem. 
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ward journey i nto the darkest s ite of the cast l e  turns out to be a p i lgrill1age to 
he lI. Symbo l ica l ly,  th i s  descent to he l i means exped i t ion i nto the i n sane m ind  
of the  cast l e' s  propr ietor:  

For some reason ,  i t  grew very warm . . . .  I cou ld no  longer hear (he 
sound of the sea.  

A long, a winding corridol', as if  I we re i n  the v iscera of the cast lc ;  
and th is  corridor led  to a door  of wonn-eaten oak ,  10w,  l"Ound-topped, 
barred with b lack i ron .  (Be, 27)  

Nevelthe l ess ,  the  i ron i c  tone of the who le  story ach i eved by overablln 
dance of Goth i c  e lements and  modern i st decorum prevents the  reader hum 
tak ing the story for gran ted . The cast l e  is an ominous  p l ace on ly  because a long 
trad i t ion  of Goth i c  fict ion has  made it so, and eventll a l l y  it  tllrned out to  be \lot 
such a perfect pr ison . 

S i m i lar ly, Doctor Hoffl1lan 's  abode serves as a symbo l of  h i s  i nv i nc i b i l 
ity. The cast l e  - once referred t o  a s  Das Sch loss, a s  i f  for Kafkaesque connota
t ions - Ol' rathel' a wal l ed fort h idden in the h igh 1l10unta i n s  loses its ll1yth i ca l  
ominoll s  character as  soon as Des ider io arr ives i n  the  p l ace: 

The castle stood w ith its back up aga inst a c l i ff. The batt lcments 
h inted at Hoffman's Tcuton i c  her i tage ; he had bu i l t  h imse lf a Wagnerian 
cast le  l i ke a I"Omantic mcmory in stone . . .  i t  was not rea l ly  a cast le ,  on ly 
a country house bu i l t  after the sty le of a cast le .  ( !  DA1DH, 1 96- 1 97) 

What is l1lore, the mans ion  i s  surrounded by the garden i n  sty le  or 
Disneyland,  fu l l  of l1larve l s  of b latant artifi c ia l i ty .  And again, as in the case nf 
B I llebeard's castle ,  i t  does not tumb Ie  down at the moment  of  its owner' s  death . 
So much for the myth i c i ty o l'  t he  p l ace, Carter seell1 s to  say. I n  hel' stories  a l l  
cast les  appeal' as myth ica l  and om i nOll s  p l aces o n ly becallse the rll l es o f  Goth i c  
fict ion present them as such and  becall se they are l egendary s ites - i n  fact De
s ider io is the fi rst i ntrllder i n  Doctor Hoffman ' s abode, I i ke the hero ine  of "The 
B loody Chamber" i s  the firsl surv ivor i n  BI ll ebeard ' s  cast le .  As a resu lt, i n  both 
cases the spe l l  must be brokell . 

I n  th i s  respect , ne ither of the cast les can eq lla l  with Tri stessa's h ideaway 
i n the desert in The ?assioll ąl/v'ell' Eve . Althollgh it  appears to be ordy a house 
embody ing  the  Ho l lywood dream, a symbo l of i l l us ion  in rea l ity, its mean i n g  i s  
1110re profound .  Creat i ng  th i s  fortress of glass i n  t hc  m idd l e  of the  desert, t h i s  
mauso lc lllll o f  shadows, Ange l a  Carter aI l udes to  t he  l110t i f  of  the Revo lv i ng  
Cast le  (Caer S i el i )  nr t he  Cast l c  of  G lass from the  Ce lt i c  legends ,  wh i ch  \vas 
s i tuated i n  the other worlcl (Annwn). Even the bo ldest cOll l dn ' t  get i n to the cas
t le  s i nce it had no entrance and it was sp i nn i ng  round  very fast. I n s idc the cast l e  
conta ined a great n llmber of fOllnta i n s  gush ing  out \v i th w ine  and i n s icle i t  there 
was no death Ol' i II ness .  3 1  

o l  See Władyslaw Kopa l i llski ,  S/01 l'11 ik .\)"/ 1 /ho{i (Warszawa : W i edza Powszechna .  
1 990) ,  p .486 .  
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I nvaded i n  the d ead of n ight by Zero and h i s  l ot, Tri stes sa's h ouse took its 
revenge by sp inn ing  faster and faster, and this  way not l ett i ng them ou t .  Being 
forsaken by its owner th e house of glas s spat ali t o ne by one the gir ls  from 
Zero's h arem and final ly gave up i t s  ghost  bu rying Zew u nd ell1eath.  

The image of a hOll se destrll ctio n obs erved fro m a distance in The Pas

sion oj New Eve h ad its predecessOl' in The interna! Desire Machines �f Doctor 
Hoffman when Desiderio and the C Oll nt fled fro m  the Ho use of Anonymi ty, the 
tempie  of sado-masoch i st ic  d ebauchery, wh i ch "h ad t urned to earth and fi re in  
the awesome, e lemental transmutation" (lDMDH, l J  9) . Al though th e descrip
tion of the destruction of the House o f  An on ym i ty w as bu i lt upon the b i b l i c a l  
accollnt of the ann i h i lat ion of Sodom an d Go mo rrah in th e rain o f  fire a n d  
brimstone, i n  both cases the  co l lapse s ign ifie s t h e  e n d  of th e myth o f  negat i ve 
freedom . 

A few crit ics h ave llnd erI i n ed Angel a Cm1e r's p ass ion for ru ins.  Roz 
Kaveney i nterprets it in the l ight of th e genre of th e p ost-ap oc aly ptic novel as 
"speaking, a moral i sed landscape . ' ' ) 2  Patri ck Pan-i nder m akes an orig i na l  ob ser
vat ion of the use of, what he ca l le d, ' land sca pe garden ing ' i n  Heroes Clnd Vi/
tain.\' whose fragment a l l llded ( i n  Pan ind er' s opi n ion perhaps lInconscio lls ly) to 
thc alt of creat ing ru ined garde n s  i n  th e e i gh tee nth ce ntu ry Eng l an d  - yet a11-
other affin i ty with the G othic .33 The fragment q uoted by Parrin der reads as 
fo l l ows:  

Before he l' she saw a beauti ful va l ley of l ush p asture a round a w ide 
river hel11med with flowering reeds .  On tb e othe r bank of this ri ver . . . there 

lay a house of a kind Mariann e had ne ver se en befOl'e . . . . The ho use was 

a g igantic  memory of roUen stone , a c omp i lation of i nn umerable fo rgotte n  

styles now given some green un ity by t h e  devouri ng we b of  cre epe r, fu r of 
moss and fungo id growth of ro t .  Wh o l l y  a ban do ned to dec ay, baroque  
stonework of the late J acobean pe r io d, Goth i c tu rre ts  I11U rmUI'OLlS with 
b irds and pathetic e legance of Pallad ian p il l ared facades we athered ind i s
crim inate ly together towards i rreducible m bb le . Tbe fore st pel'c hed upon 
the tumbled 1'oofs in  the shapes of yel l ow an d p urple we eds rooted i n  the 
gapped t i les  . . . The w i ndows gaped O l' s prouted in te rna l fo l iage, as if the 

forest were as wel l  already camped i ns ide , the gathel'ing stre ngth for 
a green eruption wh ich wou ld on e day bllrst the wal ls  s ky high . .  Upon 
the balustrade of the terrace were m any pocked and ann le s s  statues in 
robes, Ol' nude and garlanded.  These looked l i ke th e petl'ifi ed s lIrv ivors or 

a mal ignjele-chulllpetre en ded long ago , in a cata st rophe. ( H V, 3 1 -32) 

Later, Angela Carter a l 111 0st ob ses s i ve ly ret urn ed to th e m ot if of a hOLlse 
in  a state of dere l ict ion,  which h e lpecl hel' to cre ate s poo ky atm os phere in  hel' 
stories and make para l i e i s  to we l l - known l ite rary mo t i fs .  Agai n ,  the hO Llses re
flected the state of heart and mind  of the i r ownel's . 

32 Kaveney, op .c i t . ,  p . I 77 .  
3 3  Patrick Parr inder, ' Landscapes o f  Br i t ish Sc i e nce Fiction ' ,  i n  G eorge S l usse r and 

Eric S . Rabkin (eds.) ,  op .c it . , p . 1 98 .  
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In The Injernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman the Mans ion of 

Midn ight hous ing the beaut ifll l somnambu l i st, seems a lmost devoured by the 
surrollnd ing garden wh ich "was destroying it at its arborescent le isure" 
(lDMDH, 5 1 ) . The beaut ifll l q lleen of the vampires in "The Lady of the House 
of Love" l ives in  a p lace which looks l i ke "Pali manor hOllse, pan fOli ified 
farmhouse, immense, ramb1 ing, a d i lap idated eagle's nest" wh ich reminded the 
young Engl i sh  trave l ler of "ch i ldhood tales on  winter even ings" (Be, 98) .  The 
lodging of the Androgynie weaver i n  "Re11ections" appears drowned in the 
overgrown wi ld  garden and itse lf is "an anc ient, tumbiedown p lace with a look 
of oracu lar b l i ndness in windows" and with l i chened roof; "there was a short, 
crumbl i ng 11 ight of steps that led to a weathered front door, aj ar l i ke the door of  
a witch 's  house" (FW, 85 ) .  In "The Tiger' s Bride", when the  gambler's daughter 
arrives i n  the house of her new master she sees "an acreage of half-dere l ict fa
cades of sheer, red brick, the vast man-trap, the megalomaniac c itadel  of h i s  
palazzo" (Be, 5 7) .  

We can find in  these fragments the  echoes of the  Goth ic arch i tectllral 
fo l l ies l i ke Horace Walpole's StrawbelTy H i l l  and W i l l iam Beckford's  Fonth i l l  
Abbey; hence, i t  becomes obv iolls  that Calier' s pass iOl' i s  for p icturesque r ll i ns ,  
wh ich find the i r  m i lTor re11ection i n  a tacky soph i st icat ion of her style .  

The ru inOlIs hOllses have a lso Goth ic i n s ides, which are dark and gloom) 
roollls where "c1osely barred shutters and heavy ve lvet curta ins  keep out every 
leak of natural l i ght" and whose wal l s "are hung with b lack sat in ,  embro idered 
with tears of pearl" (Be, 94) .  There are "drawing rooms with worn Pers ian rugs 
on the 1100r and wal l s  h llng with a once crimson brocaded paper . . .  now faded 
and figured with dam p and mould" (lDMDH, 52)  or country house ha l l s  "with 
dark stai ned tloorboards" where "a sweet, rank sme l l  of damp and decay fi l leel 
the house" (FW, 86). They somet imes look l i ke un inhab ited p laces : "The gap ing 
doors and broken windows let the wind i n  everywhere . . .  a l l  the  furn itll l·e was 
under  dust sheets, the chandel iers bund led up in  c 1oth , p ictures taken fro m the i r  
hooks . . . . " (Be, 57 )  

The  dere l iction of  the houses may aiso be  perce ived a s  Carter ' s  way to 
subvert the trad it ion of the fai ry tale where the i nter iors are opulent, sh iny anel 
impress ive ly r ich .  Ins ide her houses we encounter the pervas ive labyrinth ine  
sense of claustrophob ia.  The i nteriors of the  dere l ict mans ions  are crammed 
with ant ique furn iture, covered with dust, they lack sun l ight and fresh a i r. They 
are spheres of chaos .  In the extreme case, Tri stessa' s  house of glass i s  presented 
as "sp inn ing,  transparent labyrinth" (PNE, 1 1 6) with a ha l l  of coffins conta i n i ng 
waxworks of Hol lywood movie  stars .  The prison- l i ke character of these p laces 
i s  enhanced by replet ion of mi rrors and other re11ect ing devices, wh ich 
MacAndrew l i sts as another characterist ic feature of Gotll ic  stor ies . 34 

34 MacAndrew, op .c it . ,  p .2 1 3 -22 3 .  
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The p retent iousness  of tlle Goth ie clecol'U I1l Ll sed in prov oe ativ e  m a n ller  
l1l atches perfect l y the ovcrabuncl an ce of langu age lI sed in the cl escri pt ive pas
sages .  Carter p urpose fu l ly p lays he l' g alllcs w i th both im ager) and sty l e, a n cl  
th i s  represents a para l l e i l abyr in t ll ine j ou rn ey Ll llcl ergone b y  the reacler. lt i s  
te l1lpt ing t o  cOl1l pare Carter ' s  sy nta x to a labyri lllh s ince i t  is  str i k i n g ly C O I11-
p l ex, meancler i ng and c l otted w ith sophi sticated arti stry of rare vocabu l ary ( see 

the remarks on Carter ' s  sty l e  in chapter two). 
The on l y except ion  amon g these m urky dwel l i ng-p l aces is t he man s i on 

be l o n g i n g  to M r  Lyo n .  I n  contrast to the otll er ab od es i n  Cancr' s stor ie s . i l  
bCClms \v ith l ight and c l ean l i n e s s .  I ł  rese mb l es a hou se of a wea lthy cou n try 
ge nt l eman and possesses a l i  i t s cOl11forts an d lu xuries . M r  L yon s 's  hOLl se a l so 
sym bo l i zes i ts owner � t h i s  t i m e h i s  good- healtedn ess and gell t l en ess � yet, in 
the end i t  tUrll S  out to be a Ixi son as wc l l . in s p ite ar i ts app are nt cOll t rast to the  
l abyr i nth i ne cłrallghty hO ll se  o l'  M i l ord i n  the  oth el '  v ers ioll of '· B e.wfy and the 
Bcast", " 'The T i gers 8r icle" .  

3.5. 
THE CITY 

Am ic1s t  thc most freq ue nt sym bo l i c  spatia l CO llstructions i n  A nge la Car
ter's works, we find a poten t i mage of the c i ty. In t he twenti eth ce lltury l i l era
ture the c ity has u n i voca l ly  takcn the shape 01' a l abyr in th ine s pace - the sh i ft 
1"ro l11 pastora l ,  l ate-Romant ic  poetry lo the poetry oJ th e Mocl ern i sts that i l l 
c l udes the new urban sett i ng (be s t  rc prcsented by T.S . C l iot ' s  ' unrea l  c i ty " ) 
sec l1 1s to be i nd i cat ive i n  th i s  re spect . B tlt ił s hou ld a l so be emphas ize cJ thar  
a c i ty was a l rcady pe rce i ved as a mylh i ca l  s p,l ce in  t he nin cteenth ccntury when 
the  l11os1 coml11on sett i n g of tll e l i terature of mann ers s h ifted from the country 
to the c ity, the change that producecJ Char les  Dickens � his  V i c tor ian  Lon don i s  
u n clou bted ly a myth i ca l s pacc . M ic ha l  G ł ow i l'lSki  state s t h m  th e c i ty i s  th e m a i n  
l abyr i nth o C  t h e  con te l11 porary n o ve l ." lt be l oll gs to the category of c on fi l1 cd 
spaces w i th no way out and  i n  extrel11c ca ses bc co m c s  i dc llt ifiecl with  pr isol1 . 
W i th the except i o n  o l'  utop ian l1 ovels ,  u c ity ha s al ways bee n  d ep i cted as 
c rowcled and crampecl space,  the c1 0m ain of chaos, wh i ch i n  cOll s eq ucl1ce m akes 
it ul 1fr iend ly, dange ro l l s or cvcn i n h u ll1 'l Il .  As a re su l t ,  s pat i al ord er s u bo rd i 
l1atecl t o  the rll l es  o f  l i tera ry m i mc s i s  p l ay s  a l 11arg i n a l  ro l e e ve n  in  sLl ch pe clan

t i c  v i s ions  of the c i ty as i n  J oyce's  U(vssess . M o s t  of a l L  n c ity exposes its syl1l
bo l i c cł i l11e n s i o n .  

y 5  G l o w i il sk i , op .c i t . ,  p . 1 6 1  . 
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The twenti eth century nove l s  me rep l ete w ith the motif of, often p u r
pose less ,  wander ing about the c ity - its narrow streets, s q u ares ,  passages,  un
derground t u n n e l s ,  sewers etc . A l i  these  l abyr i nth i n e  j ou rneys are purposeless 
because contemporary c it ies  l ack the centre, and accord i n g  to Ro land B arthes 's  
observat i o n ,  i n  the western metaphy s i c s  "the centre i s  the p lace of truth . ,

,36 Ob
v i o u s ly,  most E u ropean c i t ies  h ave concentric structure, but in  the v i s ion  ex
pressed in modern l i te rature, the i r  centres do not d i ffe r  fro m  the i r  other parts .  

Ange la  Carter' s  v i s i on  of the c ity u n derscores its pr ison- l i ke feat ur e s .  
T h e  effect of hope less  confi n ement i s  strengthened b y  t h e  fact that h e r  c i t i e s  are 
presented in the  s tate of war. B e i n g  sphere s  of destruct i o n ,  r iots,  d ange r  and 
decay, they conta i n  n o  p l aces  of safety and warmth - C a rter ' s apocalypt i c  v i 
s i o n  i s  tota l ,  i t  g ives n o  h o p e .  Even i f  t h e  barr i caded h o u s e  i n  "Elegy fo r 
a Frce lance", the M i n i ster' s cab i n et Ol' d o u b l e- I ocked dOOl'S i n  The Passion oj 
New El'e offer an i l l u s ion  of s a fety and pr ivacy, the protago n i sts  e ither h ave to 
l eave them and experience the v i o lence of the outs i d e  wor ld  ( I i ke Des ider io  a n d  
Eve lyn)  Ol' v i o lence creeps i nto t h o s e  fal se oases of p e a c e  ( I i ke i n  "El egy for 
a Free l a nce") .  N everth e l ess ,  we shou l d  remem ber that i n  Calte r ' s  fi ct ion the 
c i ty represents on ly  one stage of h e l' p rotago n i st s '  labyr i nth i n e  peregr inat i o n s .  

I n  The Inlerno! Desire Machżnes ol Doctor Ho/linon Doctor Hoftll1an 
begi n s  h is  Real ity War i n  the cap i ta l  and the i n i t ia l  c hapter of the nove l ent i t l ecl 
"The C ity U n cler the S iege" presents a c i ty whose labyri nth i n e  character be
comes c o n s p i c u o u s  i n  metaphors I ike:  "the c i ty as  an exi stent ia l  crossword p uz

z le" (!DMDH, 2 5 )  O l' ' '  the arb itra ry rea l m  of d ream" ( IDMDH, 1 8) .  I n i t i a l ly,  i t  i s  
"a so l i d ,  drab, yet not u n fr iend ly  c i ty" (lDMDH, 1 5 ) with t h e  centre topogra p h i 
c a l l y  recogn i sa b l e  by the Cathedra ! .  I n  the c o u rse of t h e  w a r  it  uncl ergoe s 
a ser ies  of changes  and becomes a procl uct o f  p u re fantasy, a tri u m p h  of s u rre
a l i st i c  i magi nat ion  and anarchy : 

Hardly anything rcmained the same for 11l0re than one second and 
the city was no longer the conscious production of humanity. (JDMDH, 1 8) 

The symbo l i c  and actua l  fa l I  o l' the c ity comes when Doctor Hoffman 
c1eton ates the Cathedral  wh i c h  "exp i recl i n  a b l aze of m e l o d i o u s  fi reworks" 
(lDMDH, 29) .  S i nce the c ity l o ses  its symbol of  res i stance,  it  fa l l s  prey to chaos 

and becomcs a surrea l i st i c  work o l'  art with  d i rect a l l u s i o n s  to pa int i n gs by Ma>: 
E rn st and Pau l Delva ux, a v i rtua l  rea l i ty composed of i l l u s ions ,  sh aclO\vs and 
troll1jJe ! 'oeż! effects .  This  onto logica l  i n stab i l ity depr ives the c i ty of any sense 
of d i rect i o n . I t  secll1 s to be a phenomenal  l abyrinth w ith a c l a i m  to consc ious
ness and as  such  i t  fOl'm s  a h e l l i s h  i m age of a pr i son of senses .  On the  oth c r  
han d ,  the c i ty reprcsents thc centre i tse l L  because a ft e r  assas s i nat ing  Doctor 
Hoffman,  Des idcr io  retu rn s  to " th e  smok i n g  ru i n s  of a fam i l iar c ity" (IDMDH, 
221  ) . 

3(, I bidem, p. 1 7 1 .  
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L ike the Ci ty Under the S i ege, New Yo rk in The Po.\'s'ion oj New Eve an d 
London i n  "E legy for a Free lance" are scenes o f  vio l ent terro r i s l11, b ut th i s  t i me 
on  pol it ical grounds ,  I n  both cases th ey are c itie s p ervaded by ch ao s, c losed 
zones of moral and cu ltural d egenerati on, 

London i s  presented on the edge of a c ivi l wa r, at a moment  b efo re the 
barr icades went up .  It possesses the beauty of a doomed place and th e n arrator 

confesses:  

A feverish, hysterical g lamoU J' p layed oyer th e wast ing ci ty . . . , 
Towers of stee l  and glass . . . l i ke the arc hitectme of th e Third Reich . .  . 
looked as if they we re intended to be 1110st beauti ful i n ruin s .. , . The city 
had never looked more beaut i fu l  . . . al1 d I was tlle il1 no cent s laye o f  bour
geo is aesthetics that always sees an elegi ac cb arm i n  dec ay. (PW, 1 06) 

S im i l arly, New York in The Pm.sion oj New Eve is po rtrayed as a c i ty 
overwhelmed by rac ial  confl ic ts an d rio t s  pro voked by fem i n ist guerri l l as .  
where rats pro l iferate at the same speed as v iolent c r i mes . The omnipresent 
decadence changes it i nto a c ity o f  ch aos, the ile l l i sh un de rwo r l d, a prison an d 
tomb :  

B ut in  New York I found, i llstead of  hard edge s and cl ean colow's, 
a Lurid Goth i c  darkness that c losed ove r my head ent il'e ly and bec ame my 
world .  (PNE, I I ) 

l ro n ical ly, th i s  cau ldron of c haos was d es igned by th e hU l11an mill d  as 
a utopian model of harmony and funct iona l ism, ' a  c ity of vi sib le reaso n" (PNE, 
1 6 ) ;  it  is worth rem ind ing  here of Lewis Mumford 's form ula that a c ity is 'the 
greatest human work of art ' . I n  C ał1er's nov el it  sta nd s for its own contrad i c
t ion : "It was, then,  an a\chemica l  city . It was ch aos, dissoIu t i ol1 , nig red o, n i ght" 
(PNE, 1 6) ,  

The most noticeab le  feature o f  Carter' s N e w  York is  lack of l ight and 
overpowering sme l l  of decay .  It resemb le s  a j u llg l e and lik e in a j uI1 g 1e, there i s  
no law or safety - danger lurks everywhere. T h i s  c ity o f  suffoc atio n, where n o  
h uman fee l i ngs are present any  1110re , ta kes a form o f  a labyrinth tilat ev en t ua l l y  
becomes a pattern af death : 

So she led me deep into the geometr ie  labyrinth of the heart of the 
c ity, i nto an ar id  world of ruins and aban do ned COl1 stru ction s ites , the met
ropol itan heart that did not beat any m ore. (PNE, 2 ] )  
New York and London i n  Carter's works are e mb od i me nts of, to u se Ita l o  

Calv ino's  formula, "the c i ty of the rat,,]7, t h e  areas o f  bmtal c om pet it ion t o  s ur
vive, spheres of madness and d i so rder wh ere on ly ru ins me i nh abi ted : 

I was l iv i ng h igh up  in an att i c . . . . Most of th e windows i n  the 
other hOLlses roLlnd the sąuare were boarded up an d p lanks were nailed 
across the doors, but they were 11 0t Lll1 inhabited.  A l thou gh a l i  the s e  hOLlse s 

3 7 !talo Calvino, Niewidzialne miasta, Hum.  A l in a  Kreisberg (Warszawa: Czyte ln ik ,  
1 975) ,  p . 1 1 9 . 
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were waltmg to be pul led down, they contained a handfu l  of smal i ,  
scarcely l ic i t  households whose members crept i n  and out through secret 
entr ies,  l ived by candle l ight, s lept upon the fi lthy mattresses the dossers 
who l ived there before them had used and made stews fi'om vegetable 
picked out of the greengrocer's garbage cans and butcher's bones begged 
for dogs, that did not exist .  (FW, 1 03 )  

These rotten c ities have no  l i nks with the outer wor ld .  They compose 
isolated zones, s im i lar to Orano gnawed by p lague epidemie in Albert Camus 's  
La Peste . 

Both i n  Cal1er' s  New York and London walk ing i nto the street equa l s  
r isk ing l ife - i t  i s  worth noting that i n  the  latter case the narrator never l eaves 
by herse lf the dere l ict house where she squats w ith other freelance terrori sts . I n  
the decaying c it ies overwhe lmed by  chaos, one  finds re lative security on ly  be
h i nd the barred doors of cheap rented rooms.  Th i s  motif adds  up to the generał 
sense of isolat ion and claustrophobia, and underl ines  the lack of even bas ic 
human re lat ions .  

Not on ly the narrator of "E legy for a Free lance" and Eve lyn in  The p({s� 
sion ofNew Eve l ive in d i rty, cockroach r idden, fou l  sme l l i ng, cramped rented 
rooms.  In two short stories from Fireworks the female narratOl's spend n ights i n  
rented rooms or cheap hote I s  i n  Tokyo, which augments the  sense of the i r  lone
I iness and rootlessness . 

The c ity rooms are total ly depersona l i sed p laces, deprived of cos iness, 
not su ited to l iv i ng :  

I t  was a mean room and the  w indows overlooked a parking lo t  with 
a freeway beyond it, so that the paper wal ls  shuddered with the reverbera
t ions of the infernal c lamom of the traffic.  There was a s luggish e lectr ic 
fan with dead fl ies caught in the spokes and a s ingle str ip  of neon over
head l it us . . . .  (FW, 69) 

Thus, the c it ies in Angela Carter' s works have main ly metaphOl' ic func
t ion .  They appear as dominant figures of imprisonment, as endemie areas of 
v io lence and dehuman isation ,  domai ns  of chaos, decay ing  soc ial organi sms .  
They are depicted as  molochs thriv ing  on soc ial  confl i cts and  as  such  meta
phoric figures they lose nearly any topograph ic  features of real New York, 
London or Tokyo . 

Even Tokyo i n  al most autobiograph ical stories "A Souven i r  of Japan" 
and "Flesh and the M i rror" from Fireworks i s  depicted as an imaginary p lace, 
unreal c i ty, a dream l i ke product of fantasy in  wh ich one should always be on 
one' s guard . In "A Souven i r  of Japan" Tokyo becomes an unfam i l i ar and un
friend ly sphere of a l i enat ion,  a symbol of inhosp itab i l ity, a proj ection of the 
narrator' s sense of iso lat ion i n  the unbel ievably fore ign surround ing, wh ich a l so 
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takes the shape of a labyrinth - Carte r draws 0 11 the CO l1ll ect iotl betwee n h a l l s  of 

m i rrors and l abyr i nth s, wh i ch is  we I l-known i 1 1  Il i s t ol'y of c 1IItu re: �8 

But, as if  in ce lebratio n of the th i ll g  the y  feared, they seellled to 
have made the entire c i ty into a eo l d hall 01' m i rrors wh ich  c on t ill ua l ly 
pro l i ferated whole galleries of constall t ly chang ill g appe aran ces, alł mar

vel lous but none tangi b le .  If they did n ot l oek up the real l oo ki ng glasse s ,  
i t  would be hard to tel l  what was  t-ea l and whilt was n ot.  E ven bu i ld i ngs 
one had taken tor substant ia l had il t r ick of di sappearing ove rnight_ (FW, 9 )  
I t  seems i n d i s plltab l e  th at i tl t he cas e o f Tokyo i t s  fore ign charac ter C OI1 -

tr i b lltes to the atmosphere of al ienat io ll Illu ch m Ol'e tb an fa m i l i ar and wel l 
known ( both t o  t h e  writer a n d  t h e  reader) c i t ies l i ke L ondon Ol' N ew Y ork. The 
n arrator of " F lesh and the Min'or" co n fesse s tll at in To kyo sil e has lost  any 
sense of be long ing  s i nce she b as fou nd h crse l f in  a c ity "des ign ed to su i t  not 
one of my European expectat i ons" ,  in a c ity wh ich " prese nts tll e fore igner w itb 
a 1110de of l i fe that seem s to h i m  to have the e n iglllat ic t ratl sparency, the i ndec i 
phera b l e  c l arity, of  d ream" (FW, 62 ) .  T he refo re s he tri es t o  '"re bu i l cl the c ity 
accord i n g  to the b l llepr int  of . . .  [her) i magi nat ion " (FW, 63 ) .  

Neverthe less, th e attem pts to fam i l i ,lI' ize, OJ' olle s hou ld say to la me the 
a l ien  spaee,  a lso tum o ut to be to no ava i l s i nce th ey clo not b r i ng cOll s o l at i o n ,  
but, through assoc iat ions,  provoke un eas i ne s s  a nd d i s co mfort, as fo r i n stan ce 
"myster ious ly  deserte cl ,  P i ranes i  pers pe cti ve s ot' t he stat i on ' (FW, 8) Ol' the 
streets l i ke "express ion i st perspect ives" (FW, 62) ; s llc h Ille t ap hors equ al the c ity 
w i th work of art and at the same t i me evoke m eta phys ical  te lTo rs assoc iated 
w ith them.  

These ancl many other descrip t i ve fragments se rve to evoke the overpow
ering sense of e laustrop hob ia .  In con sequ ence, T okyo stands for pr i s on i n  a 
cl o u b l e  sense - fi rst ly, as a rea l maze cOll structed to til e pattem uui nte l l i g ib l e  to 
E ur o pean m i n cl , and sccond l y, as a pmjectio n of tlle narrator' !) a l ie nat i on .  L i ke 
the othe r  c it ies  i n  Ange l a  Cmier' s wo rks , Tokyo c on stitutes an en t i rely ne gat ive 
s pace ,  a labyri nth fi l led w i th th e atm os ph ere of llle nace and co rru ption ,  wh ere i t  

i s  too easy to lose one ' s  se lf. 

38 M ieczysław Wa l l i s ,  Dzieje z11'ien;iad/a (Warszawa: Wydawn ictwo A rtystycznc 

i F i lmowe, 1 973 ) .  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE ARCHETYPOMIMETIC 

CHARACTERS 

Daedalus '  labyrinth wou ld n ot be itse lf if  there were no  M inotaur h id ing  
in i t s  dark centre . The  l i nk between the monster and  the  very architectural pat
tern of h i s  abode seems to be a necessary and central pal1 of the myth, i nd i s
pensab le  to its ph i losoph ical memling .  

In  genera l ,  most l iterary setti ngs (even those on faraway p lanets) happen 
to be inhabited, which proves what importance writers attach to characters, es
pec ia ł ły  in re l at ion to space . Russ ian semiotist J ur ij Lotman underl i ned the 
connect ion between characters in a story and the d ifferent types of space i n  
which they have to act. Vet, the problem remains  open whether it i s  space 
which defines character or whether characters expound the symbo l i c  mean i ng  
of  space . 

In the case of Angela  Cm1er' s fiction it i s  next to impossib le  to separate 
the labyrinth ine  hab itats from the archetypal nature of their  dwe ł łers .  For in
stance, i n  The Passion oj New Eve, as we have seen i n  the prev ious chapter, the 
desel1 symbol izes barrenness and hence po ints to the same feature in Mother 
(Mother in the desel1 i s  the Barren Mother). B ut sure ly it i s  only because of the 
trad it ional connect ion between em1h and mother (as the sOUl·ces of l i fe) that th i s  
symbo l ic message becomes inte l l ig ib le .  

Some readers fi nd Ange la  Ca11er' s treatment of characters annoying ar 
even d i sturb ing .  They a lso compla in  of the ' Iack of depth ' ,  ' artific ia l ity ' ,  and 
' n on-human nature '  of her fict ional personages .  It seems that there must be 
someth ing particu lar in Angela Cm1er' s protagon i sts that makes them unsat is
factory or defic ient i n  the eyes of those readers . But it may as weł ł  mean that 
they attach great impo11ance to the characters of the story or even that they 
bring pm1icu lar preconceived not ions about the 'character of characters ' to the 
read ing  process - the real i st trad it ion that has qu ite successfu l ly been func
tion ing s i nce Moll F/anders st i l l  determ ines expectat ions of many readers. My 

d i scuss ion of characters i n  Ange la  Calter' s fict ion aims both at defin ing  par
t icu larit ies or even id iosyncras ies in the construct ion of her characters, and at 
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trying to depict what l iterary taboos and readin g hab i t s  are overthrown by sLlch 
a way of construct ing fictional personae. 

Though any exhaustive d i scu ssio n of tile theory of ch aracter in d ia
chron ie order does not come w ith i n  the s co pe of th i s  work, it see ms that even 
a cursory outl ine of both histori cal and contemporary concepts of l iterary char
acter provide a v ita l context to Cartel" s c reat ive att i tud e  toward her protagon
i sts, espec ia l ly that, as we have al ready seen, her fict ion s ten d to transgress a l !  
given a11 ist ic truths and modes. F mth erm ore , on ly by comparison with trad ition 
the novelty can be apprec iated . 

He lene C ixous half- i ron i ca l ly poi nts out: 

' [C]haracter' occupies a priv i Jeged posit ion in th e novel Ol'  the 
p lay : without ' character' ,  passi ve or  acti ve, no text. He is th e major agent 
of the work, at the centre of a stage that i5 comm and ed by h i s  presence, 
his story, his interest .  Up on his ' l ife '  d epends th e l ife ofth e  l ext - 50 they 
say. Thi s  is why he should not be too mo rta ! . 1  
Character has always been central to reflect i on s  o n  literature. I n  an cient 

trad ition a character was perceived as a fun ctio na l propel l ant of the plot, s i nce 
plot was the ult imate purpose of tragedy . A ls o  En glish writers have always lln
derstood the importance of characters to the story . In th i s  context i t  i s  worth 
ment ioning character stlld i es in Ch au ce r ' s Canterbury Tales , the theory of hu
mours and its influence on creation of l itera ry c baracters, the n otio n of micro
cosmus, character stud ies in the 1 7th centu ry essays an d co l Iections of types 
that left the i r  mark on E l izabethean pamph l et. 

The emergence of modern iud ivid ua l is m  brou ght rad i ca l  changes in  the 
treatment of l iterary c haracters . In the 1 8 th centlIry the stress shifted frol11 types 
toward ind ividuals ,  a trend th at contr i bll ted to the deve lop ment of the nove l .  As 
early as i n  1 722 Danie l  Defoe's Moll Flcmders cOl11 l1lenced th e real i st ic  trad i t ion 
whose influence is st i l l  present i n  our owu oll t looks on l iterary cb aracters . 
However, Defoe ' s  ' i n d iv i dual  c haracters ' serve as examp l es of edu cation al and 
cogn it ive val ue.  The next step toward s a recognition of the interconn ect ion  
between fictional character and the l i vin g peo ple i ł  imitates was made by Hegel 
who granted it with i n ne r  l i fe an d acknowledged i ts richness .  Henryk 
Markiewicz cal l s  th is process "con sec ratio n  of l i terary character, ,1 who is st i l l 
reqll i red to be individllal ized an d to a ce rtain extent exe mp lary, though best 
done in a subtle,  llnobtrus ive way.  

The trad ition of Great Real i sm 011 th e o ne hand deepened th e p sych o log i 
cal d imensions of l iterary characters, b ut o n  th e other hand treated them fun c
t ional ly as devices to reveal some obj ect ive truth about society and the h uman 

l Helene Cixous, ' The Character of"Character' ' ' ,  New LiterOJY His/ory, Vo 1 . 5 , n UIn
ber 2 (winter 1 974), p . 3 86 .  

2 Henryk Markiewicz, ' Postać l iteracka ' ,  i n  WymiOJy dzieła [jJerackiego (Kraków: 
Wydawn ictwo Literackie, 1 984),  p . 1 46 .  
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psyche - the character was unquestionably perce ived as a product of soc iety Ol' 
the author's soc ial  observat ion .  Nortlll'op Frye observes that the nove l ist con
structs characters "wearing the i r  personae or soc ia l  ranks" with in  "the frame
work of stab le soc iety.

, ,3 

Paradoxical ly, the constant endeavour to attai n  perfection i n  depicti ng 
human nature in  fiction effected an erosion of cons istency of l iterary character 
- arguab ly, s i nce Dostoyevsky we have observed the process of reduction, rela
t ivi sat ion,  d i s integration and degradation of the l iterary hero4, motivated by ac
knowledgement of the fact that human nature is contrad ictory rathel' than con
s i stent. Modernist fiction,  so much inf1uenced by Freud ' s  psychoanalys is ,  macie 
of the character a welter of conf1 icting emotions rooted in sexu al comp lexes .  
The stress was put on the complexity of the character' s inner l i fe, her/h is  
thoughts, fee l ings and emotions .  The access to the human psyche was guaran
teed by predominant techn iques of the interior monologue and stream of co n
sciousness, the techn iques that appeared to be the most effective modes of pre
sent ing the character in the 110ve l s  of James Joyce, Dorothy Richardson or Vir
g in ia Woo lf. Th i s  rev i s ion i st strain witl1 i n  the mainstream nove l attempts to 
abo l i sh  o ld-fash ioned convictions that, as John Bayley puts it, "characters arc 
invariab ly there to be used, e ither for amusement . . . Ol' for exemplary purposes 
. . .  Ol'  as a combination of both ."s 

Jerzy Peterkiewicz sums it up as fo l lows : 

Subjected to such a process of valuation over a period of t ime, the 
[characters] put on weight in s ignificance, look more so l id  and more inte
grated than the ir  actual appearance in the text wou ld warrant. We there
fore credit them with a three-d imensional veri s im i l itude, although they are 
phantoms c lothed on ly with words.6 

In the second half of the twentieth century att itudes toward the creat ion 
of l iterary characters have sti l l  tencled to be regu lat ive ,  although we cannot 
speak of any unan i m ity among writers and theori sts, espec ia l ly  s ince postmocl
ernism has deval ued the very notion of i nte l l ectual truth . Two very d i sti nct ancl 
po larized v iews of l iterary character are worth mention ing at th i s  stage of d i s
cuss ion :  fi rst, the forma l i st-structural ist theory; and second, as represented by 
Helene C ixous,  the post-Lacan ian psychoanalytical concept of l iterary charac
ter. 

The Russian formal i sts (e .g .  Propp, Tomashevsky) and the French struc
tura l i sts i nf1uenced by them (e .g .  Todorov, Gre imas) who perce ived l iterary 

3 Northrop Frye, ' The Four Forms of F iction ' ,  in Ph i l ip  Stevick (ed .) ,  The TheOly ol 
the Novel, (New Yark: The Free Press ,  1 967). 

4 Markiewicz, op.c i t . ,  p . 1 47 .  
5 John Bayley, 'Character and Consciollsness ' ,  New Litera/y HistOly, Vo1 . 5 ,  nlll11ber 2 

(winter 1 974), p .228 .  
6 Jerzy Peterkiewicz, ' Cast in  G lass and  Shadow' ,  New Litera/y History, Vo1 . 5 ,  

nlll11ber 2 (winter 1 974), p .3 5 3 .  
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characters as l anguage constructs ( Le .  "p ha nto ms c10the d  on ly  with word s") 
and retlected on the i r  construct ion as on e leme nts of arti sti c work and func
t ional  parts of structure , formll l ated th e cOllcept ion of aelanliel wh ic h  meant 
that c haracters shou l d  be conce i ved as actanls (paI'1ic i pa nts) and not as rea l 
be ings .  The structu ra l ist  theory of ch aractel' appeared to be in co nfl ic t with the 

expectat ions  of the read i ng publ i c - a view adv oc ated by Seymo ur C h atman 

when he write s :  "what seem s fu ndamental to th e modem :fict i onal cb aracter, 
what gives h i m  the part icu lar k i nd of re al i stic i l lusio n ac ceptab l e to modern 
taste, i s  prec ise ly  heterogene ity Ol' eve n s cat1e r i n  his perso nal i 1y. , ,7 Chatman 
sti p u l ates that "the understan d ing of character - o ur c h i e f  p leas lll'e i n  read in g 
modern fiction - depends,  and depend s rad i ca l ly . . . on outsid e knowledge . "g On 
the other hand,  dropping one kin d of p le asu re o f  readin g, the ple asul'e of recog
n it ion of ver i s i m i l ar characte rs, does not n ec ess al'i ly im ply 10tal lack of any S0I1 
of p l easure; p l easLIl'e of s urprise that l'es u lts from i nn ovatio n m ay p rove to be 
even more reward ing .  

Neverth e l ess,  th e exempl al'y m ater ia l  C h atma n choo ses to i l l lls1rate h i s  
p o i nt with be longs t o  the l i terary per i od before the radical red llct ion of the 
c haracter ( i n  the shape of J10uveau roJ1l[m) a nd b efo re the dec l al'at i on of 'the 
d eath of the hero ' .  Angela C al1er be lon gs to t he arti sti c generation whic h had to 
confront th i s  prob lem an d so lve it ind iv i d ua l ly - i n  fact it meant no l ess than 
another ' death of God ' . 

I n  the thought-provoki ng introdu ction to hel' es say " The Character of 
' C h aracter' " Helene C ixous as ks th e qll estio n wh eth el' the "he ro" Ol' 
"character", "the captor of the i mag in ary "  i s  rea l ly dead. Hel' a nswer read s  ' n o ' ,  
because s h e  d i scovers h e  i s  on l y  " un ma sked . , .  de no unced, ret urned t o  h i s  real

i ty as s i m u l acrum, brought back to the m ask as mask . "!) 

Accord ing to her  concept , the trad i t i on al l iterary chal'acte r is a "po lie
paro le  of sense", "the d ec i ph erab le human s ign", "a cog i n  th e literary mach i n 
ery", and a s  s u c h  i s  dec l al'ed t o  b e  l ife l ess a s  a m ari o nette . ln  o rde r to st i m u l ate 
it  to l i fe C ixoll s postll l ates ackn ow ledg i ng the uncon sc io us i n  th e l i terary chal'
acter, because, to q u ote her once aga i n , " ' I '  is  1l10re than on e . " lO Hel' protest i s  
d i rected aga i n st t h e  psyc ho l og i ca l  fu nct i on of soc ial  con d itio n in g p layed by 
trad it ional  ch aracter s ince its concept "organ izes reco gn i t i on " an d " patron izes 
mean i ng". 

By definit ion, a "ch aracter", prec on ceive d  Ol' c reated by an allthor 
i s  to be figl/red out, und erstood, read : he is presented , o ffered up to inter
pretat ion,  with the prospect of a trad iti on al read in g that se eks its satisfac-

7 Seymour Chatman, 'On the Fonnalist-Stru cturalist T heory of  C haracter' ,  JO l/mai 
ofLiterary Semantics, 2 ( 1 972) ,  p .6 1 .  

8 I b idem, p .78 .  See also:  Chatman, Story and Discmwse: Narmt;ve Struclure in Fic
tion and Film ( Ithaca: Corne l l  U n iversity Pre s s ,  1 98 3 ), p . 1 1 9 .  
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tion at the level of a potential identification with such and such 
a "personage" . 1 1  

And aga i n :  

Character is the produet of repression o f  subjectiv ity, and . . .  the 
handl ing of l iterary scenes is don e under the aegis of masterdom, of the 
conscious, which conventionalizes, evaluates, and codes so as to confonn 
to set types, according to cu ltural demand . . . . 

1 2  

Th i s  con tl i ct, s o  rad ica l ly  expressed b y  C i xous ,  m u st a l so h ave been 
a problem for Ange l a  C arter whose enormous ali i st i c  consc io usness ,  cu l tural 
erudit ion and fem i n i st att itudes req u i re he l' to question and abandon the trad i 

t ional  e l ements o f  t h e  presented world .  A s  i n  t h e  case of C arter' s l abyri nth ine 
spaces,  her  protagon i sts appear to be l iterary characters of the third l eve l ,  where 

the fi rst i s  the l evel  of real people ,  the second of convent ional  i zed (e .g .  sym

bol ic or archetypal)  i m ages, and the th i rd of the i mage OF the i mage Ol' the 
convent ion w h i c h  I pro pose to cal I virtual as there is no d i rect connect ion be
tween it  and real h u man be ings .  To put it in a s i m p ler manner :  at the roots ot' a l i 
Ange l a  Carter' s characters l i e  not real people,  but archetypes,  i mages or sym
bo l s .  

I n  a l l  prev io u s ly d i scussed theor ies  t h e  l iterary character was perceived 
as an anthropom i metic construct whose i n d i rect c haracter i zat ion  shou ld ,  or at 
l east can,  be interpreted i n  the categories of personal ity - th i s  i s  what Chatman 
suggests when he describes ch aracter as a "parad igm of traits .

, , 1 3  These catego
r ies ,  however, seem to be thorough ly i rre l evant to the analys i s  of v i rtual  char
acters who shou ld  be seen in the l ight of l iterary trad it ion and analyzed com
parat ively or genet ica l ly .  

Thus,  the bas ic  assumpt ion on which  fUliher d i sc u s s i o n  i n  th i s  chapter i s  
based reacl s :  we do not  treat Ange l a  Calier' s p rotago n i sts  as anthropo m i met i c  
characters, b u t  as archetypol11imetic figures . S i nce t h e  term i s  a n ew i d e a  for 
better understan d i ng of Ange l a  C arter' s fi ct ion,  l am go i n g  to use  it i n  a broacl 

sense,  n ot to fal I  i nto the trap of red uct ion i sm .  
By archetypomimetic .f/gl/res I m e a n  such characters that are mode l led 

not on real  humans (as  the i r  anthropom i met ic  counterparts), but  on symbo l i c 

fi gu res or archetypes that are common c u rrency i n  our  c u lture.  W ithout th i s  
new term m y  analys i s  of types of ch aracters i n  Angela C arter ' s  fict ion wou l ct 

seem odd Ol' even fal se ,  s i nce there wo u l cl  be th i s  tac it trad it ional  assumpt i o n  
that a l l l iterary c haracters are anthropo m i meti c .  I n  such a case, Carter' s pro
tagon i sts wou l d  appear cur ious ly  tl awed and,  as a resu lt, u n s uccessfu l .  When 
perce ived as archetypomimetic, they turn out to  be or ig ina l  and i n novative con
structs, the nove lty i n  the l iterary treatment of the c haracter. 

1 1  Ib idem. 1 2  
I bidem, p . 3 84 .  

n Chatman, Story and Discourse, op.c i t . ,  pp . 1 26- 1 3 1 .  
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S ince archetypal characters are mythica l ca!>ts of c ultu ral roles , CaIier, 
beg inn ing from the same aS iiu mpt i on ii aii C is om.:, tr ies in an art is t i c  way to 
' un maiik' the hero - it iii i m po iisib l e to identify w itIJ any of her protagon i stii .  
L ike iitructural i sts she reduces h er characters to the rol e  of actants wh ose bas ic  
d ichotomy i s  of ' Hero vs Advers ary ' - all h er fict iol1 !> p resent the contl ict of 
power, a contl ict emerg ing from th e gender po lari zation of the human world . 

Archetypes prove to be effi c ient veh icles for these ge nder power-games, 
becallse they llnderl ine the un iveriial ity of th e con f1 ict .  S itu ated o n  the abstract 
level archetypes ' annex' paIiicu lar peo p le who become pIOl1 e to behave in ac
cordance with the archetypa l  partem inc ulcated into the colleet ive uncon sc ious .  
Even lewe l and Mariann e fro m  Heroes and ViJJains , app arently c haracters 
made of tlesh, become subj ect to the symb o lic IOles of stro ng an d weak respec
tively, thus los ing the ir  i nd i v idual feature!> .  However, the re i s  al1 i nte resting IOle 
swap and i n  the end Marianne ga ins fu l i  co ntra l over J ewel - s uch role rever
sals are very character ist ic of Carter' s fictio n in the ] 970s . 

Despite fal i  i ng  i nto archetyp al roles , Catier's protagon is ts  remai n dy
namic  s ince they possess the ab i l ity of metamol-p hosis, e spec ial ly the und er
dogs, wh ich in most cases mean s women . 11 seem s to be a re f1 ect ion of 
a convict ion common ly shared am ong fe min ists  that s oc i ał stereotypes of 
women h ave often been re i nforced by archetypes and have stro ngl y intl uenced 
the i mages of women in  l iterature (Milto n' !>  Eve often serves as an examp le). 1 4  

Angela Calier attemptii to b reak the stereotypes by exper i menting w ith 
the i r  iiource, name ly archetypes .  S he suceeeds i n  rousin g her heroin es from 
what Linda Ray Pratt cal led " Eden ie in noce nce", aceord in g to wh ic h "igno
rance was a v i rtue in a woman, and . . .  d epal1ure from a pre- Iapsar ian 1110 LII d 
was an unacceptab le  mora l ,  soc ial , and sexu ał ro le . "l s  

Calter's protagon i sts usual ly 1II1 dergo a l abyrinthine jou rney wh i ch re
S ll ltS in se lf-d i scovery .  Quite l ogica l ly, the nove ls take the form of 
the B i ldungsroł11an , the gen re showi n g  h u m an be i ngs in the process of becoł11-
ing and gain ing contro l of their  l ives , i n  th e case of wome n by th row i ng off 
cond it ioning and soc ial  ro les, wh i ch mea lls here oppress ive arch etypal patterns.  
In The Passion oj New Eve, The iJifernaT Des ire Macńilles oj Doctor Hoffman 
and sholt stories l i ke "The B loody Chamber", "TIJe Tiger's Br ide", "Retlections " 
and "Flesh and the M i rror", to take on ly tll e  m os1 eOł1sp i cuous examples ,  the 
protagon ists manage to awaken from the i r  pre- Iapsarian state, though at the 
price of d is i l l us ionment .  Here Calter does 110t appear so o ptim is t ic  as many 
femin i st crit ics wou ld l ike her to be . 

14 Mary Anne Ferguson, Images ol Women in Literaivre, (Amherst : University of 
Massachusetts , 1 973),  ppA-5 . 

1 5  Linda Ray Pratt, ' The Abuse of Eve by th e N ew World Adam',  in Susan Koppel man 
Corni l lon (ed.) ,  Images ol Women in Fiction (Bowl ing Green, Ohi o: B owl i ng Green U n i 
versity Popular Press, 1 972), p . ł 70. 
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Neveliheless, us ing the B i ldungsroman - "the novel of apprenticesh ip" 
whose main feature i s  i ts  "dynamic of struggle

, , 1 6  - Carter may be perceived as 
a neo-femin i st writer. El len Morgan, expła in ing  the meml i ng of her term, wrote : 
"h er story i n  thi s  period of trans it ion i s  the story of an educat ion,  of a com ing to 
consciousness and a subsequent deve łopment of sełf and search for authentic
ity, of rebe l l ion and resołut ion .

,, 1 7  

In  Ange la  Carter's fiction, however, it i s  not on ly  women who  need to 
undergo transformation in order to arrive at fu l i  personhood . Desiderio i s  one 
exampłe,  Eve lyn/Eve i s  another - the łatter i s  even more fasci nati ng, s ince the 
most essential prerequ i s ite of Eve lyn's gain ing h umanity i s  h i s  spe l l  of experi
ence as a woman (Eve) .  

80th The Infernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman and The Passion 
oj New Eve may be cal led Cand ide- ł ike nove l s :  they are s imułated autobiogra
phies,  to ld as fi rst person narrative by the main character of the story who expe
riences many dangers and unusual  adventures .  Th i s  form derives from the 1 6th 
century p icaresque nove ł which put at the centre of the narrative a p icaro -
"a root less, unattached indiv idual who must secure h i s  own survivał and psy
chological wel l-be ing in a society wh ich open ły espouses traditional ideaIs, 
whi ł e  actual ly  sanct ion i ng the most dehuman iz ing modes of behav ior.

, , 1 8  Jt i s  
i nterest ing t o  note that four hundred years later a femin i st writer uses the genre 
for the same, namely pol it ical ,  purpose of advocat ing freedom from soc iał con
strict ions .  

Richard Bjornson i n  h is  book The Picaresque Hero in European Tradi
tion underscores two mai n features of p icaresque as a genre - a pseudoauto
b iograph ical perspective and the panorama of representative types wh ich leads 
to an overv iew of the cond it ions of human l i fe .  As Bjornson puts i t :  

Picaresqlle heroes wander from p łace to  p łace and traverse variolls 
sociał m i ł iellx, they encollnter many d ifferent peopłe, and by momentari ly 
focllsing llpon these secondary characters, the allthor can depict a cross 
section of manners, morał s and idiosyncras ies . 19 

80th Desiderio and Eve łyn/Eve in thei r  travełs  observe many exotic so
ciet ies or sociał  c i rc les whose com mon groU \ld is the low soc iał posit ion of 
women.  During h i s  peregrinat ions through ha l luc inatory countrys ide, Desiderio 
has to h ide away among the River People  who inhabit the region of the Ama
zon ian j ungle .  The chapter begins  l i ke an ethno logicał sketch ,  outl in ing the 
h i storical and economic cond it ions of the tribe's l i fe, some bas ic  information 

1 6 El len Morgan, ' H llmanbecoming: Form & FOCllS in  the Neo-Feminist Noveł ' ,  i n  
Susan Koppełman Corni l łon (ed . ) ,  op .c it . ,  p . 1 8 8 .  

1 7  I b idem, p . 1 83 .  
1 8  Richard Bjornson, The Picaresque Hero in European Fiction (Madison and Lon

don : The Un ivers ity of Wiscons in Press, 1 979), p .6 .  
1 9 I b idem, p . 8 .  
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about the i r  l anguage and a brief overv iew of the i r  socia l strat i fi cat ion . The 
R iver Peo p l e' s  women have the un i versa l du1 ie ii of w om en in al l  p atriarch al so
c i et ies  - cooki ng, b r i n g i n g  up ch i ldre n, se wing and pl'ov idin g sexual services .  
They also have to wear trad i t ion al  clothes , togetbel' with un i foJ'med 
"maq u i l l age" and h a i rdo .  Th i s  prec i s ely defined co stu me m akes th em grotesque 
cari catures of womanhood an d t ums the m sexua l ly undes i rab l e  to E uropean 
taste : 

Mama's costume was u nive rsal alTIong the wome n. It gave them 
a top-heavy appearance,  as i f they would not falt dow n  whe n )lOU pushed 
but on ly rock  to and fi·o . I rea l ized that , though [ had somet imes seen the 
dark barges mov ing s lowly a long the river, I h ad n eve r s een thi s charac 

ter ist ic shape of a woman o n  deck a lld late r l l eamed th e women were al i 

ordered be low whenever they l'eached a p lac e of any s iz:e. ( ID MDH, 72 ) 

Later l found that a l i  the wom en l110ve d i n  th is s ame, stereotyped 
way, l i ke ben ign alitom ata, so what w itł1 that an d their m usical box 
speech, it was qll ite pos s ib le they were 110t fu I ly hum an and , to a certa in 
extent, lInderstand what had prodllced the p rej lldices of Jesu its. (JDMDH, 73)  
Thus,  as i t  often happe n s  in  (not  on ly  fe mi n ist) l ite ratu re, u Ilcom f0I1ab le 

c l othes become a s i gIl of soc ial  immobi l i ty an d su bm i s si o n  to men, tllrn i ng 
women i nto al most i nan i mate obj ects wh ose viltu e i s  l oyalty and p ass ivi ty .  

The cosmogony of the R i ve r  Peo p le i s a p ag an d i slottion of the b i b l ical  
myth of Eve and the Snake . A yO llng gi r l  tou ches a snake, whi ch is  for b id de n i n  
h e r  tr ibe,  and she conceives o f  its venom.  T lle s nake who grows LI P  i n  hel' be l ly 
teac hes her what fi re i s  and how to toast food o ve r  a flame. But she does not 
te l l  her secret to he l' father an d brothers who fi nal ly fin d out abo ut tll e s nake 
dwe l l i n g  i n s i d e  her and, wanti ng to learn 10 kin d le fire, event ua l ly r ip her stom
ach open,  k i l l  the snake,  eat  i t  and thu s p oss ess the tr ick.  The myth, b ased o n  
t h e  mut i lat ion  of a d i s l oyal woman, g ive s  r i s e  t o  til e custom fo r mothers of 
young g i rl s to  coax thei r  dau ghters ' c ł i tor i s es fm m b abyl1 00d un t i l  th ey beco llle 

long as snake s .  Des ider io  dec ides  thal it mus!  have been an equ i val ent of the 
c i rc u m c i s ion ceremo n i e s  amo n g  maJes,  b ut a uth oria l  i nte ntio n was , j be l ieve,  
a d i storted and grotesque depict i o n  of th e b ibl i ca l  myth . 

Desider io 's  pos it ion as an exp lorer of exotic countries i s  precise ly  de
fined as G u l l iver- l i ke in th e  ch apter ca l le d  "Lost i n  Nebu lou s Time", wh i ch 
open ly  serves sat i r i ca l  p u rpose s .  Here De s i der i o a nd Al berti na arr ive in the so
c i ety of inte l l i gent centaurs, a refere nce to S wi ft's Ho uyhnh nm s .  Even thougb 
S w i ft  h i m s e l f  seems to be uneasy abou t h is  h em '  s t 1l i s all ! hmpy, Gu l i  ive r  gu l i  i 
b l y  pra i ses t h e  soc i a l  order of the co untry of i nte l l igent horse s .  I n  C arter's ver
s i o n ,  the desc r i pt ion  of t h e  soc ial  o rgan izati on serves purely dystop ian a ims ,  
because the  ru les  and myths on wh i ch that society is  fou nded c an not be  per
c e ived as ideal - q u ite the contrary, s ince it repre sents a g rote sq ue reflecti o n  01' 
h u man soc i ety . 
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The centaurs "respected the v i r i l e  princ ip le  and rev i led the female one" 
(JDMDH, 1 80) ,  "they bel ieved women were barn o n ly to suffer" (JDMDH, 1 72) .  
The Books of  the  Sacred Stal l ian wh ich contain the  centaurs ' cosmogony i s  
equivalent t o  the B ib ie ,  the cantor s i ngs and dances the myth o f  "the horse who 
penetrated to the shades to retrieve his dead fri end" (JDMDH, 1 74) .  However, 
un l i ke G u l l iver ' s  perfect creatures, "because they were men, they had many 
words to describe cond it ions of deceit; they were not Houyhnhnms" (JDMDH, 
1 87) .  In order to express the ir  contempt for women they ritual ly  gang-rape AI
bert ina and make the ir  womenfo lk  caress Desiderio,  wh ich  i s  intended to hu
m i l iate the mares .  After one of the centaurs learns that A lbert ina i s  Desiderio 's 
mate - "therefore [h i s] property" (JDMDH, 1 82)  - he cries and wh ips h imself to 
express his regret and shame. 

Carter i s  carefu l  not to l et the story s l i p  into the rea lm of fantasy and 
therefore defines the onto logical status of the centaurs as "not fabu lous beasts" 
but "ent ire ly myth ic" (IDMDH, 1 83 )  creatures .  Furthermore, they appear to be 
possessed by archetype in a Jungian sense s ince "each mare was the embod i
ment of the archetypal Bridal Mare as she c leaned the Ce lestial Stab les;  Even if 
the Bridal Mare was only a pen itent s inner, sti l l  she was essential to the Sacred 
Horse's passion" (IDMDH, 1 83 ) .  

The most degrad ing portrayal o f  the social posit ion o f  women appears i n  
one horrifying fragment o f  The Passion oj New Eve - in  the ep isodes taking 
p lace in  tyrant Zero 's  harem. Th i s  impotent sad i st ic man iacal figure forces h i s  
seven wives to occupy a soc ial  posit ion lower than h i s  p igs .  Zero deprives them 
of the i r  ind ividual ity by hav ing  their hair cut and teeth extracted, which i n  
a symbo l i c  sense means d ivest ing them o f  al l the i r  strength - the ir female 
be auty and the castratory device which teeth may turn into . This  grotesque m i 
sogyn ist incarnate exp lo its h i s  harem both in  a sexu al and  economic sense -
each of the gir ls  has her one day i n  the week when she spends the n ight with 
her master, and a l l  seven spend three summer months in  Los Angeles "pedd l i ng  
the i r  asses . . .  in  order to  save enough money to  keep Zero and h i s  fami l iar [the 
p igs] throughout the winter" (PNE, 98) .  Obviously, i t  is Calter' s grotesque 
metaphor of sexu al and econom ic exp loitat ion o f women . 

The image of women as defenceless vict ims of sad ist ic sexual hunger 
appeared earl ier i n  The Injernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman, first as 
sexual toys out of sad i st ic fantas ies in  the House of Anonymity sect ion, and 
next in the chapter cal led "The Coast of Africa" as the mut i l ated wives of the 
KlIIiz - l i ke figure of a dreadfu l  ch ieftai n :  

Many bore the bleeding marks o f  gigantic b ites in  the i r  breasts and 
buttocks. Some had a n ipple m iss ing, most were minus one or several toes 
and fingers. One girl had a ruby set in the socket in  p lace of a lost eyebal l .  
(JDMDH, 1 5 8)  

Ali  the women i n  th is  tr ibe are subj ected to mad experiments whose pur
pose is doing away with the trad itional not ions of the fe maI e figure and de-
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priv ing them of sexual pleasllre wh i ch m ight be a threat to patr iarchy . The 
ch ieftain explains it as fo l lows : 

Tear th is notion of the mother from yom l1 e8lts. V engefu J  as nature 
herself, she loves hel' chi ldren only i n OI'd er to devour them b etter . . . . Not 
one of my cal l i pygian sol diery but has e arne d her rank by devou ri ng a l ive , 
first gnawing l imb from l imb and s uck i ng the m arrow fro m i1s bon es, her 
first-born eh i ld . . . . They have pas s ed far beyo nd a1l hum an fee l ing. 

And, s i nee my early research es soon showed me that 1h e extent of  
a woman's fee l ings was direc11y re l ated to  hel' capac ity for fee ling dur i ng 
the sexual aet, I and my surgeons 1ake the precauti on of bru tal ly exci si ng 
c1 itoris of every girl ehi ld  . . . There fore, I am proud to say that not a s ingle 
one of my harem . . .  has ever exper ie nced the most tleeting ecstasy, or 
even the s l ightest pleasure ,  wh i le in m y  al1l1S . . .  S o  ou r womenfolk are en
tirely eold and respond on ly to c melty an d ab use . (fDMDH, 160- 1 6 1 )  
The on ły way out of th i s  vic iou s circ le of phal logoc en t r i c  bruta l i ty seems 

to be through the creat ion of a u topi an ' worl d  w itho ut men ' ,  a matr i archal so
c ia ł  structure wh ich affirms femal en ess . It is worth lIndel' l in i ng that Cm1er's 
depiction of the underground headq ualtel'S of fem i nist gueril las in i ts purely 
dystopian form does not d i ffer from myth ology - a ls o  in Anci ent times the 
Amazons were presented as crue l ,  bell icose and p rom i scllouS. In th is sense the 
Amazons from Beu łah cu ltivate trad itiona l ly fe min ine va l lles , prepari ng them
sełves for m i ł i tary confl ict with th e patri arc hy . 

However, the ir  commander, Mothel', appeal's no less a ppal l i ng, grotesque 
and even comic than the mad ch ieftain in '''The Coast of Afr ica" . In  fact, the 
whole organization of Beu ł ah corresponds to the stereotypical portrayaIs of 
matriarchy in sc ience fiction , as ch aractel'ized by Joanna  RllSS - it resembł es 
a commun ity of social i nsects and re l ie s  fo r i t s  fllt lll'e on th e im provement of 
the poss ib i  I it ies of b io łogicaI engineeri ng. 1 0  

S ł ightły d i gressing, i t  i s  w0l1h po i nting out here that Cm1er takes obvious 
p leasure i n  deserib ing groups of people as sects (rel i gio n and m i l itar i sm eome 
in  her stories together) . She often ereates th em both for aesthetic reasons and as 
actants with a s ing le aet to perform - the Acrobats of Desire ,  who excel them
sełves in  j uggł ing with the i r  owu eyebal ls  and othel' paIts ofthe body , appeal' to 
gang rape Desiderio ;  the mad fuud amental i st ch i l d  so Id iers come out of 11 0-
where only to k i I l  Tri stessa, thu s  denyi ng Eve he r happ i ne ss. I n  both cases they 
funct ion as suppl iers of female  exper ience to ma l e  pl'Otagouists . They are 
a comic " inferno device . . . wh i ch wou l d  have been le ss effe ctive at greater 
ł ength . , ,2 1  

20 Joanna Russ, 'The Image of Wom en in  Sc i ence F ict io n ' ,  in  Susan K oppe lman 
Corni l lon (ed . ) ,  op.c i t . ,  p . 87 .  2 1  Roz Kaveney, 'New New Wo r ld Dream s :  A nge la C arter and Sc i enc e F ict ion ' ,  i n  

Lorna Sage (ed), F/esh and the Mirror (London:  Virago, 1 9 94), p . 1 8 1 . . 
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Depiction of women as a c 1ass subjected to sexual and economic exp lo i 
tat ion i s  a constant theme in  Angela  Calter's fict ion - the stories from Fire
works, l ike "The Executioner's Beautifu l  Daughter", "The Loves of Lady Pur
ple" and "Master" present d i fferent aspects of the same o ld  tale, but aU these 
stories ,  and especial ly the fai ry tales of The Bloody Chamber, employ the theme 
for subvers ive ends, looking for the poss i b i l ity to transcend the viet im ro le -
the sequence cal l ed "Predator-Prey D ichotomy" examines th is problem in de
tai ł .  

I n  the narratives mentioned above, Calter presents women as the lowest 
caste in patr iarchal  soc iety, hence the strik ing lack of any psycho logical ins ight; 
her i nterest concentrates not on i nd ividual human beings and the menta l con
tl icts invo lved in  being a woman, but on the image of an arehetypal woman in 
a pre- lapsarian state, obed ient to patriarchy and submiss ively accept ing  the ro le 
i n  wh ich phaUogocentr ie script easts her. Eve lyn after becoming Eve observes :  

Although I was a woman, I was now aiso pass i ng  for a woman, but, 
then,  many women born spend the ir who le l ives in j ust such im itat ion.  
(PNE, 1 0 1 )  

Thus, let me repeat, Carter takes an interest i n  woman as emblem, the 
carr ier of arehetypal ro 1es borrowed from the treasury of cu ltural - espec ia l ly 
l iterary - heritage . But as the five sect ions wh ieh fol low these i ntroduetory 
comments and assumptions w i ł ł  demonstrate, she pOltrays also male ro les as 
l im itat ions of humanity. She de l i berate ly reduces her protagon i sts to the leve l 
of cultural s igns,  creat ing not l i fe-l ike peop le but archetypomimetic characters . 
In consequellee they fal l  into weł ł-defined cu ltural categories, but a lso remain 
dynamie as a resu lt  of thei r  potential for metamorphos i s .  

I t  i s  wOlth not ing here that hard ly any of Calter's eharacters have proper 
names . They are e ither nameless ' I ' s, O l' fai ry tale- l i ke figUl·es who serve as ex
amples, Ol' who bear the i r  funetions as identity marks (e .g .  Dr Hoffman, The 
Min i ster, Mother, Master, Lady Purple), Ol' the i r  names come as te l l -tale  s igns  
of the i r  symbo l ic mean ing Ol' fate (e .g .  Eve lyn/Eve, Le i lah/L i l ith, Tristessa, De
s iderio, A lbeltina, Soph ia) .  

The concept of the eharaeter as a reflection of soc ial  ro les eorresponds to 
Luce Ir igaray's notion of ' femin in ity as masquerade '  whieh embraees women ' s  
endeavour to part ic ipate i n  man ' s  des ire .  O n  the bas is  of th i s  analogy a femin ist 
cr it ie Pau l ina Palmer aceuses Carter of adopt ing "a mascu l ine po int of v iew" 
and depict i ng  "the masque of fem i n i nity from the outs ide, describ ing with ob
vious p l easure the exotic costumes and make-up Lei lah and Tristessa llse to se
dllce men ."n For Palmer, the evo lution of Carter' s  female protagon i sts leads 
them to th i s  kind of androgyny wh ieh springs from peree iving maseu l i n ity as 
a norm . 

22 Pau l ina Palmer, Contemporary Women 's Fiction (Brighton :  Harvester Wheat
sheaf, 1 989), p .22 .  
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The only apparent attempt a1 l ookin g  i nto woma n's psyc hology i s  un
dertaken in  three hard ly  fict ional ized, n ot to say autobi ograph ical, stories from 
Fireworks : "A Souvenir  of Japan ", "The Sm i le  of W intel''' an d "F l esh and the 
Mirror" where the dream-l ike, a l  ien aura of Japan correspond s w ith  the es
trangement of the female n arrator . Lom a Sage in h el' m i ni-mon ograph of An
ge la  Carter points at the connect ion between t he i mage of J apan in  the Fire
works stories and in Roland Balihe s ' boo k Empire oj Signs jn wh i cb he reveal s 
a cu lture that despi ses d epth, where "the i lls ide no l onger c om mands th e out
s ide ."n The al l -encompass ing strangen ess of the p lace fo rce s th e narrator to 
look at herse lf  with the i ntent ioll of find ing Ollt wh ether h el' OWI1 image COI11-
p l ies with hel' se l f.  But what she fin ds i s  aga ill a n  embl em ,  a sig n, a self de
pr ived of the unconsc ious :  

I had never been 5 0  absol uteJy the m ysterious other .  I h a d  become 
a kind of phoenix, a fabulous beast; r was 811 oul 1and ish j eweJ . . . 1 0ften 
felt l ike a female impersonator .  

I n  the depaJiment store there was a I'ack o f  dress es labe l led: 'For 
Young and Cute G ir l s On iy' . W heu l l oo ked at them, l was gross as 
G lumdalcl itch . I wore men's  sanda i s  because th ey were the on ly kind t hat 
fitted me and, even sa, I had to take th e l argest size . My pink ehe eks , b lue 
eyes and b latant yel low hail' made o f me ,  in the v i s uaJ orc hestration of this 
c ity . . .  an instrument wh ich p layed upon an a l ien s eaJe. ( F W, 7 )  
In  Ange la  Calter's stor ies the charac ters often have to confront the i r  re

f1ect ions in m irrors Ol' other reflecti ng devic es, q uite often so meon e else' s  eye s .  
In  the  story cal led "F lesh a n d  t h e  Min'o r" wh i ch i s  about ,  a s  Loma Sage p u t s  i t ,  
"sex minus  words, c lass, character, with a wan der i ng stra nger,,2+ , t h e  narrator 
confesses :  

The magie m i lTor presented m e  with a h ith elio ullc ons idered n o 
t ion of myself as I .  Without any i nten t io ns of l1l ine ,  I h ad b een defined by 
the aetion refleeted i n  the m i lTor ' "  . I was the su bj ect of the sentence 
written on the m i rror " .  Noth i n g  kept me fi'om th e fact, th e act; I h ad been 
prec ip itated into knowledge of the rea l  cond i t ians ot I ivi  ag . (FW, 64-65) 
In the context of an a l i en c u lture tb e ] h as to re co gn i ze i t self, as if  re

peat ing the c h i ld ' s  recogn it ion o f  i t s  own s ep al'ateness ( i n  Lacan' s cOll ce pt the 
awareness of the I i s  fornled by the m i rrOl' i l1lage s of th e se lf) : 

Women and m i rror are in c omp l ic ity with o ne an othe r to evade the 
aetion I /she performs that sh e([ ( anIlot watch, th e acti oll with which 
I break out of the m irror, with whi ch I ass ume my a ppe aran ce. But Ihis 
milTor refuscd to consp i re w ith m e, i l  was l i ke the first milTOI' l 'd ever 
seen .  (FW, 65)  

A mi lTor may enab le LIS to p erce i ve oll r se lves i n  a n ew l ight as  products 
of a part icll lar hi story, as part ly a li i fi ci a l  objccr.'.' - a pl'Ocess which sho ulcl l ead 
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23 Quoted after Loma Sage , A ngela Carte,. (P lym outh : N0l1h cote House, 1 994), p.26 .  
24 I b idem, p .27 .  
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to s e l f-recogn it ion . Paradoxica l ly,  these uncharacte r i st ic  Firevl'orks stor ies  ar
r ive at the same conc l u s i o n  as a l l  of  Calier's other fictio n s  - a search for the 
self m u st i nvo lve d i scard i n g  the myth ica l  ro l e  we are u se d  to p l ay i n g .  

BefO I'e we m o v e  to more spec i fic  d i sc u s s i on of C alier' s archetypomż
metic characters, i t  n eeds to be stated that as a resu lt of  Calier ' s i ntenti o n  to 
make us perce ive them as e m b l ems,  they are d e p i cted m a i n ly through the form 
of d i rect, rather than i n d i rect presentat ion ,  usua l l y  through descri pt i on . Hav i n g  

p o i nted o u t  that Ange l a  Calier's c haracters are archetypomimetic ./igl/res who 
retl ect the soc i a l  ro l e s  p l ayed by both men and women in soc iety, I am go i n g  to 
present five sect i o n s  foc u s i n g  on part i c u l ar archetypes and the chances the 
characters have to tran scend the m .  

4.1. 
FEMININITY AS A CONSTRUCT: 

FLIGHT TO OR FROM ANDROGYNY? 

Pau l i n a  Pa I Jner  in her cr i t ical  overv i ew of the i d e o l ogical  i m p l icat i o n s  of 
The Passion ofNew Eve w rote : 

Carter, accept ing the fem in i st perspective on gender current i n  the 
early 1 970s ,  identifies i t  with undes i rable attriblltes such as dependence, 
pass ivity, masoch ism and a propens ity for maternal ' smotheri ng ' . The fe
male characters in her novel seek to l iberate themselves from these qual i 
t ies  and achieve a mode of behav iour wh ich i s  sllpposed ly androgynous .  
I n  actual fact ,  i t  i s  not so .  I t  i s  composed of attr ibutes wh ich are predomi
nant ly ' mascll l ine '  and instrumenta! . ") 

There are two p o i nts worth not i n g  in Pal mer' s rem ark. F irst, she dr ives  
the reader' s  atte nt ion to  the fact that ' an d rogyno u s '  in  Carter' s work eqll a l s  
' mascu l i n e '  by fre e i n g  woman fro m  her  fem i n i n e  attr i b utes and turn i n g  her i nto 
an i n dependent and act ive s u bj ect.  Second ,  that androgyny as a state between,  
O l' even beyond,  the sexes i s  someth i n g  c1 e s i ra b l e  for wom e n ,  wh i l e  beco l1l i n g  
' an d rogynoll s  men ' represents a threat t o  fem i n i n e  v a  l ue s .  

l ndced,  t h e  concept of trlle anclrogyny, i . e .  "fu l i  bal ance a n d  comm ancl 01' 
a n  e lllot ional  range that i n c l udes  m a l e  and female  e lements

,,26 , s e e m s  to  be at
tract ive,  but  as the exalll p l e  of V i rg i n i a  Woo l f  shows, it is utterly utop i a n . 
E l a i n e  Showalter' s d i sc u s s i on of Woo l f' s  concept of anclrogyny expressecl i n  
A Roo/J1 o[ One 's OWl1 dep i cts i t  as a form o f  escap ism i nto another kinel ol" se l f

d i sc i p l i n e  or even repre s s i o n .  Serene anel rogyny proved to b e  an u nrea l i zab le  

2 5  Palmer, op . c it . ,  p . 1 6 .  
26 Ela ine Showalter, A Litcraflll'c of Thcir OWI1 (London:  V irago, 1 979) ,  p .263 . 
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myth, a painfu l  utopia .  Vet Carter's eOl1cept o f  andro gyny seellls to d erive from 
the  much l ighter, even p layful ,  treatm en t o f  th e myth  i n  Woolf s Or/ando . 
Nonethe less, in hel' fiction Calier pres ent s  al1 dl'Ogyl1 y as a mystifie ation,  wh i J e 

regard ing the concept of androgyny as necess ary for tae ful i  developelllent of 
se Jf-knowJedge. 

In The Passion oj New Eve, the key Ilove l as far a s  the thellle of andro
gyny goes, there are three quas i -an dl'Ogyn oll s fig ul'e s wllOse l1 atU l'e denounces 
androgyny as a mystificat ion by l ink ing it to the cOl1 struct i ol1 of fem i nin i ty as 
masquerade .  A l i  th ree - Eve, Triste ssa an d Le i lah are i n  fact ep itomes of the 
tr iu ll1ph of cu Jture over nature, des i re over  rea l ity . 

New Eve, the motIler-to-be of futllre wOlllanki nd, is in faet on ly the res u l t  
of a surgical operation on Eve lyn , and sh e i s  we I I  awal'e of th is : 

The plastic surgery turned me i nto my own d im inutive , Eve, the 
shortened form of Evelyn, thi s  arti fic ia l chan geling, the Tires ias of South
ern Cal ifornia.  (PNE, 7 1 )  

A s  an androgynous fi gure Eve l Yl1 rEve does not stand as an examp le of 
perfeet harmony and serenity, b ut ratll er as a g rotesque em bod i ment of the 
P laton ie  d iehotomy of m i nd and b ody - th e conse ioll sness of a mail (Eve lyn ) 
sti l l  res ides in the b io logical form o f  a wo man (Eve). As a resu l t ,  the hermaph
rod ite appears to be a wom an wh o i s  a d eficie nt m ail , an 11l1 llatural hybri d be
tween maleness and femaleness . 

But the actual point that C arter makes in The Pass ion oj New Eve i s  that 
sex is a fundamental component of identi ty, e specia l ly whe n it affects o ne's 
dest iny .  I f we eompare the seene whe n Evelyn sees h i mse lf for the first ti llle as 
Eve with its counterpalt in Or/ando, we can note a stri k i ng difference - where 

Woolf  does not acknowledge sex as the bas i s  of id en t i ty, C arte r perce i ves  it as 
the powerfu l  domi nant. 

102 

Gr/ando : 

Orl ando has become a woman - the re is no d Oll bt about it. B ut i n  
eyery other respect, Orlando re maine d  prec ise ly as he had been.  The 
change of sex, t1lOugh it altered their futul'e , d id no th ing wh ateve r to al ter 

the ir  identity. The ir faces rema ined , as the i l' portraits prov e, practica l ly the 
same . H i s  memory . . .  hel' m emory . . . went bac k thro ugh aU the events ot' 
her past l i fe without encou nteri ng any o bstac le .n 

In The Passion ojNe'fv Eve Evelyn says : 

When I looked in the m i lTor [ saw E ve; [ d i d  not see myself. J saw 

a young wonlan who, though sh e was I ,  I could in 1 1 0  way ackn owledge as 

myself, for th is  one was on ly a Iyri cal abst racti oll ot' femi nin ity to me . . .  . 
I looked again  and saw [ bore a st rong fami ly resemb l ance to m yse Jf . . .  . 

They had turned me into the Playboy cen ter fold ,  I was the object 
of a l l  the unfocused des ires th at had ever ex isted i n  my own head. [ had 

27 Virgin ia  Woolf, Or/ondo, ( London : P enguin, 1 9 92 ) ,  p , 1 3 3 .  
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become my own masturbatory fantasy. And - how can I put it - the cock 
in  my head, sti l ! ,  twitched at the s ight of myself. (PNE, 74-75) 

I know noth ing. I am a tabula erasa, a blank sheet of paper, an un
hatched egg. (PNE, 83 )  

Both Woolf and  Carter wrote the i r  nove l s  a t  t imes when there was a great 
fasci nation with androgyny perce ived in  the l i ght of the phenomena and deter
m ination of sexual ity and sexual identit ies .  The d ifference, however, is str ik ing 
- wh i le for Orlando femin in ity equals  open ing up, for Eve lyn it  means the end;  
i n  h is  case the poss ib i l ity of ' fu l le I' experience of humanity '  sounds l ike an 
i ronic c l iche .  

For Orlando the change of sex comes as someth ing natura l ,  even awaited ; 
for Eve lyn it arr ives as a n ightmare - depriv ing h i m  of a sense of d i rect ion and 
self-recogn it ion ("Eve was a creature w ithout memory . . .  an amnesiac . . .  she 
had noth ing to remember" (PNE, 78) .  lt seems that Orlando i s  we l l -prepared to 
be a woman s i nce it does not mean becom ing d ifferent, wh i l e  Eve has to 1I1l
dergo the long process of learn ing hel' new ro l e .  

ThllS, in Evelyn/Eve's case the  metamorphosis  into a woman cons ists of 
two sepat'ate stages - b io logical transfonnation through emascu lat ion and p las
tic surgery, and, a subsequent stage of inculcat ion of trad it ional ly female attri
butes .  In Beu lah Eve i s  subjected to the psycho-programm ing which involves 
watch ing  v ideos showing what patriarchy has made of women (both Tristesa's 
fi l ms wh ich demonstrate "every kitsch excess of the mode of femin in ity" (PNE, 

7 1 )  and fi lms incu lcat ing the beauty and p leasures of motherhood - espec ia l ly  
the  des i re to  nurture wh ich women are  expected to  possess) .  But the key ele
ment in hel' deve lopment into a fu l i  fem i n ine form i s  the streetwise knowledge 
of femin ine experience gained in Zero's harem, and later with Tristessa in the 
deseli and in  the cave by the sea. 

I ncarcerated in Zero's harem Eve learns "savage apprenticesh ip  i n  wo
manhood" (PNE, 1 07) - dependence, masoch ism,  passiv ity, inferior ity and fear. 
In  Tri stessa' s embraces she tastes sexual p leasure and love.  In the cave by the 
sea she goes through the ordea l of confrontat ion wi th Mother. It i s  easy to note 
that Eve's becoming a who le woman resu lts from hel' sexual exper ience .  
Kathe leen C ioffi poi nts out that the hero ine  i n  the femin i st B i ldungsroman 
searches for hel' psycho logical self through the estab l i shment of hel' sexual 
identity . 28 In the end Eve finds hel' new identity and accepts it - she refuses 
Lei l ah 's  offer to turn hel' back into a man : Eve lyn's gen ita l s, prudent ly stored i n  
a portable refrigerator, are flung into the sea. 

L ike other Calier protagon i sts, Eve is  a marionette i n  hel' puppet theatre 
and serves to dep ict the concept of androgyny as a myth ical ruse .  Its mystifica
tory character i s  best presented in the marve l lous mock-wedding ceremony of 

28  Kath leen Cioffi, 'Types of Femin i st fantasy and Sc ience F iction ' ,  in lane B .Weed
man (cd .) ,  WOl7len Worldwalkers (Lubbock, Texas: Texas Teclmical  Press, 1 985) ,  p .90-9 l .  
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Eve and Tri stessa arranged by Zero wh o makes Eve appe ar as th e groom and 
Tri stessa as the br ide . Eve wh o s ee s  he rself as  in "doub le dmg" , ob serves : 

This masquerade was rn ore t l1an sk in d eep . U nd er the mask of 
maleness I wore another mask of femaleness b ut a mask that now I never 
wou ld  be able to remove, no matter how hard ] tri ed, altho ugh I was a boy 
disguised as a g ir l  and now disg uised as a boy again, like Rosal i nd in 
El izabethan Arden.  In the desert, we played out an arid pastorał . (PNE, 1 32) 

Aga i n ,  the ceremony,  in a s atirical mo de draws on the s ce ne i n  Orlando 
when Orlando and hel'  eventlla l  h u s band i de ntify o ne another cJ'Oss- sexlIal l y :  
" ' Yo ll ' re a woman, She l ! '  . . .  'You're a ma n, Orla nd o ! , ,,2!> ft nds its .·eflec t i on i n  
Eve' s statement that " i t  was a doub l e  weddi ng - both were the br ide, both the 
groom in th i s  ceremony" (PNE, 1 3 5). 

The fi gures of Eve and Tri ste s sa de mo nstrate how s ex-ro le behav i o llr 
and appare l determ i n e  one' s gende r . Eve's fear of b ei n g  d is clo sed as an art iti c i a l 
woman raises Zero' s susp ic ions  bec au se s he beg ins  to b eh av e  " fao much l i ke 
a woman" (PNE, 1 0 1 ) . S im i l arly, he hates Triste s sa bec au se he perceives her as 
the Queen of Dykes who h as stoJe n h i s  masc ul ine  powers, whi l e  in fact Tri st
es sa is a d rag queen successfu l l y  passin g for years as the ep itome of romant i c 
female  s llffer ing .  

In  Tri stessa' s  case there i s  e ve n  no need for an ato m ical slI rgery Ol' psy
c h o l ogica l  cond it ion i ng; in fact, Le i l ah 's mother who, as a p lastic surgeo n ,  
fou n d  h i m  "too much of a woman, a l ready , for t lt e  good o f  t lle sex" an d who 
was struck by what seemed to he r "t lle awfu l ly in eradicab le  qu al ity of h i s  
maleness" (PNE, J 73 ) denied h i m th e op erat ion . W ith tlle he l p  o f  make-u p, 
dress and c i nema magie Tri ste ssa ma nage d  th e act of s e l f-creation . O nc e  aga i n  
androgyny, t h e  symboł of perfection and a lchemical uni ty o f  contrad ictory e le
ments ,  appears to be fO ll nded 011 mystificat i on . Triste s sa's ontolog ical  statu s 
remai n s  doubtfu l s i nce as a woman she is on ly a ce l lu lo id sh ad ow . 

"There i s  a danger today that the s hadow may bec om e  a th i ng co mp l ete ly 
d etached from the l i v i n g  body, run ning fastel' and faste r, but a l so away fro m the 
l i ght .  Te l ev i s io n  and the c i n e m a  fab r icate a real i ty of shado ws for da i ly con
s ll m pt ion,  and the psyche fee d s  o n  them . . .  ,,3 0 ,  writes Jerzy Peterki ew icz, and 
h i s  generał idea perfectly descri b es Tri stes sa' s cas e :  her e ntire existe nce i s  
based o n l y  o n  his des i re to appear fem i n i n e  ac co mp an i ed by th e expec t ations o f  
the c i nema aud i ence for wh ose m ale pa li T r i stess a is  th e obj ect o f  sexual  d e 
s i re .  In  h i s  off-screen l ife h erm ap h rod i t ic Triste s sa rem ain s a pathetic figure 
w ith " h i s  cock stuck i n  h i s  asshole 5 0  th at he h i m se lf  fonned the uroboru s, the 
perfect c i rc l e ,  the v i c i o u s  c i rc l e, tll e d ead e nd "  (PNE, 1 7 3) .  In h is  self creat ion 
Tri stessa went  as far as to  rep l ace his past with rutift c ia l  memor ies of her l ife 
mode l l ed on Mari lyn M o n roe's  b iograp hy of mise ry. In co n s eq uence Tr istessa 

19 Woo lf, op .c i t . ,  p .240 . 
30 Peterkiewicz, op . c it . ,  p . 360 .  
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JO I ł1 S  the l i ne  of what Carter ea l led,  i n  The Sadeicm Woman, "the Beaut i fu l  
B londe C lowns, Jean Harlow, J udy H o l l i d ay,  J ayne Man sfie ld,  a s i sterhood 01' 
unfortunate J 's" (SW, 69) who l ead a ghost- l i ke ex i stanee,  be i n g  ieons  of fem i 
n i n ity rather than rea l  women . H e r  exp l anat i o n  o f  what s h e  l abe l led i n  t h e  same 

book as "the Monr o e  syndrome" p rov ides  a perfect c haracter izat ion  of Tri st

essa :  

I n  herse l f, th is  lovely ghost, th i s  zomb ie ,  or woman who has never 
be en comp letely bom as a woman , on ly as a debased cu ltural idea of 
a woman, i s  apprec iated on ly for her decorat ive value. F i na l  condit ion of 
the i maginary prost itute : men would rather have s lept w ith her rather than 
s leep with her. She i s  most arous ing as a memory ar as a masturbatory 
fantasy. I f  she perce ives herse lf  as someth ing e l se ,  the contrad ict ions of  
her  s ituation w i l l  destroy her. (SW, 70)  

Despite b e i n g  com pared to T i re s i as ,  the tigures of Eve and Tri stessa tum 
out to be in fact more transvest ite than androgy n o u s .  Sueh male to fe m a l e  trans
sexual i s m  i s  perce ived by rad ica l  fem i n i sts ( e . g .  Pa l mer) as a threat to women's  
l i berat ion s i nce it  produces anomalO lI s  hybr ids  "cre ated by a patr iarchal  c u l ture 
w ith the aim of u s ur p i n g  woman ' s  p l ace and power. , ,3 1  

The andro gyn o u s  character of Le i l ah does not fo l l ow the samc patte rn .  
W h e n  Eve lyn encou nters h e r  for t h e  fi rst t i m e  at n i ght  i n  a decay i n g  N ew Y ork 
she appears as the perso n i fi cat ion of w i ld sexua l  p l easure ,  th u s  more the image 
of a sexll a l l y  des i rab le  obj ect than a rea l  woman : 

She had on a pa ir  of b lack, patent leather shoes with straps arounu 
the  ank ies ,  fet i sh i st i c  hee ls  s i x  i nches h igh and ,  i n  a l l  the  heat and para
no ia  of summer,  an immense coat of red fax was s lung around her shoul
ders . . . . Th is  coat revea lcd on ly a hem of a dark b l ue ,  wh ite co in-dotted 
drcss that hard ly covered her. Her ha ir  was a furze-bush,  a la Afr ica ine.  
and she had bright purple l i pst ick on her Illouth . . . . I saw her dress was 
a s leeveless,  vestig ia l  sh i rt-waist and she had unbuttoned the front to 
tlaunt smal i ,  h igh, pointed breasts on which the n ipp ies ,  painted bright 
purp le  to match her mouth, stuck out a fu l i  half- inch  from the tlesh .  (E'NE, 
1 9-20) 

Le i l ah represents  the very essence of Eve lyn 's  d e s i re .  She is ent i re l y con
structed - ol' make-lI p ,  costllme and gesture s .  She is someth i ng w i ld that as ks to 
be tamed,  a ' dark cont i nent '  to be explorcd and c o l o n i zed : 

a strange, b i rd- l i ke creature, p lumed with furs, not a llying th ing, nor 
a runn ing (h ing, nor a creep ing th i ng, not tlesh nor fowl ,  same i n-between 
th ing . . .  the lore le i  of the gleam ing r iver of traffic. (PNE, 20-22)  

T h i s  exot i c  mode l of s e x u a l  a l l l l l'e and apparent narc i ss i s m  secl uces Eve
lyn a s  an esoteric figure,  wh i l e in fact shc is a you n g  p rost itute com p l y i n g  with 
the d e mands of the  m a l e  gaze wh ich  makes  a woman an o bj ect to be inveSl i 
gated .  T h e  cl i chotomy o f  observer-observed corresponds to t h e  u ua l i s ll1 o l' 

3 \  Palmer, op .c i t . ,  pp . 1 9-20 .  
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predator-prey d i scussed in  a s ubsequ en t sect ion . Radical fem i nists c l aim that i n  
a patriarchal soc iety, looki ng fu nct i on s a s  a cruc iaJ aspect of s exua l behav i our 
because it br ings dom ination and s ubordill at i  on i I1tO s exua l rei atio l1ship s .  

Angela Carter goes even fmth er. S he puts tll e reader i n  th e po sit i on ol' 
voyeur wh i le demonstrat ing the artific ial i ty of th e o bject of b i s  desire . Together  
with Eve lyn we witness the p rocess of Le i lah's d ress i ng up i n  front of the m i r
ror and then we real ize that as an embodiment o f  ma le  sexu al fantas i es she be
comes self-al ienated . Bes ides, Leila ' s  se lf-a l i en at i on appe ars amb i guo lls - does 
she get unwi l l i ngly a l ienated fro m hel' tme s elf O l' i s  sil e a de I iberate al i en ator 
who enj oys hel' masquerade and i n  fact dresse s to k i l l? 111 th e l ight of l ater 
events, espec ia l ly  Eve' s  encounter with L ei l ah in C alifo rnia ,  the l atter seelll s 
more p laus ib le .  Nevettheless, l i ke Eve an d Triste ssa, Le ilah re mains on ly 
a symbol ,  an emblem, an archetypom i me t ic ph an t om : 

Hel' be auty was an access ion. She arrive d at it by co nsc ious eftort .  
She became absorbed in the  c ontem plati on of the flgure in t he m irror but 
she d idn't seem to me to apprehend th e pel'son in the m irror as, in any de
gree, herself. The ref1ected Lei l ah h ad a c onc rete form a nd,  a lthough th is  

form was perfectly tang ible,  we al l  knew, all three of LI S  in  the room, i t  
was another Le i lah . . .  a Lei l ah wh o l i ved onI)' in the Ilot-wo r ld of the 111 i r
roI' . . . . When at last she assumed the d arkly lum inou s app earance of Lily
in-the-mirror, she became her; everyday Le i lah d i s appeared immed iate ly . . .  ; 
the mirro!' bestowed a grace u po n  ber, now she was he l' OWIl mistress . 

I never knew a girl more a s l ave to style . (fNE, 28-3 1 )  

A s  Li  Iy- in -the-m i rror Lei lah becollles (l q Llasi -autom ato 11, b er fe ma l e n ess 
becomes a complete masq uerad e, a sort o f  roboti t Lld e i n  wh ich she acts out 
a part from the patriarchal scr i pt, but the catch i s  1hat tb e sc ri pt was written by 
Mother.  Le i lah,  the submiss ive v am p, w ho a l mo s t b l eeds to de ath after the 
abot1ion (another hoax), turns o ut to b e  Mothe r's c1a ughte r, a fe min is t  fi ghter 
who possesses the mascu l i ne in stru mental Cjua l ities , sucll as i ndepe ndence . 
leadersh ip, and a capac ity fo r act i on and aggl'e ssio n .  Her tra nsfol'm ati o n  from 
submiss ive obj ect of sexua l  des i re into se lf-re l i an t  guerr i l la is rein forced by 
c l arificat ion of the symbol ic  mea n in g of h el' Ila me - Le i la h  was a s l i ght ly 
masked form of L i l ith . I n  th is  way ,  th rough androgyn ous l11etam orph os i s .  
Le i l ah becomes a who le  human being, a n  i nd ep en de nt su bj e ct ca l l ed L i l ith .  

Androgynous characters appeared i n  Ca rter' s fict i on lon g be forc The 
Passion of New Eve, but were never el11p l oyed SO i n1r icate ly for s uc h ovcrt ly  
po l it ical  purposes .  There i s  Honeybuzzard i n  Shodow Dance and th e h erm aph
rod it ic  we ave I '  in  "Refl ect ioll s" (Fil'cwork5) . A l ber1 i n a, Doctor Hoflil1 an ' s  
daughter i s  arguably a cross betwee n hel' t rad i t  ional casting as an auto m aton 
and an androgyne .  

Albert ina,  the object of Des ider io ' s desire ,  who d i scre et ly l eads h im to 
hel' father's cast le  (a reflecti on of Franz' s l ove fo r Dorto!" Coppel i u s '  automatoll 
daughter in E .T .A . Hoffmann 's  "The Sandl1lan"), i s  a lso h el' fathe r's agen t ,  am-
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bassador and genera l i ss imo in h i s  anny. She often d isappears i n  the novel to be 
found at the least expected moment (e .g .  when h idden undel' bandages, pl'e
tend ing to be the El'otic Travel ler's valet who m he then buggers, th inking her to 
be a boy) . 

A lbert ina appears in doub le  drag, thus possessing  fu l ly hermaphrod itic 
visual qua l ities but her androgynism functions in  the noveł as persuasive proof 
of the potent ia l ity of desi l'e : 

Hi s  sk in was l ike pol ished brass ,  at once greenish and yel lowish, 
his eye l ids  we re vestigial and his cheekbones unusually h igh. Luxuriantly 
glossy hair so b lack it was purp l ish in co lour made of his head almost too 
heavy a he lmet to be suppOlted by the slender column of his neck and h is 
b lunt- l ipped, sensual mouth was also purp l i sh in colour . . .  Around h i s  eyes 
wh ich were as h ieratical ly brown and uncommunicative as those the An
c ient Egyptians painted on the i r  sarcophagi, were th iek bands of sol id gold 
cosmetic and the nai ls  on h is  long hands were ename l led dark crimson, to 
match the na i l s  on h i s  s im i larly e legant feet, which were ful ly exposed by 
sandais  cons i sting of mere gold thongs . . . I think he was the most beautiful 
human being I have ever seen - cons idered, that is ,so le ly,  as an obj ect, 
a construction of f1esh, skin,  bone and fabric . . . . (lDMDH, 32)  

By contrast, "Retlections" dep icts a hermaphrod ite as a repe l l ent, gro
"tesque hybrid who h inders the female narrator's coming to se lf-recogn ition and 
therefore must be destroyed :  

The cr ippled being who lay in  i t  [the Bath chair] had the most regal 
cast of ch in and mouth imaginab le and the proud, sad air of the king of 
a rainy country.  One of her profiles was that of a beaut ifu l  woman, the 
other that of a beautifu l  man . . . . (FW, 87) 

The lace negl igee she wore fe l l  back from her soft, pale breasts that 
were, each one, t ipped by n ipp ies of deep, dark p i nk, with the whorled 
crenel lat ions of raspberries,  and then she shifted her lo ins a l ittle to d is
p lay, savage and barbarie  i n  the ir  rude, red-purpl e  repose, the phal l ie in
s ignia of maleness.  (FW, 89) 

Both Albelt ina  and the hermaphrod ite in  "Retlections" are presented not 
as l iv ing creatures but as an i mated obj ects . In generał ,  Carter tends to 
"th ingify" hel' protagon i sts - she i s  less interested in who they are than in  what 
they represent. 

Desp ite the pure ly  aesthetic p leasure which Carter c learly takes from de
scri b ing in  b lack-humour mode these fantastic hybrids, she also g ives them 
certa in functions to perform. In hel' world po larized by sexual  power, confron
tat ion with the archetype of Androgyne i s  as necessary for hel' protagoni sts on 
the ir  way to self-knowledge as is  confrontation with the Great Mother. 
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4.2. 
THE MOTHER-FIGURE 

The fi gu re of mothe r has a l ways been,  fOl' o bv i ous reaso ns, d ee ply rooted 
i n  a l l  clI lt llres in the wor ld . As Magn a Matte r ,  C ybele . Rea Ol' Deme ter she 
symbo l i zes spr in g, fe lt i l i ty, goo d h arvest, and eve n g llarall t ees  the happ i ne ss o f  
fam i ly l ife .  She i s  a l i fe-giv i ng god de ss  (De mctel"), ass oc iated with ve getat i o n ,  
earth and  i t s  feclInd i ty .  Acc ord i n g  to H es iod's Theogony Gaea was 110t creatcd 
by some god, as the B i bie pre scnts it, but ap pe ared afte l' Chao s  by h erse l f, be
com i ng  the very first and most potent force of l i fe. 

Erich Fromm pre sented in The F()l'golten Langzrage an uncon ve ntional  
cr i t ical  i n terpretat ion of th e Oed ip us Ill ytll by attelllpti ng to rea d th e l11yth i n  thc 
l i ght 01' the confl i c t  bctwee n patr i arc ha l a nd m atriarc ha l  cu ltures , Q uot i n g  
Bach ofc n ,  F ro l1l l11 treats the l atter a s  tll e orig i lla l so cia l  sy stem of A nc i en t  
Greece .  A l so Ernst C ass i rer i n  A n  Es,my On Man, wh i le sUlllmari zin g th e stages 
of G reek re l ig i o n ,  speaks of l ife as ll nd i v id ed i n  t he se nse of ll nhi erarc h i ca l  

pr i or to the conqucst o f the Ol ylll p ian god s. T he gu aralltee of th i s  harlllony and  
eq lla l i ty of l i fe was Gaea-Tel I lI s ,  th e p r i mordial  god de ss, t ile very so mce of l ife . 
As h i story has unfo l ded , howev er, a negaliv e a spect of th e GJeat Moth er has 
preva i led . 

Some female godd esses (cal l ed M others) a re me ntioned i n  Plutal'ch' s The 
Lifc of i\1arccllus, wh ich se rved as a s Oll rce of insp i rat i on fo r Goeth e - i n  the 
second part of Faust h e  i ntrodllced a g rolI p of my sterio lls , aw csornc bc ings 
ca l led Mothers who, as  M eph i s tophe l es e xp l a i l l S . reign in so l itll de and aro u n d  
whom space or t i me do n ot exist.  Th e app arent ca l mness w ith \vh i ch Fau st re
acts to th i s  exp l anat i on o n ly lin cle rsc ore s t he enon llOU S ex i stent ia l  dread t hat he 
experi ences .  Obvioll s ly ,  h i s  rea l' min gled with e xpectat i oll spr i ng s fro m  the bet 
that he  faces a mystery, stand i ng i n  front of u nk nown, pr i mo rd ia l forc es , Th us .  
the godcless of fert i l i ty may i n s p i re th e cl i s lllay a nd apprehen s i on w h i c h  e ma

n ate 1'rol11 Mother 's negat ive aspect (sil e is 3 th reat 10 pat r i arc ha I ord er, LI rebe ! .  
a m ur d eress - e .g .  L i l ith who pre fened pU ll ishme nt 10 p atri arc hal  I llarri agc

"
) 

and make her appear as a mon ster, e , g. in the slwpe of C i rce, Del i lah,  K a l i .  
Lam ia, L i l i th ,  M edea, Med usa, Sa l om e, S cy l l a ,  Sp h i n x, M i l ton 's Evc o r  ElTour  
from Edm und Spencer's The Fuer;e Qucel1e - " ' m ost 10thsol11 , fiłth ie .  fou l e, and  
fu l i  of v i le d i sdainc" - and man)' ,  Illany o1h ers , 

lt m u st be u n d erscored that t h i s  n egati ve as pect i s  v al i d  on ly w itll i n  the 
boundar ies of patriarch a l  c u ltu re. Accord ing  to Si  mo ne cle Beauvo i r a woman 

3 2  See:  Sandra M , G i l bert and S u san GubaL The Madwomul 1  il1 the Alfie (N ew Haven 
and London : Yale U n i vers i ty Press.  1 98 0), pp .J 5-3 6 ,  
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i n  the pha l l ogocentr ic world has been made to stand  for "al i  of man ' s  ambiva
lent fee l i ngs about h i s  own i nab i l i ty to contro l  h i s  own phys ica l  exi stence, h i s  
own b i ł1h and death .

,
,33 A t  the same t i m e  the mother-goddess myt h susta i n s  

women's  power and  d ign i ty; what is more, be ing ant i -h ierarch ica l ,  i t  threaten s  
t h e  patriarcha l order.  I t  i s  cruc i a l  t o  under l i n e  here t he  d ichotomy that exi sts i n  
patr iarcha l  soc iet ies  between the  powerfu l  łl10ther and  powerless women . 
Mother embod ies  the threat to patri archy s i nce she possesses power beyond the 
reach of men .  

We sholl l d  a l so c learly d i st i ngu i sh between M other as archetype and 
b ib logica l  mothers, the bearers of our  exi stence .  J ung  demanded from h is  read
ers separat ion between the image of M othel', ce lebrated and feareel in a l i  h ll ll1 an  
cu ltures and those hllman be i ngs cal l eel mothers . Accord i ng  to J ung. the arche
type of se l f  for a woman a lways i nc l udes the chthon ic  Mother, whether or not  
the woman has any ch i ldren .  Th i s  separat ion  turns out to be bas ic  for l Inder
stand i ng  the eleconstruct ive operat ions  which Ange l a  Carter app l ies to the 
M other archetype in The Passion o/ New Eve . 

Fcm i n i st theory anel pract ice towareI s motherhooel prov ide another inter
est i ng  po int of reference for Cał1er' s  i nterpretati on  of it. The 1 970s were dom i 
nateel by  v iews that unelerscoreel t he  oppress ive aspects of motherhood and  per
ce ived the figure of mother as a too l of patr iarchy s i nce th i s  is the mother who 
soc i a l i zes ch i ld ren i nto trael i t iona l  geneler  ro les .  Hence there exi sts strong re
sentment anel host i  l i ty tO\vards , what Adr ienne Rich ca l l s ,  "the i n st i tut ion of 
ł11otherhood ." Pau l i n a  Pa l mer attr i butes those negat ive att i tudes,  i n  h e r  op in ion 
wrong and unj ust. to the ' b lam ing the mother '  school  of thought promoted in 
the 1 95 0 s  a n d  1 960s b y  La ing a n el  h i s  fe l low psych iat r i sts who spoke of  "the 
unhappy, i n secure. co ld ,  but possess ive mother . , ,3 -1 I t  a l so left i ts mark i n  the  
l itcratll l'c of the 1 970s wh ich exce l led in "car icatured portraya l s  of the ł110ther 
drawn froll1 the  daughter' s resentfu l  v i ewpoi nt,,3 :i , nove l s  written in that elecaclc 

(e .g .  Less i ng's  The /vfe/l1oirs o/ a Survżvor, Atwood' s Lady Oracle, Carter' s The 
Passżon ol New Eve,  or P icrcy' s  The High Cost of L iving) often elep ic t  the 

mothel' as monster - the vampir ish mother. neuro t i c  mothel', destruct ive mother, 

" i n cu l cator of restr ict ive codes of fem i n i n i ty . , ,·l(' 

On the other  hand,  some theori sts, such as I r igaray, have tr ied to COI1 -

struct a pos i t ive i mage of  woman out of qua l i t ies  regarded i n  pha l l ocrat ic  S ll 
c ict ics  as  unacceptab l e .  She po in ts out  that a ma le-defined cu lture creates 

a contrad ictory i mage of a \voman - as ' a  vo i d '  O l' ' a n  empty receptac l e '  who 

s i ll1 u ltaneous ly possesses a potent i a l  for ev i l ,  which in the eyes of fem i n i s ts 

makes her a pos i t ive threat to the patr iarchy .  Adr ienne Rich po ints out that, 

3 3  Ibidem .  p.3 4 .  
,4  Quoted after Palmer. op.cit.. p.163.  
3 '  Ibidem, p.162. 

,I,  Ibidem. 
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paradoxica l ly, Ill other i s  g iven an a l most  !>upel'ltu man p ower o f  contral ,  o f  i n
fl uence , and of l ik-sllpport i n  a patri arc ha l cu lture . S u ch a su pe rh um an fi gll re 
! l as been defined i n  psyc hoan alyt i c a l  te rms as �th e  p ha l l ic ll1ot her ' , an i nfant's 
proj ect io n  of the omn i potent l11oth er, capab le of ev erything, pos ses s i ng every 
des i ra b l e  attr i bute . Obvious ly, su ch a concept refe r s  to the fan tasy i mage of the 
Moth e r. 

L i ke most of A n ge l a  Calter' s c haracte rs, M oth er in The Pas.s ion ofNew 
Eve i s  a fantast i c  fi glIre, an id ea rath er tl1 al1 a real perso n, tl l e  e mbodi l11e nt of 
the archetype of the G reat Mothe l· .  We u s ua l ly recogn ize arehetypes wh en they 
are actua l i zed i n  art i st ic creat i o n, then th an ks to ou r c ollect i ve u nconsc i ou s  
( i n he r ited l11emories  o f  m a n k i nd's c o l lecti ve pa st, a s  Jung d efined i1) wh ich re
s i des in a latent state i n  our ' persona l '  llll co ns e i ous, we are a b le to reco l lect 
the i r  emot i ona l s i gn i fi c an ce . 

The tr ick with Carter' s u se of al'chetypes is th at she prevents u s  fro m  re
col/ectźng the l11ea n i ng, in stead torcin g u s  t o  rcad i1. I n  order to m ake i t  po ssib l e 
for u s  to read it, Calter fi l l s it u p  w ith al l u s i ol1 s an d re fere nces to s uc h ' a n extent 
that the archetypes, overl oaded with mean i n g, bec om e grote sq ue s .  Th i s  tact i c  
enab lęs C arter to present the arch etypes as p roducts o f  cu lture. A s  I ri garay 
dCl110 n strates in Specu/11m oj {he O/hel' Woman, tlle Platon ie a ntith esis logos 
( mascu l i n i ty)/ matter (fe m i n i n ity) de fi ne s  wom an as th e materi al  b ase on wh ich 
man erects h i s  i n te l l ectua l  an d c u ltu l'al  co nstructs J7 Calter not on ly presents the 
Mother arc"hetype as a patr iarcha l con stru ct, but a l s o  in1ens i fies i ts arbitrar iness .  
Consequent ly , the archetype she l'e-c l'eates i s  a v i l1u al fi gm·e sewn togeth er, l i ke 
Fran kensteI n '  s 1110n ster, fro m graf ts takeu frol11 cu Itu raI myths . 

Accus i n g  Carter of fa i l ure to po rt ray a positive re pre sentatio n  of fem i
n i n i ty i n  The Passion ofNew Evc , Pa ul in a P alme t' de fi ne s  the  fi gu re of Mothel' 
i n  the llove l as "a parod i c portrait o f  matri arc ha l  superwom an . . .  a grote sque 
parody of thc l11ate rna l , m ode l lcd  OIl Fre ud 's  and La ing's cl1 au v in i st i c para
d igms . ,

,38 Palmer d irects hęr c r it ic i s m  to t he faet tbat Calier d oe s  n ot aeknow
l edge the val ue of l11 atr iarchy by pro mo t i n g  pos it ive fe m i n in e  attitu de s.  

Actlla l ly, Carter' s prese ntat ion o f  the u ndergrO lJl1 d city of Be ulah  and 
Moth er re ign ing  there, proves that s he do es n ot sup po t1 the world -with ollt-rnen 
utop i a  nor yearn for th e lost  Atl ant i s  of matrial'chy. A dd i t ional ly ,  Palrner ' s  
cr i t i c i s rn  of The Passźon of New Eve as pre s en t i ng the lllasq ue of fem i n in i ty 
from tll e o llts ide ,  i . e .  from a lllasc u l i n e  v i ewp o i n t ,  a l so pl'Oves s o m ewhat mis
add ressed s i nce the novel  exp lores Moth er as yet anothe l' mas q u e  of fem i n i n i ty 

with i n  patr iarchal  cu l ture .  C arte r i s  i nterested in con s t ruc t i ng a s ign wo man , 
a v i rtual  fi gll l'e wh i ch exists on ly as a resu l t  of an ou ts i de ob server's w i l l  to  con
front i t .  B ut what i s  th i s  v i rtlla l  Mother l ike? 

1 1 0  

3 7  Quoted aftel' Palmer, ib idem, p. 1 69 .  
3 8  I b idem, pp . 1 8- 1 9 . 
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Having been captured i n  the desert by an armed g i rl-gueri l ! a  and brought 
to Beu lah, the underground headquarters of Mother (see "The Cave" in  the pre
v ious chapter), Eve lyn i s  escOlted through the labyrinth ine  corridors to Mother, 
or as Evelyn puts it to "the M i notaur at the heart of the maze" (PNE, 5 8) ,  which 
means that he sti l !  th i nks of h imse lf  as a ' hero ' .  B ut h is  fi rst g l impse of her 
makes h im aware that he i s  i n  front of a pri mord ia l  force, h is  fate and dest iny :  

She had been  wa it ing for me a l l  my l i fe ,  I knew it  the  moment that 
I saw her; but noth ing in  my l i fe had h inted she m ight a lways have been, 
with hel' menac ing immob i l i ty of a H indu statlle .  One glance assured me 
she was sacred .  She had been human once; and now she had made herse lf 
into th i s .  Th i s !  

Mothel' has made symbol i sm a concrete fact.  
She is the hand-carved figll rehead o f  he l' own, se lf-constrllcted 

theo logy. 
And when I saw he l', I knew I had come home.  (PNE, 5 8) 

Through the work of the co l lective lI llconsc ious ,  Eve lYll i s  ab le  to recog
n ize the unknown - to recollect it. H i s  latent des i re to return to the womb, to 
Mothel', has a l1110st com e tnIe .  

Mother i s  not  human, she i s  the  embod iment of potent ia l ity, a sym bol 
made into a concrete cu ltural fact we can prec ise ly read . In  Eve lyn's co l lect ive 
memory the myth . of Gaea rev ives, hence stress i s  put on se lf-creat ion and the 
usurpat ion of power: "The great, b lack, se lf-ano inted , se lf-appointed prophet
ess, the se lf-created god-head" (IWE, 5 8) ;  "She was person ified and se lf
fu lfi I I  i ng fert i l i ty" (PNE, 59) .  Bes ides ,  Mothel' stands for mystery, some i nac
cess i b l e  trllth , the most important answer to a l l  quest ions ,  "the dest i nat ion of a l i  
men" (PNE, 5 9), the possi b i l i ty of tran sformat ion or ann i h i lat i on ;  she  i s  
a prom ise and refll sal  at the same t ime,  contrad ict ion i ncarnate, t h u s  ant i - logos .  
Her  most stri k ing  feature however i s  hel' enormoll s ly  gross body wh ich secms 
to be fasc inat ing and threaten ing  s imll ltaneous ly :  

Hel' head, with i ts handsome and austere mask  teeter ing ponder
ously on the bu l l - l i ke p i l lar of hel' neck, was as b ig  and as b l ack as Marx' 
head in  the H ighgate Cemetery; he l' face and the stern, democrat ic beauty 
o l' a figllre on a ped i ment  in the prov inc ia l  square  of a people 's  repub l i c  
and  she  wore a fal se  beard of cr isp,  b lack cur l s  l i ke the  fa lse beard Qllcen 
I-I atshepsut ol' the Two K ingdollls  had worn. She was fu l l y  c lothed i n  ob
scene nakedness;  she was breasted l ike a sow - she possessed two t i ers of 
n i ppIes ,  the resu l t  . . .  of a strenuolls progralllme of graft ing, so that . . .  s ile  
could sllckle four bab ies a t  one t ime .  And how g igant ic her l i lllbs were ' 
Her  ponderous feet were heavy enough to serve as i l l ll strat ions of grav i ty. 
he l' hands, the shape of g iant fig leaves, lay at rest on the bol sters ol' hel' 
knees .  He l' skin,  wrinkled l ike the sk in  ol' a black o l ive,  rllcked l i ke 
a Greek peasant's goatsk in  bott le ,  looked as r i ch  as though it m ight con
tain with i n  itse lf  the source of  a marve l lous ,  dark, rev iv i fy ing r ivcr, as if  
she herse lf  were the on ly oas is in  thc desert and hel' crack the source of a l l  
the l ife-g iv ing wale l' of the world .  (PNE, 59) 
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I n  the above b lock desc r i pt ion o f  the goddes s of felti l i ty, a rch etype be
come tl esh ,  we cnn observe C arte r 's p layful att itude towa rd t he myth . She 
i ronica l ly m i ng les  antiq u ity - A nc i ent Egy pt a n d  Anc i ell t Greece - wi th  1l10d
ern ity ( i n  the com ic  s i m i les  to M arx ' s bust an d fi g ures on pedi l1lents in 
a peop le ' s  repub l i c ) .  In th i s  perfect l y  s ketc he d fragm ent, Mother ap pears as the 
person i ficat ion  of Nature herse l f  - b reas t ed like a sow, with h an ds l ike g i an t  fi g  
leaves and  bu l l ' s  neck, with sk i n  o f  b l ac k  o l ive . T h e  giantes s i s  a l so eq u ated 
with earth as "the  on ly oas i s  in thc de selt" an d as "the source of a l l  the l i fe
g iv ing  water in the wor l d . "  

But add it iona l ly, sh e see ms t o  b e  a li i  lic i  a l  - with t he statue' s head she 
becomes an obj ect of art, product of lh at ·· stt-el1 LIOU S p rog ram me of gra ft i ng" , 
"mytho log ica l  a rtefacC' who "recon structed her  tle sh pain fu l ly ,  w i th kn ives a n d 
w ith need les ,  i nto a tra nscenden tal form as a ll  e mb lem, a s  an examp le" ( PNE, 
60) .  When she open s her  " oracu la r lllouth" (PNE, 6 1 )  a nd sp eaks, Evelyn ob
scrves that she was "a l l  Mahler  i n  her i nto lla1 ion" ( PNE, 63 ) ,  and her voi ce " I i ke 
an orchestra cOll1posed ent i re ly of c el l o s "  (PNE, 60 ) .  Sh e presents h erse l f  s ur
rounded by anc ient m u s ic of gong a nd h arp , bas ke d  in "an aureo l e  of golden 
l ight", engu lfed by a choral  l itany chanted in he r pra i se which compares h er to 
the anc ient Matriarchal Godd esses. Carter' s de scrip t ion of the t-i tua l  i s  a parody 
- i ts b l atant pathos gcnerates a grote s q ue at tllo sphere . Al so he l' be i ng th e o n i) 
oas i s i n  the desert seems to be proble Illatic s i llce the re is 11 0 pro oi, on ly dec la
rat i ons ,  of he l' fe lt i l i ty . O n  t lle contraty he r desp erate c l in g in g to ( arti fi c ia l )  
b i o l og ica l  eng ineer ing rather po i nts at th e oppos ite . 

N i c o l e  Ward JOllve CO lllIl1 ents  on the figu r e  o f Mothe r i n  The PClssiol1 oj 
New Eve as fo l lows : 

Though outward ly s ile con forllls to the Matri archal God dess pat
tern of " .  pre-Mi l1oal1 val'iety (she' s b l ack , arc haic-Iooking cllld SpO l'ts tiers 
of breasts), t1lOugh she beh aves  l ike a Fre lld ian  l i 1tle  b oy's worsl fantasy , 
shc ' s also a cosmetic su rgeoll and mad fut lll'i s t  d i e t at or. , 9  
I t  i s  evident that Eve lyn fee l s  l i ke CI l i tt l e  b oy i n  fi'on t o f  hel' - fi rst by 

d i sp l ay ing a fr ightened fas c i n ati o n  and enchantm en t at t lle size of he l' bod) 
("What arll1 s !  L ike g i rders .  Like aquedu cts" (PNE, 63 ) :  "h el' huge back and 
great haunches,  " .  hel' g i gantic front " i ts pon cle rou s d ec l ivit i es" (6 1 ) : " s he 
was tw ice my s ize" (PNE, 65 ); seco nd,  because she l reats hilll l ike a ch i Id ;  and 
th i rd ,  by fi nd ing  h i lllse l f abso l ute ly s exua l ly po wel' le ss: "Be fol'e th i s  over

whe l m i ng woman , the i nstru ment that d an gled from my be l ly was u s e le ss" 
(PNE, 60) .  

Mari lyn R .Mll l1l ford, i n  an es say o n  i m ages of m e n  an d wom en i n  sc i 
ence fi c t i o n  i l l u strat ions make s a very i tlte restin g  p o i n t  whe n s ile g ives the an
s\ver to the q ucst ion she herse l f Cls ks :  W hat do men most fe ar i n  wO ll1en ' i  l -Ie r  

3 9  N ic o I e  Ward Jouve,  "' Mothel' is a F igllre o f Speech " ' , in Lo ma Sage (cd .) .  Ffesh 
and [he A1irror, o p . c i t . ,  p . 1 5 6 .  
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answer i s  q ll ite convinc ing, s i nce she c la ims that men fear that they wi l l have to 
copll l ate with a be ing whose sexlIal  appetite outstr ips the ir own, "s ince the 
worst sin a man can commit in a macho soc iety is not want sex w ith 
a woman . ,

,40 Thus, Eve lyn before be ing raped makes th is  tragic (thollgh in the 
context actlla l ly comic) confession that he "had reached j ourney's end as 
a man" and "experienced the pure terror of Faust" (PNE, 60). A male's worst 
unconsciolls  fears must have come true when he "caught one g l impse of hel' 
gap ing vagina" which " Iooked l i ke the crater of a volcano on  the po int of erllp
tion" (PNE, 64). 

After rap ing Eve lyn, Mother tllrns i nto the i ncarnat ion of the fearsome 
Phrygian nature goddess Cybel e  who, as Frazer recorded i n  The Go/den Bough, 
was celebrated by ritual se lf-emascll lat ion of her novices .  Mother-Cybele  con
dllcts the operation by herse lf  with the he lp  of an obs id ian kn i fe, c ios ing th i s  
seqllence of Eve lyn's n ightmarish ordea l .  

In  the  fragment q uoted above, N icole Ward JOllve describes Mother as 
a cosmet ic  surgeon and mad futur ist d ictator. In th i s  sense, Motller tllrtlS out to 
be a female vers ion of a mad scient ist - i n  her attempt to create a perfect Eve 
by castrating Eve lyn she acts l i ke Frankenste in ,  who also dared to steal from 
Nature the knowledge of l ife secrets by "dabb l i ng i n  the d i rt" : l i ke him she 
eventual ly fai l s .  

Nonethe less, i t  does not mean that Motller has not had female predeces
sors in l iterature . They were of course witches, to name on ly Vathek's  mother 
Carath i s  in Beckford 's  Vathek, Cal i ban's w itch-mother Sycorax, or Sade's mon
strous Durand in La Philosophie dans fe boudoir. 

As we have al ready seen, Ange la  Calier presents Mother as a symbo l ,  an 
emblem, a s ign, an archetype overtlowing with s ign ificance which demands to 
be re ad and i nterpreted .  Eve, at the end of her labyrinthine peregrinat ions which 
parody myth ical journeys to the Underworld ,  finds out that "Mother i s  a figure 
of speech and has retired to a cave beyond consc iousness" ( 1 84), i .e .  Mothel' 
exi sts on ly as potential ity, as a be ing access ib l e  on ly in the v i liual rea l i ty of 
patriarchal narrative. 

Th is  archetypal figure ult imate ly tllrns out to be the b io logical mother of 
Le i lah . Later, as an o ld  woman, she loses her s ight, has a nervous breakdown, 
and waits for the end of her days dr inking and s ing ing to herse lf on the beach -
a qll ite harm less, repu ls ive o ld hag who, desp ite be ing described by Calier with 
some i ron ic tenderness, is fina l ly forsaken by hel' daughter. 

The figure of mother appears a lso in a few other stories by Cmier, but 
nowhere does it have the polemical  impact of the rev i sed archetype from The 
Passion oj New Eve . In  the other stories mothers usua l ly conform to the rules of 
the genre - for instance they are qu ite often dead, a frequent motif in fai ry tales .  

4 0  Maryl in  R .Mumford, ' The Brass Brasserie :  Sexual D i morphism in  Science F iction 
I l lustrat ion'  in lane B .Weedman (ed . ) ,  Women Worldwalkers, op.c i t . ,  p .20 1 .  
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In  CaJier's vers ions of the Beauty an d tll e Beast tale ("Th e Tiger' s Brid e" and 
"The COll rtsh ip  of Mr Lyon") the you ng he roin es are half-orpllans ( i .e .  moth
erless), and have to comply w itb the rules of the patriarchal wor ld - they si mply 
become means of repa i ri ng th eir fathers ' fi Ilanc ial p os itio n. The absence of 
the i r  mothers is s ign ificant , bec au se it me ans 1bat the daughte rs have no sUppOli 
from more experienced women w he n  they re ally l1 eed it. ln The Infernal Desire 
Machines oj Doctor Hoffman, al though Des iderio's prosti tute mother has been 
dead for a long time, the fact that she conc eived her son with au Indian saves 
h i s  l i fe becallse he finds shelter among the Riv er Peo ple . 

A lso the s ib l i ngs in "Penetratin g  to t lle Heal1 of the Forest" and i n  
"Execlltioner' s  Beautifu l  Daughter" have no 1l1 0th er, and i n  Heroes and Vil1ains 
Marianne's mothel' dies  i n  sorrow after h er son's death. In The l1ifernal Desire 
Machines oj Doctor Hoffman, A l beliina' s dead mothel' l ie s e mbalmed on the 
sofa in Doctor Hoffmau ' s  castl e - b oth sll Ockin g and k itschy motif rooted , as 
many other motifs in this n ovel, i n surreal i sm. 

Mother as a sexu al terrori st appears in "Th e Snow Chi i d", th e  story 
based on the Snow Wh ite fa iry ta le i n  which Carter exposes th e Oed ipa l con
fl ict between Mother and Daughter - see t lle e l ear and conc i se interpretat ion of 
the story by Patr ic ia Dllncker.4 1 

Same crit ics have po i nted out tha1 A ngela Carter does n ot present  pos i
tive examples of the mother/daughter bon d, thu s fol lowing the pattem of break
down of understanding between mother an d daughter prom01e d in pha l locrat ic 
cll lture. Nonethe less, "The BJoody Chamber", a sto ry based on  Perrau lt's ta le of 
B l lIebeard , does provide an examp le of a mother who shows empatby . 

The mothel' in this  story, wben sile hears hel' daugllter eryi ng over the 
pIlOne and say ing that she has go jd en bath taps, understan ds what is go ing to 
happen . Althollgh i n  the orig i na l  story the gir/ ' s  brothe rs come to the rescue of 
the lInfortllnate bride, i n  Calier' s ve rsion, mother hersel f rus lle s on horseback to 
rescue hel' dallghter and k i l l s  the murd ero us Marqui s  w ith a s i ng l e shot from 
hel' husband's service revolver. At the mo ment of confront i ng B l uebeard, the 
mother looks l i ke Medusa, yet another fe ma le mo nster,  who is ,  however, i n  th i s  
tale, victor ious .  

But what a woman she is !  - "On hel' e i ghteellth b i l1hd ay,  my mother had 
d i sposed of a man-eat ing t iger that had ravaged the vi l l ages in th e  h i l l s nOlth of 
Hanoi" (Be, 40), says the narrator by way of explauatio n.  Th us ,  the posit ive 
band between mother and daughte r is  pos s i b le i n  Cartel" s fict ion , but on ly if 
mother manages to transcend th e archetypal ro le ( i nc lud ing its  n egative aspects) 
mythological ly estab l i shed in patriarchy a nd /ol' take s over th e exc l us ive pre
serve of the man (swift actio n, horse s, hu nti n g, a revo lver etc . ) ,  that i s  when she 
rep laces the father figure. 

4 1  Patric ia Duneker, ' Re-Imagining The Fai ry Tal es: A nge la  Cal1er' s B l oody Ch am
bers ' ,  Litera/lIre and His/ory: A Journar For ,he HUl12anf/ Jes , l On (spring 1 9 84 ) ,  p . 7 .  

114 
Zdigitalizowano i udostępniono w ramach projektu pn. 

Rozbudowa otwartych zasobów naukowych Repozytorium Uniwersytetu w Białymstoku,  
dofinansowanego z programu „Społeczna odpowiedzialność nauki” Ministra Edukacji i Nauki na podstawie umowy SONB/SP/512497/2021



If Mother as a myth ic  figure is doomed to fai Iure i n  Calter's world, how 
does her mai e counterpmt - The Great Sage, The Master - do in the theatre of 
overthrown myths? 

4.3. 
THE MASTER 

In the above comments on the figure of Mother, I mentioned that as 
a futuristic d ictator and a p lastic surgeon, she embod ies the female equ ivalent 
of the archetypal male Mad Scient ist figure .  B ut even casual readers must real
ize that in many of Angela  Cm1er' s fict ional works they encounter a demon ic  
ma i  e character whose roots can be found i n  the  myth of Faust - a man whose 
hunger for knowledge leads h im  to fai lU l'e and despair. Like Goethe's myth ical 
hero they cannot stop themselves from pursu ing the i r  des ire, continuing thei r  
experiments and invest igat ions obsessively, as if they were mad or possessed .  

E l izabeth MacAndrew in  her comments on Mad Scienti sts perceives 
them as "violators of Mother Em1h and her secrets

, ,43 by the means of i nte l lect. 
She indicates that such characters as Doctor Frankenste i n, Rappacc in i ,  Aym ler, 
and Doctor Coppe l ius  are obv iously consumed with a des ire for i l l i cit knowl
edge and unab le to re l i nquish the i r  ambit ion to wrest secrets from Nature and in  
th i s  way defy the gods .  In  consequence the i r  share i s  a b itter end . There i s  also 
Prospero among trad it ional master figures who endeavour to possess the secrets 
of nature, but h i s  case seems exceptional . Th i s  omnipotent patriarchal sorcerer 
who exerc ises abso lute contro l over h i s  i s land by means of power taken from 
his books does not overreach h imself and does not deserve the fal I .  Un l ike the 
other masters mentioned above, Prospero contro l s  h imself, not only the cosmic 
powers - in  accordance with patriarchal ru les, he restores order, not abo l ishes it. 

A l i  of Calter' s male archetypal figures crave absolute power, putt ing 
as ide whatever moral i ssues ar ise - as if in  the bel ief that a pure mind stands 
outs ide moral ity. Maria Jan ion i n  her presentation of the Faustian myth44 men
tions A lain Besan90n who, ref1ect ing on the issue of modern freedom, refers to 
Kierkegaard's notion that peopl e  can be d iv ided not i nto those who commit ev i l  
and those who d o  not (because everybody does), but into those who accept the 
d ifference between good and evi l  and those who repud iate or d isfigure it . The 

43 El izabeth MacAndrew, The Gothic Tradition in Fiction (New York: Columbia 
Univers ity Press ,  1 979),  p . 1 79 .  

4 4  Maria Jan ion, ' Pełn ia Fausta czy l i  tragedia antropologiczna ' ,  i n  Wobec zła 
(Chototl1ów: Verba, 1 989),  p . 1 7 1 . 
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main male figures in Ange l a  Carter's slories sel'Ve as embodiments of the a l 
lures of moral relat iv ism . 

In thi s  sense they can b e  perceiv ed as the p rogeny of Gothic v i l la ins ,  
s ince, l i ke their  l iterary ancestors, 1hey are symb olic figures, a faet wh ich 
MacAndrew underl i nes in h er d i scussion of Gothic ch aracters . Sile a l so draws 
our atlention to the faet that the method of presen1il1g G oth i c  v i l lai ns serves to 
demonstrate "not frai l  hu mans, but th e natuJ'e of human fra i łty . They appeal' . . .  
to reproduce evi l ,  madness, an d  tonnen t loeated i n t he h um an m i nd . ,,45 As 
a l iterary figure, a Goth ic v illa in  exists as a cross be1wee n tll e m imetic ch arac
ters of the rea l i st ic sociał nove l and myth ie ch amcters of fan1asy. As MacA n
drew demonstrates, the features of the fonn er k ind of hero are d esigned to el ic it 
sympathy and understandi ng toward s the G01hic vi I la in,  whi l e  th ose of the lat
ter provide thei r  symbol ic power. 

Angela Calier de leted as much as possib l e  any resembl ance to mimetic 
characters . L ike in  other cases ,  the archetypica l vi l lai ns and mad seienti sts h ave 
no psychological l i fe - they represenl t he es sence of the i r  desire for power. 
CaJier pushes them toward al legory, they become personifications of v i leness 
wh ich i s  why, un l ike Goth i c  viIla ins, they canl1 0t be p itied. They d o  not seem to 
suffer ' the torments of the d amned whi l e  com mitt i ng the i r  nefar iou s d eeds, ,46 

and do not batt le  with th emselves to co mm it the m  l ike the i r  o l d-fash i oned 
predecessors . Again ,  they have obtai n ed only virtu al exis1enee and are on ly 
what they stand for .  

On the other hand,  two of Carter' s characters , name ly Doctor Hoffman 
and The Count/Erotic  Trave l l  er have the ir own doub les and together form a sort 
of balance to each other - they are tll e M i ni ster and the blaek pi mp of N ew Or
leans respect ively, j ust as Dona l ly ( an anal ogous figure in lieroes and Villains) 
has Marianne's father for h is negative. Other ch aracters of th is ki lld - the tyrant 
Zero, the huntsman in "Master", and th e exe cut ion er in "The Executioner ' s 
Beautifu l  Daughter" - funeti on with ou t such CO Lll1 terparts. Counterpali Ol' no, 
though, al l are merely types. 

The d iabo l ical Doctor Hoffm an i s  a mad sc ient ist who dream s of free i n g  
the world from restr ict ions of rea l i ty by creatin g an alternat ive, immater ia l  v i r
tual real ity cons i st ing of anarch i c  images a nd phantoms th at e nemach on the 
real m  of nature and common sense . He app ears as a de scendant of the Goth ic 
v i l la ins - his private work-mom i s  descr ibed as "ha l f  Rottwang' s l aboratory in 
Laing' s  Metropolis", "the cab inet of Dr C al igari ", "th e 1 ab oratory of a d i lettante 
aristocrat of the late seventeenth century who dabbl ed in n aturai  ph i losophy 
and tried h i s  hand at necromancy" (JDMDH. 205). 
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Lorna Sage i n  her conc i se monograph of Ange la  Carter prec ise ly de
scri bes the Doctor in  terms of his symbo l ic s ign ificance :  

The Doctor i s  . . .  the  most deadly of Carter's puppet-masters : he i s  
the great patriarcha l  Forb idder tumed Permitter, the one who sets the l i
b ido ' free '  - a most depressing figure, because he points to the recogni
tion that there's no world Olttside power-games . . .  here we are again, in  the 
Goth ic mode, with the mad sc ientist.47 

S i nce, as many crit ics have observed, Angela Carter' s fictions of the 
1 970s are l itera l ly  armed with i deas, her characters ' bas ic function is  to enab le  
her  to  express them.  Doctor Hoffman does not  represent an  except ion here, 
hence he is a parody of a l iterary hero . H i s  resemblance to m imetic characters 
turns out to be a b ig  ruse : as a v i rtual being he cannot be more than 
a comp i lat ion of cu ltural mean ings .  

Doctor Hoffman's  name and his  quas i - incestuous re lationsh ip  with h i s  
daughter point to  the  l iterary model of  th i s  madman - Doctor Coppe l ius ,  
a manufacturer of eyes and magical instruments of s ight, from E.T.A.Hoffmann 's  
story "The Sandman" (the mot if of voyeurism reappears throughollt the nove l ;  
i n  the chapter cal l e d  "The Acrobats o f  Des i re" eyes are llsed a s  j llggl ing ob
j ects) - Desiderio even speaks of "the looking glasses of her [Albeli ina's]  eyes" 
(lDMDH, 202) .  Flllihermore, Hoffman (spe l led with one ' n ' )  is also the name of 
the i nventor of LSD, and althollgh Carter c la imed she was not aware of the 
LSD Hoffman when she created her v i s ionary character, sllch a connection per
fectly accounts for the ' drug' aura of the nove l .48 

Doctor Hoffman is absent for the most pari of the nove l ,  but the effects 
of h i s  sci entific magic,  althollgh immaterial ,  are palpab le and form h i s  mon
strous image. On the other hand, his appearance stands  i n  contrast to h i s  ap
pal I ing mind .  When Desider io eventual ly meets the doctor in h i s  cast le ,  he 
stand s in front of a perfect gent l eman : 

He was grey-faced, grey-haired and grey-eyed.  He wore 
a handsomely tai lored dark suit and h i s  hands were exqu i s itely man icured 
. . .  He was so quiet, so grey, so cal m and he had j ust said somethi ng en
t irely meaningless in  a voice of perfect, restrained reason. (IDMDH, 1 98-9) 

Doctor Hoffman turns out to be the Great Patriarch ,  the embod iment of 
J ung' s  archetype of the Great Sage, the very representat ion and effigy of patr i
archy, with "h i s  qll i etness, h is  a lmost qu iescence . . .  a wi l led concentrat ion of 
thought that, i f  exp lo ited, m ight i ndeed ru le  the world" (JDMDH, 200) .  

H e  was a grey ghost s itting in  a striped coat at  a very e legant tab le  
and yet he was a l so  Prospero - though, i ronica l ly enough, one cou ld  not 
j udge the Prospero effect in h i s  own cast le . . . . That was the source of my 

47 Sage, op .c i t . ,  p . 3 5 .  
4 8  See Susan Rubi n  Su le iman, 'The Fate o f  the Surreal ist Imagination i n  the Society 

of the Spectac l e ' ,  in Loma Sage (ed.) ,  op .c i t . ,  p . 1 04 .  
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bitter d isappointment. [ had wanted th is hou�e to be ił paJace ded icated 
only to wonder. (JDMDH, 200) 

As a monstrous figure chas i ng s hadows of his evi l - possessed m i nd,  
Doctor Hoffman d i sappo ints, just l ike h i s  mythic cast l e lurn s o ut to be utter 
d isappointment (see "The C astle" in the prev iou s chapter). ]n present ing th i s  
character Carter broke a very i mportant ru l e  of Goth ic fi cti on - the v i l lai n must 
not be shown at minor, everyday tasks I ike e ating and chatt i ng at th e table, let 
alone stroking  calmJy h i s  dead wife's han d, OT hi s effect will  be l ost . Catter de
l i berate ly emphas izes Doctor Hoffman 's ord i nar ine s s  for i deological reasons -
so that hel' attack on the patriarchy is stl'Onger . Th us Prospero's patriarchal or
der i s  attacked through Doctor Hoffman's figure. I ndeed, I i ke Prospero i n Pros
pero 's Books (Peter Greenaway's film adaptation of The Tempest) Doctor 
Hoffman concocts the seripts fOl' tb e deeds and e mo1 ions of all characters in the 
novel - in aetual fact Des ider io  does not fi nd him, but Hoffm an himself brings 
h i m  into the east le .  

Frankenstei n  and other mad sc ientists in Goth i c  fi ctio n  repre sent the eon
fi ict between v ice and v i t1ue : they are ofte n good at healt, but cannot res ist 
thei r  erav ing for forb idden fru i t .  Calter pl ays with 111is di ch otomy i n  an iron i c  
mode .  S h e  depicts Doctor Hoffm an as a good fa1her, loyal husband (even be
yond the grave) and c lass ic gent l eman . Even his p sychoerotic experim ents l ose 
the i r  obviously immoral characler - Doctor Hoffman inten ds, like Prometheus, 
to free the world ,  to become a Saviour breaki ng the c ha i ns of rea l ity. H i s  adver
sary in the Real ity War, the M i nister, whose assu mpt ions about order are actu
a l ly as monstrous as the Doctor' s ,  i s  on ly anotner aspect of  th e same force .  
Calter makes use  of the ancient con A i ct betwee n D ionysus and  Apol lo ,  appar
ently the batt le between Desire and Reason , but actu al l y  a patr iarcha l  strugg l e  
for absol ute power. In  con sequence, tll e 11 0vel con veys a pe ssim ist ic  v i s i on of  
the absol ute moral re l at i vism i nherent i n  tb e patri archa l o rder itself. 

The original figure of the m ad scie nti st as a social rnyth ographer in  An
ge la Calter's fiction i s  Donal ly from Heroes and Villairn . Though he is 110t so 
comp J ex and grotesque a figm'e as Doctor Hoffman, Don aIly also represents 
patriarchal power. He is a professor who has dese lied his soc ial c1ass in order 
to become a prophet of a new order. There is an o bv i oll S paralle J  between Don
al ly, Doctor Hoffman and Mother who , as Ela ine J ordan p ut it ,  "work on  the 
borderl ine between techno logy and del iberate co nstructio l1 of commun al myths .  
They a l l  want to make bel i ef, va lue and real i ty the s ame , and th e same for a l  1 . ,,49 

Another v i l l ai n  figure in The Jnforna! Desire MClchines ol Doctor Hoff
man, the COllnt, or The Erotic Travel ler, s eems to De s i de r i o  to be "some b i 
zarre emanation of  the Doctor" (rDMDH, 1 44). ]11 fact, tb  i s  appal l i ngly gro
tesq ue figure i s  to a cel1ai n  extent m odel led on the h istori ca l Marquis de Sacle, 
both through h i s  ph i l osophy of l ife and b iographical facts . However, Des i de r i o  

4 9  Elaine Jordan, ' The Dangerous Edge ' ,  i n  Loma S age (ed. ) ,  op. c i t . ,  p.207. 
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is not aware of the paral I e I s  w ith de Sadeo  Cmter l eaves these traces in the text 
for the eye of an attentive reader. 

The Count says :  "1 was sentenced to death in absentia by the j ud ic iary of 
Provence, my body was executed in effigy i n  the town square of A ix" (IDMDH, 

1 27) ,  wh ich i s  a fact from de Sade's l ife o  L ike the Div ine Marqu is, the Count i s  
a megaloman iac consumed by  1Il1llatural l u sts for wh ich  he  constructs h i s  own 
ph i losoph ical system of transcending through des ire, c learly resemb l i ng the l ib
elt ine  doctrine :  

I have devoted my l i fe to  the humi l i ation and exaltat ion of  the 
tlesh, I am an mtist; my material i s  tlesh ; my medium i s  destruetion ; and 
my aspiration is nature o (lDMDH, 1 26) 

He craves to be watched and acknowl edged; everyth ing he does i s  gro
tesque ly appa l l ing in its crue lty and unnatura l i ty as if he l ived i n  a permanent 
attempt to demonstrate h is un ique monstros i ty :  

[H]e  had a passionate eonvietion he was the only significant per
sonage in the world o  He was the emperor of the inverted megalomaniaes 
but he had subjeeted his persona l it y to a most rigorous dise ipl ine of styl i 
sation o 0 0  o He had searee ly an e lement of real ism and yet he was quite real .  
(/DMDH, 1 23 )  

Again,  the  most obvious qual ity of the  Count as  a l iterary figure i s  h i s  
v irtual ity o  

The Count  i s  a s Iave of h i s  des ires who, l i ke a l l  Cmter's characters, i s  no 
more than a c lockwork puppet. In the passages dep ict ing his appearance, the 
reader finds out that the Count i s  not so much fearsome as comic, that he 
stands, as if in d i sgu i se, as a parodie emb lem of h i s  own type o  In contrast to h i s  
des i re to  be  un ique,  he i s  a typ ical and even stereotyp ical monster o r  v i l la in  
whose nature i s  retlected in  h is  appare l :  

He wore a b laek e loak with many l ayers o f  eapes o n  the shoulders 
and a top-hat from whieh trai lers of b laek erepe depended at the baek. He 
was ready for any funeral and he earried a eane tipped w ith a s i lver bal i 
that looked as if it eou ld ki l ! .  H i s  d iabol ieal  e leganee eould not have ex
isted without h i s  terr ible emae iation; he wore his dandyism in h i s  very 
bones o 0 0  and never made a s ingle movement that was not a gaunt but riv
eting work of art . (lDMDH, 1 22) 

I saw his euriously pointed teeth 0 0 0  exaetly the fangs with wh ieh 
trad ition eredits vamp ireso (lDMDH, 1 23 )  

He was l ike a eorpse an imated on ly by  a demonie  i ntel leetual w i l l .  
(lDMDH, 1 26) 

During the i r  v is i t  to the House of Anonymity the Count and Desiderio 
are handed spec ial  costumes:  

Black tights made in such a way that, once we put them on,  our genitals 
remained exposed in the i r  entirety, test ic les and a l l  0 0 0  Then the maid 
handed ll S  hood-l ike masks wh ich went r ight over our heads, conceal ing 
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them . . .  our heads were changed i nto featul"e le s s ,  elongate d, pi nk ish, 
rounded towers. The on ly inde ntatiol1 s ot the se convex surface s of p i nk 
cardboard were two s l its, to l ook through. These masks Ol· hoods com

p leted our co stu mes which were unaesthetic, p r iapic and total ly ob l ite r
ated our faces and our sel f-respect; tb e gaIb gras s  Iy empbasized our man
hoods whi le  utterly denying O U f  h umani ty. (lDMDH, H O) 
In th i s  masterly fragment C alter manages  to ren de r the voyeur into an 

object of contemplat ion .  The com ic grotes qu en ess of the i r costumes reinforces 
the degradat ion of the voye ufs, b ut a lso red uces th em to th e leve l of obj ects . 
I nterest ingly enough, the Count remi nds D esid erio of ihe Min i ster and in tl1 i s  
sense forms another l ink between the  Mi n iste r and Doctor Hoffman. FU11her
more, be ing represented as a sexual obj ect whose emblem i s  exposed ge n ita l i a  
has  been , in  cu ltural trad i t ion ,  a d ub i oll S  female priv i le ge ,  espec ial ly  in  porno
graphic  l iterature . Carter makes su bvers ive u se oflh i 5 we l l-e stab l i shed pract ice . 

As we can eas i ly notice, Carter ten ds to de sc.· ibe b er chaJacters as works 
of ali, depr iv ing them of i nd ividua l ity. The C Oll llt re pre 5ents a hy brid between 
the Gotll ic v i l la in and an automato n , anothe.· mod el favoll red by C alte r .  

L ike the Erotic Trave l ler , Zero i s one  of tbe most re pe  ! lent an d comic 
figures among Carter' s  characters . He i s  a m i sogy nist and a poet, a one-eyed 
male challv in i st and se l f-anoi nted prophet ind ulg ing him self in  v iolent sexua l 
practices with h i s  harem girl s ,  howling and d al1 cing h i s  poetry i n  the deseli, 
deafen ing h imse lf with Wagner and ob ses s i ve ly search i ng for Tr istessa' s secret 
abode.  Zero has on ly one leg, which acco rdin g to Peter L . Hays' s research sym
bol izes castrat ion . 50 

Th i s  symbo l i c  h i nt together with Zero's tatal ly negat i ve name and the 
fact that none of h i s  harem wives has a ch i Id by h im make h im a s ign of patri ar
chal impotence masked i n  v i o lence and cru elty. Zero i s  an en t ire ly pathetic fig
lI re whose b l ind hatred of l e sb i an i sl11 h ard l y  d i s gu i ses h i s  fear of being revealed 
as impotent and whose desire to kee p a hare m fo rces hil11 to tum a b I ind eye on 
what h is  flock do at  n ighL 

Roz Kaveney, in an essay on the cO J1n ect iolls af Carter's narratives to sc i
ence fict ion ,  cal l s  Zero "a comp l ex p iece of satire" and pe rce i ve s  h i m  in the 
l ight of the v io lent and m i sogyn ist ic  stra in  of science fi ction  which large ly de
ve loped after the nove l was written . K av en ey ab serves th at: 

Zero is an unholy cross between tbe l11acho l itteratem and C harles 

Manson, on whose domestic m anners Zero'!; trc atment of b is h arem is pre

sumably based.  And M anson, of  co urse, found a conge ni al reflection of 
h is  i deas in the actions ot the mess iail of a previo us H ei nlein novel 
Slranger in a Slrange Land.5 1 

50 Peter L . Hays, The Limping Hero: Grotesqzles in Literature (New York: New York 
Univers ity Press, \ 97 \ ) . 

5 1  Kaveney, op .c i t . ,  pp . 1 8 1 - \ 82 .  
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Thus,  Zero represents the most brutal aspect of patri archal cu lture . Be ing 
a l ame, ha lf-b l i nd,  impotent sad i st he  stand s as i t s  grotesque embod iment - both 
an archetype and a scarecrow. 

There st i l l  remains one more character part ly mode l led on the Goth ic  
v i l l a i n  - the  protagon i st of the  t i t le  story i n  The Bloody Chamber co l lect ion .  
But  Carter's B l uebeard draws our attent ion to  the  d i chotomy of trad i t iona l  sex
ua l  ro les ,  hence he w i l l  be commented upon in the succeed ing  sect ion .  

4.4. 
THE PREDATOR-PREY DICHOTOMY 

B luebeard is a110ther character with no proper name, a fact that poi nts a t  
h i s  ent i re ly  funct iona l  mean i ng . The story o f  B luebeard a n d  h i s  murderolIs 
deeds, u n l i ke the other tales on which the stories  in the collect ion we re mod
e l led,  was not or ig i na l ly  a fo l k  tale, but an or ig ina l  story written by Char les  
Perrall l t  who i ntended to create the figure of a male exerc i s ing  tyranny with i n  
h i s  marriage . 

Nonethe less ,  the myth ica l  b l oodth i rsty h usband figUl'e has its h i stori ca l  
predecessor i n  G i l l e s  de Rais ,  a Breton ari stocrat l iv i ng  i n  the 1 5th centlI ry, 
notor io lI s  for h i s  pract ices in necromancy and ch i ld murder .  Desp ite the faet 
that h i s  v ict ims we re mai n ly boys and he had been married on ly once to 
a woman who out l i ved h im ,  in loca l  fo l k lO l'e de Rais is c l a imed to have given 
r i se  to the l egend of B l llebeard .  The other eand idate for the monstrous  ro l e  is  
Comorre the Cursed, a lso a nat ive of Br i ttany, who l i ved arollnd 5 00 A D .  He 
became infamous for murdering h is  pregnant w ives,  the l ast of whom was S llp
posed ly beheaded . 52 

U n l i ke Perrau l t, Carter seems to have been less  interested in convey i ng 
the mora l message of the we l l -known ta le ,  as i n  the aspect of i nequal i ty i n  tra
d it iona l  sexua l re lat ionsh ips .  Wh i l e  B l uebeard stand s for the butcher, h i s  i n no
cent v i rg in  wife embod ies h i s  meat. 

Readers do not m i stake the ro les  in the story and know exact ly what i s  
go i n g  t o  happen s i nce the trad i t iona l  predator-prey arrangement i s  c l early de
fi ned from the very beginn ing .  The protagon i sts act out the i r  parts with unhur 
ried prec i s ion  - the  g i r l  a l lows the  Marq u i s  to  corrupt he r  with h i s  wealth and 
soc ia l  pos i t ion ,  then learns about her husband 's  proc l iv i ty towards pornography.  
S imu ltaneoll s ly, the sett ing prepares hel' for he l' fate - the remote cast le ,  the 
om i nOll s  atmosphere of the p l ace, the paint i ngs on the wal l s  wh ich conta i n  

5 2  l ona Opie and Peter Opie ,  The Classie Fairy Tales (Oxford :  Oxford U n ivers ity 
Press, 1 974).  
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scenes of the m uti lation of wome n - evel)ltbi ng i n  the stOły i s a te l l-ta l e  i nd ica
t ion of the pred ictab le  end . 

What i s  actual ly o r i ginal and provo kin g i n  Angela Carter' s version of the 
tale, is her c lear i ntent i on to re-write the story i n  th e l i gb t  of Marqu i s  de Sade' s 
ph i losophy of dom inan ce- subm is s i on d ia l ectic s .  1n hel' critical interpretation of 
de Sade's l iterary and phi lo soph ical  o utp ut, C atte]· observes: 

The stron g abuse , exploi1 and m eati fY the "Weak, says S ade. They 
must and wi l l  devour the ir  natum J p rey. Tb e prima] cond itiol1 of man can
not be modified in any way ; it is ea1 OJ" be e atell. (SW, 140) 

De Sade's concept of sexu al re lat ion ships i s  founded 011 the cult of domi
nance and cruelty.  In  h is d ich oto my the only categorie s of sexLlal ro l es are 
predator and prey, master and slave, execu1 ioner and victim, devo urer and de
voured . K i l l ing is the n ecessary c ond itio l1 o f pleasure. I n  p atri archal soc ia l  con
d it ions th i s  div is ion corresponds 10 the b iol ogi ca l div is ion of the human race.  
ObvioLlsly, Calter is well  aware of this sin ce she wr ite s :  

To be  the  obj ect of  de s ire i s  to  be  defi Jlcd i n  tlle passive case . 
To exist in the pass i vc ca5e i 5 to di e i n  thc passivc casc - that is to 

be ki l led. This is the morał of1be fait)' taj e about thc peffect woman. (SW, 77) 

Margaret Atwood observe s that most of the stmie s  i n  The Bloody Cham
ber conta in  the theme of the meat and th e e ater.53 Furthermore, to make th i s  
d i st i nct ion c learer, the latter i s  a lways de picte d a s  a carniv orous be ast, e ither i n  
a l iterai o r  metaphorical sen se: a l i o n, a t i ger ,  a wolf. 

Thus, M i n ski- l ike:i4 B l ue beard posse sse s a few fe l ine features : " Ieonine 
shape of . . .  head", "dark mane" and moves " as sofdy as if al l  his  shoe s had 
soles of velvet" (BC, 8) .  He also appears to be '"a buge m an ,  an e normou s man" 
(BC, 1 2), and at the mome nt when he i s  shot "b e ro ared out aloud . . .  w ith fury" 
l i ke a fight ing l ion .  

There are a lso other features that m ake this  fig l1re i n h uman and symbo l i c  
at the same t ime - th e Marq llis has a "strange, heavy, almost waxen face" 
wh ich "seemed . . . l ike a mask as if his  I·e al face . . . l ay u nd ern eath the mask" 
(BC, 8-9) and h i s  eyes are "d ark an d moti onl ess as those eyes the ancient Egyp
t ians painted upon the ir sarcopb ag i" (BC, 1 2). Add itio na l ly, he rem inded h i s 
young bride of a l i ly s ince sh e saw hi m as a man who " po sse sse d . . .  that 
strange, ominous calm of a se ntient vegetab le,  I ike on e of those co bra-headed,  
funeral l i l ies" (BC, 9) .  

Obv ious ly, a l l  these  trieks of d esc ri ption  a im at  depri v ing B l ue beard of 
i nd iv idual i ty and dep i ct ing  h i m  as a phal l ic  emb le m of b east ly  patri archa l 
predator. In the l ast scen e of the bloody tal e the M arq uis "'stood stock- sti I I  . . .  , 
the sword sti l l  rai sed over h i s  head as i n  those c [ oc kwork tableaux of B l llebeard 

th at you see in glass cases at fa irs" (BC, 4 0) .  
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53  Margaret Atwood, ' Runn ing with the T igers' ,  in Lom a Sagc (cd .), op .c i t . ,  p . l n .  
5 4  M inski i s  a cannibaJ gi ant i n  d e  Sad e'  s JlIhette. 

Zdigitalizowano i udostępniono w ramach projektu pn. 
Rozbudowa otwartych zasobów naukowych Repozytorium Uniwersytetu w Białymstoku,  

dofinansowanego z programu „Społeczna odpowiedzialność nauki” Ministra Edukacji i Nauki na podstawie umowy SONB/SP/512497/2021



I nterest ingly enough, these are not the unfortunate bride's brothers who 
ki l l  h im,  but her mother. As pointed out above, "The B loody C hamber" is the 
only example of a posit ive re lationship between mother and daughter in  Angela 
Carter's fiction of the 1 970s .  

The other s ide of the story is ,  however, that Carter takes obvious p leaSUl"e 
i n  ro le-reversal (hence so many hybrids among her protagon ists) and dec lal"es 
that "the notion of universal ity of human experience i s  a confidence trick" (SW, 
1 2) .  I n  consequence, the mother in "The B loody Chamber" appears to be the 
beast of prey herse lf when she gal lops to save her daughter, who proudly says:  

You never saw such a wi ld  thing as my mother, her hat se ized by 
the winds and blown out to sea so that her hair was her white mane. (BC, 39) 

Accord ing to Bruno Bette lheim, in most fo lk  tales of Western cu lture an 
an imai hero is a man who can be saved on ly by a woman's  love, which means 
that trad itional ly on ly women were expected to change their attitude toward the 
sphere of sex.55 In psychoanalytical terms, the beastly shape represents the ' id '  
- the uncontro l l ed sexual drive which must be tempered b y  virginal  innocence 
and defenceless submiss ion .  The most popu lar fairy tal e  of th is  categOl"y is 
Beallty and the Beast. 

The Bloody Chamber contains  two stories based on the Beauty and the 
Beast theme - "The COllrtsh ip of MrLyon" and "The Tiger's Bride" - which re
work the c lassic p lot to contradictory ends .  Neither of them, however, breaks 
the ru le  that the beast stands for mai e sexual ity .  Not surpris ingly, both make 
use of the fact that Beauty is treated as a commodity whose market value saves 
her father, in Cal1er's vers ion,  from bankruptcy. 

The sex-ridden fai ry tales of The Bloody Chamber playfu l ly employ de 
Sade's " lamb-and-tiger dichotomy", as Margaret Atwood l abe i s  it, al l lld ing to 
Cal1er' s aphoristic statement i n  "The Tiger's Bride": 

The t iger wi l l  never l i e  down with the lamb.  The l amb must learn 
to run with the t igers . (BC, 64) 

As in  the l i beł1ine concept this means that women are not necessar i ly 
doomed to the ro le of meat; they can choose freely whether they want to be
come beasts or prey in  a social and sexu al sense. In her d i scussion of the l ink 
between Cal1er and de Sade i n  the ir  treatments of sexual roles, Atwood writes :  

For  de Sade, women can escape sacr ificia l  lambhood (the ' natura l '  
condition of women, as  exempl ified by Justine and defined by men)  on ly 
by adopting tigerhood (the role of the predatory aggressor, the ' natura l '  
role  of men ,  as  exempl ified by Ju l i ette and a l so  defined by men) .  I n  order 
to escape vict im isation, women have to d ivest themselves of the trappings 
of conventional womanhood .56 

55 Bruno Bettelhe im,  Cudowne i pożyteczne, trans .  Danuta Danek (Warszawa: Państ
wowy I nstytut Wydawniczy, 1 985) ,  p .2 1 4 .  

5 6  Atwood, op . c it . ,  p . 1 1 9 . 
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I t  i s  qu ite obv iou s that C arte.' s ub scl'ib es to lhe D iv i ne Marq uis ' equat ion 
of sex aets with power games. Ho wevel', agaii) as a resu l 1  of h er u nderstan ding 
of l ibeli ine  ph i losophy ( in the  eo ne l usio n to  Tlle Sadeian Woman she writes : " I t  
i s  i n  . . .  [the l i bert ine' s] h o ly terro r of love t11 at w e  fill d . . . th e source o f  a l l  oppo
s i t i on to the emane ipati ol1 of w om en "  (S W, 1 5 0), she co ntmdiels b is c 1 aim s, es
pec ia l ly the logiea l  symmetry of tbe po l arizat ion of the war Id .  S ince all of  C ar
ter' s protagon i sts represe nt ideas (here:  socia l roles of th e e aten a nd tile eater) 
and the i r  ereator "ce lebrates re l ativ ity an d me tamorpho si s"j7 th ey cann ot, u nder  
her cr i t ieal  pen,  obta in  the status of u niversa l ia .  Pra is i ng 1ran s fol'lnation,  Carter 
l ets l ove i n .  

As  i n  the e lass ie  fa i ry tal e, th e bea st l y  appearall ce d is so lves whel1 M I' 
Lyon i s  approae hed with l ove:  

When hel' l i ps to uched the meat-hoo k claws, they dre w back in t o  
the i r  pads and she saw h ow h e  had al wa)'s kept h is fists clenched . . . H er 

tears fe l i  on h i s  face l i ke s now and , und er the il' soft tra nsform at i on ,  th e 

bones showed thro ugh the pelt, the flesh through th e wi de, tawny b row, 
And then it was no longer a lion in hel' anns b ut a m an, a man w ith an un
kempt mane of hair an d, how strange , a broken no s e, s uch as the Il oses of 

ret i red boxers , that gave him a d ista nt ,  hero ie resembl ane e to th e h and
somest of a l l  the beasts. (Be, 5 1 )  

Thus, h i s  leon i ne shape serv es o nly to make h i m  fearso me and l oathsome 
to a v i rg in  young woman , and sy mbolize s the \lature of h i s  s ex .  Tbe tra n sfor
mat ion i nto a man (an affluent ge ntlem an , an equ ivale nt ofth e  p r i nce) i s  kept i n  
t he  mode of  the  trad it iona l t a l e ;  but i 1 s  m i l d  ton e is s ubt l y  qu estioned b y  the 
t i ny t i nge of i rony present i n  the fragme nt - doesll ' t th i s tam i ng of th e beast by 
an i nnoeent ereature sO llnd  mth e r  m e lo dramat ic ? 

The s lI bseq llent story, "The T iger's Brid e" exemp l ifie s all ellti rely d iffer
ent vers ion  of the predator-p rey t he me . Tb e ]a1te r sto ry is to l d  in first-person , 
whieh makes it more a story of e xperie nce t ha n  "Th e Co urtsb i p of M r  Lyon" . 

The narrator of tile sto ry open s it v eh eme ntly with a bruta l state ment :  
" My father lost me to the Be ast at c ard s" ( Be, 5 1) .  F rom the vely start, as 
a motherl ess g i r l  bro llgh t up i n  the s ev ere co nd i t ions of the N 0I1h , sh e i s  per
feetly aware of the i n h u ma n ity of M i lord and pe rce i ves  him as a "two
d i mens iona l  . . .  earn ival  figure made of pap i er mach 6 and cre pe ha i r" (Be. 5 3 ) .  
I ndeed, the typ ica l ly Carterish d escri ptio n o f  La Best ia p 0l1rays h im both as 
beast and taeky i nan i mate obj ec t ,  a work of na i ve art : 
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There is a crude c1ułl1 s iness about ł1 i s outl i nes . . .  he has an o dd air  
of se lf- imposed restraint, as if  fighti ng a batt le  w ith h i m s el f to rema in up
right when he wou l d rather dr op down on aIl fo urs . . , [O ]n l y  fi'om 

a d i stance wou ld  you th ink The Bea s t  n ot muc h d iffeIe nt fro m  a n)' other 

man, although he  wears a mask wi th a man 's face painted m ost be autifu lly 
on it. Oh, yes, a beautiful  face ,  b ut one w ith too m uch formai symm etry of 

5 7  I b idem, p , 1 22 .  
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feature to be ent i re ly human . . .  He wears a wig, too, false  ha i r  t ied at the 
nape w ith a bow, a wig of the kind you see i n  o ld-fash ioned portra i ts .  
A chaste s i lk stock stuck with a pear l  h ides h i s  throat. And g loves of blond 
kid that are yet so huge and clumsy they do not seem to cover hands. (BC, 53)  

Th i s  story appears to be more in  de Sade's strain since M i lord is the beas:t 
- k i l l er, devourer, predator - masking h imse lf casual ly as a human be ing .  Ad
d it ional ly, the brutal mean ing of the g ir l ' s  naked body is stated overtly - thc 
contract between the Beast and her  father al lows him to see her naked "to the 
co ld ,  white meat of contract" (B C, 66) .  After she shows him her " wh i te sk in" 
and "red n i pp ies" (BC, 64) ,  she i s  free to return to her father, but  s ince she i s  
"so unused to [her] own skin that to take off a l l  [her] c \othes invo lved a k inc l  of 
flay ing" (BC, 66),  she dec ides  to stay w ith the t iger, desp ite the " most archaic 
of fears,  fear of devoLlrment" (BC, 67). In  consequence, by evoking the power 
of love, the transformation goes the other way round  than i n  "The COUl1sh ip  of 
Mr Lyon":  

He dragged h imse lf  c loser and c loser to me,  unt i l  I fe lt the  harsh 
ve lvet of his head against my hand, then a tongue, abras ive as sandpaper. 
He w i ll l ick  the skin off me !  

And  each stroke of  h i s  tongue r ipped off sk in  after successive sk in ,  
a l l  the skins of l ife in  the world,  and left behind a nascent pat ina  of sh in ing 
hairs .  My earrings turned back to water and t ick led down my shoulders :  
I shrugged the drops off my beautifu l  fur .  (BC, 67) 

S i m i larly, in  " Wolf-Al ice", the wolf-gir l ,  led by inst i nct ive matemai  
love ,  l icks the wOllnd of the werewolf Duke and as  she does so ,  h i s  reflection 
gradual ly reappears i n  the m irror. In "The Company of Wolves" another v irg in  
g i r l ,  mode l l ed on Litt le  Red  R id ing  Hood, meets a young man in  the forest and 
they bet for a kiss who wi l l  reach her grandma's house first. The g i r !  is de
scri bed as "an unbro ken egg sealed vessel" who "has ins ide  her a magic space 
the entrance to wh ich  i s  shut up t ight w ith a p lug of membrane" (B C, 1 1 4) and 
the man is a hunter who later tUrt1 S  i nto a wo lf, so there can be no m i stake what 
rol e s  they stand for. Confronted with the wolf i n  her grandma's house the g i rl ,  
s i m i lar ly to  the  t iger' s br ide,  sen s ib ly refuses stereotyp ing - "she knew she  was 
nobody' s meat" (BC, 1 1 8) - and g ives h i m  the k i ss  she owes .  "See ! sweet and 
souncl she s leeps in  granny' s bed between the paws of the tender wo lt " :  noth i ng  
clauntecl, says Carter, t he  meat-devourer games are for those afraid  of  love . 

Nonethe less, there are several stories,  c l early exper imenting with th i s  

predator-prey d i chotomy, i n  wh i ch  the transfonned g i r l  k i l l s  he r  oppressor. [n  
"The Erl -K ing", the  myth ica l  woocl land male sp i r i t  w ith eyes that "can eat you 

up" (BC, 86), "the tender butcher who sllOwed . . .  how the pr ice of fl esh is love" 

(BC, 87) who keeps cages fu l i  of you l1g  g i r l s  turned i nto b i rds ,  is eventua l ly  

strangled by h is  wou ld-be v i ct im .  [n "The  Werewo lf'  another R i d i ng Hoocl- [ i ke 

g i r! k i  l i s  her  grandma who appeared to be a wolf. In "Master" (Fireworks) ,  an 

obsessed an ima i  k i l ler buys a pubescent "brown meat" (FW, 74), a claughter of 
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a tribe worsh ipp ing the j aguar. I n  th e end tll e g i r l  herseLf chan ges into a jaguar, 
but j ust before hel' transformatio n is com plete, sile manages to shoot h i m  w ith 
h i s  own gun : 

H is prey had shot the hunter, but sł1 e cou ld 110 longer hold th e gun.  
Hel' brown and amber dapp led s id es l'ip pl ed l ike wate r as she trotted 
across the c learing to worry the c10tll ing of the corp se  wi th her teeth. B ut 
soon she grew bored and bo unded away. (FW, 79) 

Quite i nterest i ngly, i n  th i s  earl y atte mpt at lls ing the eater-eate n d i choto
my, the oppressor does not appear as an !n i mal ti gure. 

In Całier's i nterpretat ion of de S ade's d ia l ectic s ,  t he stereotyp i cal  roles 
are transgressab le Ol' even may be refu sed on the gl'Ou nd s o f  l ove. Her a n ima i 
figures, however, embl emati ca l ly con'es pond to th e socia l and sexual pos i t i o n s  
of the part ic ipants in c u ltu ral powe r ga mes . 

How far does Carter go i n  advocatin g  th e reversal óf traditional  sexlla l  
roles? I s  hel' automaton, anoth er fi gure symbo l iz i ng fema le i mp r i sonm ent in her 
social  ro le,  ab le to trespass th e l i mits of her sc r i pt? 

4.5. 
THE AUTOMATON 

I n  spite of the fact that, as we h av e  alt'ead y  seen , Angela Carter demon
stratively imposes severe restrict ions on a1l h er protagonis1s ' freedom by con
struct ing them as emblems of idea s radl er than allto nomo us beings ,  we can find 
a separate category of automaton in  hel' fictio n. It was as  earl y as in  h el' fi rst 
nove l ,  Shadow Dance pub l is he d  in 1 96 6, th at C arter b egan to explore the 
automaton motif, wh ich received a real ly mature fOI·m in the 1 97 0s .  

The figU l'e of automaton recurs in severa l of the stor ies d i s cussed i n  th i s  
d issertation, with the  most fu l ly devel oped fi gu res in "Th e Loves o f  Lady PlIr
p l e", "The Tiger's Bride", "The Lady of the Hou se of Love" , and in a few ep i 
sodes of The Infernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman, mai n ly in  the 
chapter entit led "The El'Oti c Trave l ler". Add itio na l ly, Alberti na - the Doctor' s 
daughter and h i s  dead ly decoy - i s  a c haracter re fl ec1i ll g E . T .A .Hoffmann 's  
Olympia (Coppe l i ll s '  alltomaton-d au ghter); however, bein g also an  and rogy
nOll s  figlI re, Albełiina redefines the OI' igi nal  c harac1e r. 

The automaton is  a gl'Otesque figlll'e , a var iati on of a monster, an  i n con
gruous being both horrifyi ng and com ic , but  i t s  most consp i cu ous feature in 
onto logical terms seems to be tbat it is a cros s between a liv ing creature and an 
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i nan imate obj ect. Wolfgang Kayser writes i n  The Grotesque in Art and L itera

ture : 

The mechanical obj ect is a l ienated by being brought to l i fe ,  the 
human being by being deprived of it. Amongst the most pers istent of mo
t ifs of the grotesque we find human bodies reduced to puppets, mario
nettes,  automata, and the ir  faces frozen into masks .58 

The most wide ly known and popu lar ' l iv ing do l i '  i s  O lympia, the beaut i 
fu l automaton made by  Doctor Coppe l ius  i n  "The Sandman" by 
E .T.A. Hoffmann .  Despite her  i mmaculate beauty, O lympia turns out to  be 
a pern ic iOlls marionette in the hands of her master/father, a g i rI with glassy 
eyes, a c lockwork seductress who brings to a bad end those who fal i  i n  love 
with her. As an object of unrelenting pass ion and des i re ,  the figure of Olympia  
was d i scussed by Freud in  h i s  essay ca l l ed  "The Uncanny.

, ,59 

For Ange la  CaIter, as for Freud, the l iv ing do l i  phenomenon stands for 
the ambiguity of beauty which inc ludes both chal lenge and threat, but for her i t  
a l so ref1ects the att itude toward women as  objects i n  a male dominated cu lture . 
The des i rab le pass iv i ty of a sexu al toy i s  part of male sexual fantasy, but in  
consequence i t  deprives any carnal re lat ionsh ip  of  humanity (always founded 
on subj ect iv ity) and l eads to destruct ion .  Ange la  CaIter reworks the Freud ian 
concept - of the beautifu l  woman with whom men fal i  d i sastrously in love - for 
fem in i st ends and demonstrates how omnipresent i s  the tendency to turn 
a young girI i nto a fet ish i sed obj ect of male des i re .  

F rom the patriarcha I point of v iew, the most valuable feature of th i s  k ind 
of automaton i s  i ts  pass iv i ty and obed ience.  Ange la  Carter deals d i rect ly with it 
in  "The Tiger's Bride" where a marve l lous mach i ne-maid who ro l l s  on t in) 
wheel s  and has a mus ical box in p lace of her healt, i s  a "c1ockwork twi n" (se, 
60) of the protagon i st .  Before the gir l  turns i nto a t igress ,  she str ips herse lf  of 
her c lothes, wh ich metaphorical ly means refus ing the ro les of obed ient daugh
ter and sex obj ect. She declares her independence when she says:  

I wil l  dress her [the automaton-maid] in my own c lothes, wind her 
up, send her back to perform the part of my father's daughter. (BC, 65)  

One story ent i re ly based on the mot if  of a l iv ing  do l i ,  i s  "The Loves of 
Lady Purpl e" i nc luded in  the 1 974 col lection Fireworks . I n  th i s  story the nar
rator describes a puppet show entit led "The Loves of Lady P urp\e .  The Notor i
ous  Amours of Lady Purple the Shame less Oriental Venus", whose star is 
a l ife- l ike marionette man ipu lated with love by an o ld  master puppeteer cal led 
the Professor. The show puts before the pub l i c  the story of Lady Purp le ' s  v i l e  
career. But the puppet t urns  out to  be more than an  i nan imate do l i - she I S  
a med i um through which the  Professor reveals h i s  pass ion s .  

5 8  Quoted after MacAndrew, op.c i t . ,  p . 1 59 .  
5 9  S igmund Freud, ' The Uncanny ' , i n  Ju l i e  Rivkin and  M ichae l Ryan (eds . ) ,  Lilerwy 

Theory: An Anthology (Oxford : Bas i l  Blackwe l l ,  1 998) ,  pp. 1 54- 1 68 .  
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The do l i  hers elf l ook s I ike a perfe ct ma s t erp i ecc of mi : 
She was the Queen of N i gllt. Tbere were glas S I' lIb ies in he r head 

for eyes and her feroc ious teeth , ca r ved OLlt of motll er o'pear J, were a lways 

on show for she had a perman ent sm ile. Hel' fuc e was a s  white as chalk 
because it was cove red with the s kin  o f s u pp l e s t  whi te le ather wh i ch a lso 

c lothed her torso, j o i ned l imbs and comp I ic at ion of extremi t ie s .  Her beau

tifu l  hands seemed mOl'e I ike we apons be cQu s e  Iler na i Js wer'e so long, five 
inches of po inted t in  enamel l ed sc arl et , and sh e wore a w ig of b lack hair 
arranged in  a ch ign ol1 more h eav i Jy e l abo rare t han any human neck c ou ld 
have endured , Th i s  monum enta l che\!clure was stu ck tb rougb w ith many 
bri l l iant p ins  t ipped with pi eces of bro kell m i rrol" 50 th at , e very t im e  she 
moved, she cast a lTIlI l t itude of scinti l l at i n g  ref1 ectiom whi ch d anc ed abolIt 
the theatre l i ke m ic e  of l i ghl .  Hel' c lo rhes were of deep, dark , s lu mberous 
colours - profollnd pinks, c l' i m s oll a nd the v ibrati ng p urpIe wit h wh ich she 
was synonymolls .  a purpIe the c o l aur o f b lood ill a Io ve su ic ide .  (F W, 26) 

Th i s  exot i c  and b izarre figure ho wevel', has a very cur i ou s feature : 

[H ler act ions were not 50 muc h au i mi tat io l1 as a di5ti l latio l1 and 
i /ltens ification of those of a born womall an d 50 she cO llld bec ome the 
q u i ntessence of  eroticislTI. for no wom an bom wO lll d h ave dared to  b e  50 
b latantly seduct ive .  (FW, 27) 

" I n  the i CO llOgraphy o f  tll e me lod rallla", tll e narrato r cxpla ins .  "Lady 
Purp l e  stood for pass ion  an d a l I  h el' mov elllc nts were c alcul atio ns in  an angu l ar 
geometry of sexua l i ty" (FW, 2 7 ) , 

Vet, the mos1 c ur i ou s  fact about tb is  m arvel of a pu pp eteer' s craft i s  that, 

accord i n g  to the Profes5or' s o wn w ords, t ile mm'ionette ac t ua l ly was " th e  petr i
fi cat i o n  of a u n i versal whore", - · t he on i ).'  s Ul'v i vi n g  re l ic ol' the sh allle less  Ori
enta l  Ven u s  herse lf'  (FW. 2 8 ) .  ""h ic h c h a nges h er' ontological status from i m
personat ion  to that of ZOI11 b ie ,  

Duri n g  h e r  l i fe as a prost itute sh e exel'c i sed pl'actices wh ich cou l d  m ake 
de Sade h i m se l f  shudder  w ith pleasure :  

Booted,  i n  l eather, s he becam e  a mistress () f  the WIl ip  . . .  ' Subse
q llently. she graduated in the myste r ic s  or (he tOltme c bam ber, where she 
thOrollgh ly researched a l i  m amler of ingeni ous mech anica l devi ces . She 
uti l ized a baroqll e  apparat us of fll llne l . h l1l1li l iat io ll, syringe, thum b5c rew, 
contempt and sp i r i tua l angll ish . . .  , (FW 3 1 )  

Th i s  J u l i ette 's  d i l i ge llt d isc i p Ie be came "t ile i mage of i rres i s t i b le  ev i l " .  

and fo l l ow i n g  her  l11 urde rou s i n s t i ncts "v is ited me n l i ke a p lague" an d Jeft them 

" c l othed in  rags held togeth er with the d i s ch arge of their  sores . . .  totte r i ng 

nose less  forward" (FW, 3 I ) . Writi n g  q Ll ite s erio Llsly though wi th character i st i c  

s u bvers i ty about the ' eco nomy of a wh OI' C  , , C arte r po i nts out t bat i f  her b u s i 

ness  prospers, the wbore "may r u  i 1 1  m en , I i k e  an ).' oth er s llcces sfu I entrepre

neur" (SW, 5 8) .  The paral le i between su ch th eoretical assumpt i on and the deeds 

of Lady Purp l e  is  str i k i ng.  
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Calier uti l izes kitschy imagery for earnest ends .  I n  such fragments, ex
p lod ing with i rony, she bu i lds  up the very impersonation of Freud's uncanny 
jemme jatale who exchanges c łap for dough i n  the free market matlOer. 

The seemingly perfect relat ionsh ip  between  Lady P urp le and hel' master 
is founded in fact on the complete dependence of the puppet. The Professor ex
erc ises total contro l over h i s  marionette - only in h i s  hands does she become 
a l ive, w ith h i m  even speaking for her - and exp lo its her economical ly .  I sn't the 
Professor as a matter of fact her p i l11p l11aking h i s  l iv ing out of her sexual ski l i s? 

In his loving care she rel11a ins the icon of her dep lorabl e  past. But o ld  
hab its d ie hard, says Catier: i n  the  parody of the  Frog Pr ince  k iss  of l i fe,  Lady 
Purp le  drains h im  with her vampire teeth , bums h i s  theatre, and d i sappears in  
the d i rection of the p leasure qualiers .  

Furthermore, i n  th is ear ly treatment of the l i v ing do l i  theme (the story 
must have be en written before The Injernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoff
man), Calier leaves open the question of the onto logical status of the automa
ton,  s i nce she writes about Lady Purp le :  

[S]he could not escape the tauto logical paradox i n  which she  was 
trapped : had the marionette a l l  the t ime parodied the l iving or was she, 
now l iv ing, to parody her own performance as a marionette? (FW, 3 8) 

The image of prosti tute as inanimate object of des i re appears both i n  
"The Loves of Lady Purple" and  The Injernal Desire Machines of Doctor 
Hojjil1an where it funct ions as an untransformable  figure of pass iv ity .  U n l i ke 
the Oriental Venus, the other prostitutes are depicted in  a group, los i ng any i n
d iv idual features and becoming a metaphor for the condit ion of women in  
a patriarchal  soc iety . The prostitutes are entirely re ified i n  these presentat ions ;  
they appear as b latantly packed consumer goods, cOl11fortab ly arranged for the 
benefit of customers : 

Along the streets, the women for sale, the mannequins of des ire, 
we re displayed in wicker cages so that potential customers could saunter 
past inspecting them at le isure . These exalted prostitutes sat motion less as 
idols. Upon the i r  real features were painted symbo l ic  abstractions of the 
various aspects of a l lure and the fantast ic  e laboration of their dress h inted 
it covered a ditTerent kind of skin .  The cork heels of their shoes we re so 
h igh they cou ld not walk but on ly totter and the sashes round the ir  waists 
were of brocade so stiff the movements of the arms we re cramped and 
scant so they presented attitudes of phys ical unease . . .  Therefore the ges
tures of these hetaerae were as styl ised as if they had been clockwork. 
(FW, 30)  

Th i s  fragment descr ib ing puppet-prostitutes lacks any d i rect h i nts at the i r  
erot ic features - in  fact they are emanations of ma le  pervers ity: they are locked 
in cages as w i l d  an imals  or women-birds in "The Erl-King".  Moreover, they 
appear to be automatons because of the i r  c lothes wh ich,  on the other hand, are 
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stereotypical ly woman ly - cover i ng th e body, 1hey prom i se erot ic  pleasures, 
and restrict movements. This k i nd of woman' s dress turns o ut to be her pr i son . 

I n  The lnfernal Desire Machfnes oj Doclor Hoffinan the Erotic Traveller 
and Desiderio visit a l ibertin e bro1he) (Tl1e Hou se of Anonymity) whose main 
attraction is the Bestial room featur ing liv i lig c rea1ures 1umed into furn iture : 

[M]onkeys were l iv i ng e andelabra ; th ey c lute lled black candles in 
thei r  paws, wedged in the coiled kinks on thei r ta ils ' "  , 

At both ends of the sofas, tlamboyant ly goth i<: arm-rests, were the 
gigantica l ly maned heads of .. , l io l1s . , . , The serv iceab le  armchairs were 
brown bears who squatted on the ir halln<: lles . . . , Th e oc<:asional tables ran 

about, ye lp ing obsequ i ous ly; they were toad)'ing hyena5 al1d on their br in
dled backs were strapped s i lver trays , . .  , The . .  , tloorboards were seat
tered with vivid pe lts of j aguars that 5tirred and grumbied underfoot . . . . 
(IDMDH, 1 30- 1 3 1 )  

But the only creatures kept i n  cages are pro sti t utes staged in the most de
grad ing and v io lated poses, deperson al i sed o bjects of perversive des ire, muti
lated half-an imals, half-women total l y  deprived of s ubj ect ivity - nameless, 
faceless mutes exposing the ir vagi nas for con'u pted custo mers : 

Al i ,  without exception, pas5ed beyond or d id not enter tll e realm of 
s imple humanity. They were si nister, abom inab le , i nverted mutat ions, part 
clockwork, part vegetable  and patt brute . (!DMDH, 1 32) 

The l ibid inous images a l i bared the ir sexua] parts witll a defiant ab
sence of provocation that was not bred of inno cenee, for in  their primitive 
s impl ic ity the dozen orifices were shockingly made man ifest, the ugly, 
undeniable, insat iable nether moulll S of arch ai c and shamel ess, anony
mous Aphrodite herself. (ID MDH, 1 33 )  

We can eas i ly noti ce th at 1his de script ioll to tal l y l acks the erot i c i s m  
wh ich i s  supplanted by pornography, an d pomography, i n  Carter's unde rstand
ing, degrades the v iewer m ore than th e o bject of hi s voyeu r i sm , In fact , CaJier 
even prov ides her own mora l comme ntary i n  th e cho i ce of words, e .g .  
"s in i ster", "abom inable", "prim i1ive" , "ugly" ,  "'sh amel ess ", As a res u !t, Desid
erio perceives h imse lf  as " on l y  a totem of carnal i ty" , and 1he COllnt as "the 
Pope of the profane, offic i at ing at an ulti mate sacrament, th e self-ord ained , 
omn ipotent, consecrated man-phal l us h imse lf' (IDMDH, 1 3 3),  

The episode i n  the House of A nonymity has its l i terary so mce aga i n  in de 
Sade .  In her peregr inations aro lllld Ellwpe ,  Ju l iette , togeth er with her entou
rage, is captured by the cannibal giant Mi nski i n  who se castle al !  fu rn itUl'e are 
women - tab les, chai rs, sofas , s i de bo ard s are made of the l i v in g flesh of muti
lated gir ls .  Thll S, Minski ,  as C8Iier observe s i l1 Tńe Sadeian Woman, "redllced 
women to their final use funct i on" (SW, 94 ) , 111 po l it ic al term s depersonal i sation 
i s  the core of pornography. 

NeveJihe less, there is more to i t  1han that in th e  art is1 ic sense , The hor
rendolls scenes of sexllal v i o l ence perpetrated 0 11  wome n pO lirayed as pass ive 
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objects seem to be var iat ions on the theme explo ited by Surreal i st painters 
whose alt unquestionab ly p lays with male voyeuristic fantasies .  Susan Robin  
Su le iman in  her  essay on e lements of Surreal i st imagination in  Angela  Carter's 
works compares her peepshow disp lays, described in detail by Des iderio in  
ear l ier parts of the novel ,  with surrea l i st paint ings .  One of the d isp lays cal led 
"Everyone knows what the n ight i s  for" exh ib its the head less trunk of a woman 
with a kn ife in her be l ly .  Sule iman associates i t  w ith Marcel  Duchamp's instal
lat ion cal led Etant donne ("G iven that") exh ibi ted at the Ph i ladelphia Museum 
of Alt, wh ich shows a s im i l arly mut i lated female figure .  What is  more, 
Duchamp's work also puts the v iewer in  the posit ion of voyeur; in  Su le iman's 
account " instal led i n  its own dark room,  Etant donne requires that the v iewer 
glue an eye to a peephole in order to see the scene .

, ,60 

Automatons and s imulaera, as figures of grotesque, generate strong asso
c iat ions with characters of Goth ic fiction .  In "The Lady of the House of Love", 
Carter, who frequently uses Gothic  imagery for parodie and satirical purposes, 
iron ical ly p lays with the figure of a young vampirel la  who, qu ite l ike the loyal 
daughter in  "The Tiger's Bride", appears to be an obedient descendant of the 
v i l e  stock of Vlad the Impaler. 

The Queen of Vampires i s  also described as an automaton :  

[She i s ]  s o  beautifu l  she i s  unnatural ;  her beauty i s  an abnormal ity, 
a defonnity . . . . Her beauty is a symptom of her disorder, of her soul less
ness. (B C, 94) 

Even the young cyc ł i st, who final ly sets her free, sees at the moment of 
weakness that: 

[S]he i s  l ike a doli . . .  a ventri loquist's doli . . .  a great, ingenuous 
p iece of clockwork . . . . [S]he m ight be an automaton, made of white velvet 
and b lack fur . . . . (Be, 1 02)  

The vamp irella wears her appearance l i ke a costume and she seems to be 
unhappy with the pa/t she p lays as Dracu la' s  descendant: 

Everything about thi s  beaut iful  and ghastly lady i s  as it  should be, 
queen of night, queen of terror - except her horr ible reluctance for her 
role .  (BC, 95) 

Th i s  state of inner d iscontent makes her ready for transformation in the 
mal1l1er of the predator-prey metamorphos i s .  In the iron ie  ro le-reversal ,  the 
power of the cyc l i st' s v i rgin ity enab les h i m  to break the spe l l  and let her be
come human, tIlOugh at the price of her death . 

As we have seen above, Ange la  Calter uses the figure of automaton not 
so le ly as a l iteraly motif which p laces her fiction in the context of l iteraly tra
d it ion, but as a veh ic le  to d iscuss certai n  female ro les in patriarchal soc iety -
daughter, prostitute, jemme jatale . Simulaera represent female pass iv ity and 

60 Sule iman, op . c it . ,  p . 1 1 4 .  
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obed ience - the ' natural ' state of wo men i n  a m ale-do mi nated cu lture . Through 
crit ical p lay with de  Sade, F reu d and Hofiinan n, Carter ulldermines the founda
t ions of th i s  cu lture and deprives h el' autom ato lls of the as sumpt ion of 
(llllchangeable) rea l i ty. As virtual fi gures , i .e .  pote ntial social roles, they stand 
for what they actllal ly are - submi ssive mar i on ettes in the pa1r i archy's butcher
i ng  hands .  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FEVVERS: THE VIRTUAL 

AERIALISTE 

Angela Cal1er '  s e ighth novel  Nights at the Circus ( 1 984) i s  perceived by 
some - especia l ly femin i st - critics as a turn ing  point in her l i terary career. 
They c la im that in th i s  nove l CaI1er for the first t ime presented, in the character 
of a marvel lous aerial i ste, an unequivocal ly pos itive image of woman . 1 

Fevvers appeal s to femin i st critics as an independent heroine,  fu l i  of 
strength and energy in pursuing hel' goa ls .  She a lso cha l l enges c \assic images of 
the "trad itional" heroine as e ither a defenceless ignoramus or an experienced 
fal len woman . Though she i s  a fantastic  creature, w ith her artificia l ly dyed 
wings, no nave l ,  and a suspic ion that she had been hatched out of an egg, 
Fevvers manages to retain fu l i  humanity - she s imply acts i n  the same way as 
a małe adventure novel hero does. Fevver' s l iterai and metaphorical physicał ity 
and stamina, i l lu strated in the fortunes and m isfortunes of her l ife, defy the 
mental and soc ial taboos concern ing women, taboos incurred in the phal logo
centr ic world .  

Nights a t  the Circus has a lso been cal led a watershed i n  Carter' s l iterary 
development because of a c lear change of the means of expression . Marina 
Warner observes i n  the nove l a shift in  CaI1er' s characteristic style of humour, 
as she puts it "from a gorgeous, phantasmagoric e loquence of excess and vo
l uptuousness, rooted in the work of the Symbo l i sts, i n  Baudela ire and i n  Poe . . .  
to a more particu larly British savoury brand o f  bawdy, out o f  Wife of Bath and 
Fal staff to pantomime, music hal l ,  and Spitting Image . ,,2 

I For in stance Paul ina Palmer, Ricarda Schmidt and N icole Ward Jouve underl ine 
Carter' s new treatment of the themes of womanhood and motherhood in Nights at the 
Circ1łs (see the b ib l iography for the titles of their essays). Also see pages referring to NC 
in the essays by Roz Kaveney, Elaine Jordan, M arina Warner, I sobel  Armstrong and 
Hermione Lee, all inc luded in :  Lorna Sage (ed.) ,  Flesh and the Mirror (London : Virago, 
1 994). 

2 Marina Warner, 'Angela CaJier: Bottle B lond, Double Drag ' ,  i n  Lorna Sage (ed. ) 
Flesh and the Mirror (London : Virago, 1 994), p .247.  
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Neverth eless th i s  tran sfo rmat ion enr iches Carter ' s poet ical palette rathel' 
than end i ng hel' earl ier per iod of fasein ation with th e Gathic . Nigh/s at the Cir
cus bo i l s  with mot ifs and symbol s knowtl from Carte r '  s p rev iOll S l1ovels ,  sueh 
as depiction of space as labyr i nth Ol' gro tesq ue perso nae af arch etypomimetic 
nature . On the other hand, the somewhat c oar s e  so li of h umoll r  the nave l i s  fu l i  
of, has its precedent in  the d azzl i ng rib aldJY a f  Carter' s vers i on o f  "Puss- in
Boots" from the 1 979 co l leetio n The Bloody Cham ber. 

Nights at the Circus is diffe ren t from other nove l s d i s ell ssed he re i n  one 
more aspeet - the t ime o f the act i on i s  precise ly de h ne d h ere . fevvers ' s  story i s  
set at the eve of the 20th centmy, when the previo lls c en t lIry i s  fad i ng away and 
the fOIihcom ing one brin gs in a lot of hope s  and expectati ons. By introduc ing 
a concrete h i storieal moment i nto he r nove l ,  C alter manages 10 confront these 
expectat ions,  and she does it thro ugh Fevvers wh o represe nts ( iro n ical ly of 
e ourse) The New Woman, the wom an who wil l  be ab le to tly and who wi l l  be
eome i ndependent in the 2 0th centul-y. Cat1e r iro nical l y  mocks s uch  foo l i sh 
hopes by contrasti n g  them w ith th e m ateria I cond itions of l ife women l ead in 
d i fferent parts of the worl d - first by depietin g the sexual exp loitat ion  of 
women in  London, then by present ing the Hou s e  of C orl'ecti on - "sc i ent ifi c  es
tab l i shment for the study of femal e c r i m i nal s" (Ne, 2 1 1 )  - model  l ed on  Ben
tham ' s  Panopticon.3 Fu rthermore, the fact th at F evvers as th e New Woman has 
got wings ties her to tll e long tradit i on of w i ng ed go ddesses and other volat i l e  
female creatures from patriarch al  mytho l ogi es. 

In hel' ch i ldhood Fevvers is explo iled i n  Ma N elson ' s  broth e l  not as 
a prostitute, but as a l iv i ng statue of the Winged Vietory, l ike the l iv ing models 
i n  shopping d i sp lays n owaday s .  She pl ays the part of an objecJ d 'art, a total ly 
immob i l e  figure of hemie anti q u i ty posed thel'e for lhe p l easLI I'e of 
a connoi sseur' s  eye . At the sam e time the fact lhat tll e w ings are real  remains 
h i dden so that, as  Fevvers puts i t  "I was sp ared the i ad ign iły of cu r i os ity" (NC, 
32), but actual ly, for the h igh-brow c l iente le,  we l l-I'ead i n  clas s i eal ant iqu ity, 
the threaten ing mean ing of th e l i vi n g  Winged Vieto ry shoul d be e lear : 

Every night, [ m im ic ked the Wi nge d Victory in the d rawing-room 
n iche and was the cynosure of all eyes b ut Nelso n made it known that 
those sh ining golden wings of mine weTe s tuck o ver a h ump with a strong 
adhesive and d id  not belong to me at al!. (NC, 3 2) 

Moreover, Fevvers pose s as the mode l of the statu e of Nike of 
Samothrace, though she has both arms and head , al i complete.  Ma Ne l son goes 
even fllłiher and, tak i ng the role  of tll e fo rgotten s cu I ptor, puls i ato those huge 
rega i ned hands a sword . Thu s, Fevvers really becom es th e guardian of the s h i p, 
"the sp iritual flags h i p  of hel' fleet, as if a virg i n  w ith a weapon was the fittest 
guard i an ange l for a h ou sefu l  of whores" (Ne, 3 8) .  Here the i rony of the am-

J See Zygmunt B auman, Wolność (Kraków: Znak, 1 99 5). 
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b iguous mean ing of the symbol reveals  itse lf, which Fevvers naively exp lains 
l i ke th i s :  

Vet i t  may be  that a large woman with a sword i s  not the best ad
vertisement for a brothe l .  For, s łow but sure, trade fe l i  off from my four
teenth b i l1hday on. (Ne, 3 8) 

It i s  easy to guess that such a statue must have rai sed the question whose 
victory it is and what the castratory dev ice ( i .e .  the sword, altllOugh pointed 
downwards), means i n  that kind of p lace.  S ince the very beginn ing, Fevvers ' s  
l i fe has been the evol ution of her symbol i c  mean i ng .  

Fevvers c la ims that she i s  a change l ing forsaken on the threshold of Ma 
Ne lson ' s  brothe l ,  found there wrapped in  straw and s leep ing among broken 
eggshel l s  - a l l  ud ing to Christ ' s  b i rth, no doubt (her future is to become the 
saviour of womankind), but also - by lIsing the typical fairytale motif of an orphan 
and a b i rd i e  as wel l - point ing at Christ ian Andersen ' s  "Ugly Duckl ing" tale :  

When [ was a baby you coułd have distinguished m e  in a crowd of 
found ł ings onły by j ust th is  ł ittłe bit of down, of yel low f1uff, on my back, 
on top of my both shoułderbłades. Just ł ike the f1uff on a chick it was . 
(Ne, 1 2) 

Moreover, her very name i s  not real ly a proper one, but a te l l -tale fai ry
tale name, given to her when the gir ls  who find her comment: "Looks l i ke the 
l ittl e  th ing ' s  go ing to sprout Fevvers ! "  (Ne, 1 2),  a cockney pronunciation of the 
word ' feathers ' . Add itional ly, the fact that she is a b i rd makes of her an em
b lematic g ir l ,  s i nce bird also functions as one of the words used for a woman . 
Vet, her Chr ist ian name (Soph ia) h ints at her wisdom and ab i l ity to use reason, 
even thOllgh in  a streetwise manner. 

Later however, Fevvers finds the answer to the question of her origin 
over the mante lpi ece in Ma Nelson ' s  hOllse on the canvas whose subj ect i s  the 
myth ical Leda and the Swan . Obv ious ly, th i s  d iscovery i s  made as a resll lt of 
Fevvers ' s  unqllenched van ity, but at the same t ime it presents her as a produet 
of mytho logy that has s l ipped out of contro ! .  The actual imp l ications of the d i s
covery go even fUliher - the possib i l ity of her being the fru it of th is  famOtI S 
love scene again serves a subvers ive end : it means that Fevvers traces back her 
h i story and finds out that she must be the fru it of rape, which alltomatica l ly 
makes her unc lean and consequently fal len . Not surpr i s ing ly,  after she 
"spreads", Fevvers remains consumed with the question whether she can fly -
and we should remember that one of the best-known femin i st nove l s  i s  Erica 
Jong ' s  Fear oj Flying. Qu ite in  accordance with the patriarchal ru les, she re
ceives a hard obj ect lesson - her fi rst secret attempt to soar ends w ith ajall 
from a mante lp iece, an event that c learly parodies the story of Eve whose curi
os ity brought her to fal i :  

[ c ł imbed u p  and stood where Father t ime had stood and, ł i ke 
a man about to hang h imsełf, I kicked away the chair so that I would not 
be tempted to j ump down upon it. 
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What a lon g way down the tloor looked ! lt was onIy a few feet be
low, you understand, no great distanc e i n  itse If - yet i t  yawne d before me 
l ike a chasm, and, indeed , you might say that thi s gulf now befo re me rep
resented the grand abyss, the poign ant div id e, tb at would henceforth sepa
rate me from common human ity. (NC, 29) 

Thus her first endeavo ur to :fly l eads to th e i nevitable fali : 

Like Luc ifer, l felI .  Down, down, down I tumbled, bang with 
a bump on the Pers ian rug below me, tlai on my face among these b looms 
and beasts that never graced no natura I forest, tllos e creatures of dream 
and abstraction not un l ike myself . . . And then I knew l was no t ready to 
bear on my back the great burden of my un natural ness . CNC, 3 0) 

None the less, Fevvers l earns to fl y  i n  t11 e end, b ut n ot i n  secret. Actual ly. 
she sllcceeds only thanks to her le ve l-mi nded foster 1110ther Lizzie  -
a s llffragette and Marxi st who always so lves pl'Ob Je ms by lIs ing rationa l th ink
ing .  They botb observe l itt l e  p i geons a nd how the i r  mother teac hes them to f1y, 
but i t  i s  Lizzie who calcu lates Fevvers ' s  ab i J ity to soar, taki ng i nto account her 
s ize and we ight.  Two cnlc ial poi nts are mad e  in th i s  scene. F irst ly, the mother
daugbter bond is establ ished b etweel1 L i z:z ie and Fevve rs: "I tearnt, first, as the 
b i rds do, from the b i rds", and Lizz i e  "a ltho ugb sile was fl i gh t l ess herself . . .  took 
. . .  upon herse lf the ro le  of bird-moth er" (NC, 30-3 l ). S econdly, th i s  bon d forms 
a l igbt, yet profound, parody of the [ carus myth - Lizzi e p layi ng the ro le of 
mother-engineer who wants to s et herself an d hel' d augh ter free , but un l i ke 
Daedalus - hav ing learnt from h i s  trag ic h i story - l11 ak ing mathematical ly cer
tain tbat hel' dallgbter w i l l  not meet 1carus' tragi c end . Be sides, F evvers has lIn
dergone ber mock-fa l l  a l ready, as Luc i fera - tbe fal i  t ied hel' (both i n  l iterai and 
metaphorical sense) to em1h . Fevvers recei ve d  a n  obj ect lesson about the  l aw of 
gravi ty, and learnt not to chase the c h i m era of h el' d esire s, but i nstead to th i n k  
pract ical ly ,  the lesson Icarus also h ad l earnt, though in a traditi o na l ly man l i ke ,  
hero i c  way. 

In spite of celiain  s i m i lar it ie s between Lizzi e and Mothel' from The Pas
sźon oj New Eve (botb th i nk and aet towards overth row i ng the ex istin g  status 
quo and estab l i sh ing a new order fo un d ed 011  the em ancipati oIl or  even d o m i 
nance of women ; although t h e  forme r is a pragmatist, and t h e  otber 
a mythographer, both share the ambition  of soci al eng i neering), Fevvers ' s  fos
ter mother is not a grotesque  (an embIem atic fema l e  mon ster) . Q u ite the con
trary, hel' support and sober, though someti mes a b it sare astic , superv i s ion of 
her winged cb i l d  makes her a tru ly cari n g  Ill oth er, fu l i of patience and under
stand ing - a real guard ian angeI of a so mewhat hot-headed aeria l  i ste. Add ition
a l ly, the i r  re lat ionsh ip  h a s  someth ing sexua l  about it, ge ne rati ng a s l ight aura of 
i ncest or even lesb ian attachment aro lln d itse lf - L izz:ie seem s to be e normously 
j ealous of Jack Walser. 

Not surpr i s ingly, most fem inist cri t i cs have pra i s ed Cm1er's  new treat
ment of the motherhood theme, fi nd i ng in it hel' twe departure from the l i m its 
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of th inking through the pr ism of patriarchal categories .  Doubtless, L izzie has 
noth ing in  common with the negative concept of mother as inculcator of the 
woman ' s  rol e  in the pha l locratic  world, but stands  for a mother who encourages 
her daughter to d isobey and defy it. In Nights at the Circus Carter seems to ac
cept motherhood as a posit ive means for enhanc ing pro per femin i st values and 
needs, at the same time acknowledging "the d isruptive threat

,,4 wh ich mother
hood poses to the phal logocentric social  order. Unl i ke Mother in The Passion 
oj New Eve, Lizzie remains a tru ly pos itive character throughout the whole  
nove l ,  accept ing even the fact that Fevvers rebeIs against her o  Arguably, there 
m ight be a connection between Carter' s own motherhood ( in  1 983 her son was 
born) and Nights at the Circus, but Jouve, after point ing it out, hastens to add 
that "Carter kept her l ife too carefu l ly away from her writ ing . . .  to want to tres
pass . "s 

Neverthe less , despite her ab i l ity to tly, Fevvers has not fin i shed her edu
cation at th i s  point .  Having gained at Ma Nelson ' s  the reputation of the Virgin 
Whore - a pun referr ing to Tertu l l ian ' s  famous remark about the d ichotomy of 
woman that a woman i s  a tempIe bu i lt on a sewer - she se l l s  hersel f to Madame 
Schreck' s  house of monsters, a s i n i ster Kensington den for the most affluent 
fiendish patrons .  

At Madame Schreck' s Fevvers finds hersel f  impri soned among h uman 
hybrids and in  th i s  way she experiences what i t  means to be den ied human ity .  
Once again ,  in  a fash ion s im i lar to  Ma Nelson ' s  brothe l , her task cons ists in  
pos ing as a l iv ing statue i n  the "chamber of imaginary horrors" (NC, 70) .  This  
t ime, however, she  does not work alone, but forms a k ind  of perverse paItnership 
with a g ir l  cal led the S leep ing Beauty who l ives i n  a state of i ntermittent coma: 

The S leeping Beauty l ay stark naked on a marble s lab and I stood 
at her head, fu l i  spread . I am the tombstone ange l .  I am the Ange l of 
Death (NC, 70). 

Carter' s de l iberate sett ing of these two women together as complemen
tary parts of a tab leau whose purpose i s  to raise sexual des ire ,  po ints at two in
terest ing aspects of woman as a symbol in the phal logocentr ic world .  F i rst, the 
ideal cond it ion for a woman in such a world i s  immob i l ity, pass ivity and 
drows iness verging on the state of death , a moti f which i ntroduces the theme of 
the l iv ing dol i ,  but th i s  t ime more of Poe ' s  than E .T .A.Hoffmann ' s  provenance : 

She would have been about twenty-one when I first knew her, 
pretty as a picture, although a mite emaciated. Her female tlow grew less 
and less the time she s lept but her hair kept on growing, unti l it was as 
long as she was herself. The Beauty ' s  fingernai ls  kept on growing too . . . . 

4 Paul ina Palmer, ContemporO/y Women 's Fiction (Brighton:  Harvester Wheatsheaf, 
1 989), p . 1 08 .  

5 Nicole Ward Jouve, "Mother is  a FigUl·e of Speech", in Lorna Sage (ed . ) ,  op .c it . , 
p . 1 63 .  
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Because the S l eep i ng Beau1y ' s face Ilad gro w n  50 thin, h er eyes 
were especially promin ent, and hel' clo s ed eyel i ds were d ark as th e under
skins of mushrool11s and must have grown v el-Y heavy dur ing th ose long, 
s lumbering years . . . . (NC, 63-64) 
Thi s  descript ion,  no dou bt d eliberate ly mod el l ed on Poe, points directly 

at the S leep ing Beauty ' s  fem i n in e  features - ha ir, n ai l s, eyes and menstruat ion . 
The fact that at twenty-on e her me nses have dried up make s of her a l iving 
corpse (growing hair and nai l s), a fi gUl-e attempt i ng to comply w ith the patriar
chal ideal of chast ity - wh i c h  has always regarded menstru ation as someth ing 
unclean, repe l lent  or eve n monstrous, and, l ike most fem ale phys io logical 
funct ions,  a serious threat to its logos-base d anti -nature fou ndations .6 

The fai ry-ta le S l ee p i n g  Be au ty h as 11 ot got her own story to tel l ,  she only 
waits in  lethargy for h el' prin ce to come and w ake he r up with a kiss .  As 
a descendant of the c lo i stered v irgin s, s he remai I1S immured w ithi n  her chamber 
which Calier i nterprets as a erypt. The S le ep i ng B eauty leads a l i fe without any 
external events; her world is ent i rely idetl t i ca] witb the re al ity of her dreams .  In 
the S leep ing Beauty ep i sode Calier exposes the fact that in actual l ife the pr ince 
never comes - another case of Calier ' s  kn ack of introduci ng an i maginative al
teration of the estab l i shed story - b ut the Bea uty, pro gra mmed in h er rol e, has 
no choice but to p lay it - i ronical ly, s ile en ds up in an e l itist bagn i o  among 
other naturai curiosa. 

Fevvers can be interp reted a s  p layin g tll e ro l e  o f  her cou nterpart - after 
al l ,  she poses as the Beauty's  paltner in tll e ch am ber of ho rrors . There i s  
a str ik ing - and conseq uently comic - co ntrast between the m :  Whi le the Beauty 
is fragi le, de l i cate and defen ce l ess, Fe vv ers i s  "a big girl" , "twice as large as 
l i fe", "the giantess" .  At the same t ime we shou ld rem ember that, as G i l bert and 
Gubar put it, "repeated ly, through out mo st ma l e  l i terature, a s weet hero i ne in
s ide the house . . .  i s  opposed to a v i cio lls b itch o utsid e. , ,7 And Fevvers i s  
a woman of the world .  

S imu ltaneous ly, as a w in ged c i  rcu s artist Fevvers m ay be read as 
a parody of the n ineteentll c entury concept af tll e An ge l  in tll e Hou se, a model 
for a Victorian lady, locked i n  her hou s eb old , who posses s es those "eternal ly  
femin ine" v i ltues of - l e t  me q uote G i lbełt and G ubar aga ill - " modesty , grace
fu lness, purity, de l icacy, c iv i l ity, comp l ia ncy, reticence, ch astity, affabi l i ty, po
l iteness,,8 - aU the modes of man ner l ines s wh ich easy-going a nd foul-mouthed 
Fevvers lacks. Sile i s  set aga inst the S leep i ng B eauty b ecaus e  sh e defies the ro le 
of an art obj ect and as a res u lt of the Angel  in the H ou se . U nl ike the S l eeping 
Beauty, the Cockney Venus refuse s to beco me a pa le ,  passive, fragile female-

6 See footnote 30  to chapter one in  San dra M .G i lbert and Su san Gubar, The Mad
woman in the A ttic (New Haven and L ondon: Ya le University Press, 1 979), p.65 3 .  

7 Ibidem, p.29.  
8 Ib idem, p .23 . 
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do l i  who ' ki l I s  ' herse lf into the porcela in immobi l ity of the dead and obed ient ly 
accepts the ro le of an automaton .  Qu ite the contrary, Fevvers ' s  e lement turns 
out to be the excess and unrestrained freedom that chal lenges the European cu l t  
of l ady l i ke fragi l ity, de l icateness and  (sexual) i nnocence whose most represen
tat ive emblems are Snow White and the S l eeping Beauty .  

The story of Mignon has a s im i lar funct ion . It  prov ides a counterbalance 
to Fevvers ' s  i ndependence and strong-mi ndedness .  M ignon,  l ike her l iterary 
model  and namesake from Goethe ' s  Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, undergoes as 
a ch i l d  a spel l of phys ical and psychological  m i streatment. Carter '  s Mignon 
becomes i n  the end an assi stant of Herr M . ,  a gimcrack med ium who casts her 
in  the ro les of ghosts of l ate female re latives of his  mournfu l  c l ients, and keeps 
her as h i s  v i rtual s lave (she even has no war m c lothes to go out in ) .  She end s up 
as the Ape-Man 's woman whom he i ntermittently beats .  Mignon means in  
French ' de l icate, fragi le ' ,  and her physical constitution reflects the l i teral 
meml ing of her name . In  the brutal world of poverty she ep itomises a true-born 
v ict im who has no choice but to bear physical v io lence and sexu al harassment; 
j ust another painted b ird .  A l i  she wants i s  to escape beat ing and to p lease, e i 
ther  wi th  her  innocent mallller or her  sweet, ange l i c  voice .  She a l so, in  
a ch i l d i sh manner, has a sweet tooth . Wh i le the S leeping Beauty remains hope
less ly isolated from the world ,  po i sed i n  pass ive i nnocence, Mignon'  s case con
s i sts of the essent ial ly negative experience of the outs ide world - her journey 
through l i fe form s a chain of endless m isery . 

Carter contrasts Fevvers with both the S leeping B eaLlty and Mignon .  
Nevetiheless they have the i r  femaleness in  common .  I n  al l these three cases the 
d i scovery of sexual i ty provides a breakthrough in the i r  l ives, altllOugh i n  thor
oughly d i fferent ways.  For the S leep ing Beauty the end of chi ldhood forces her 
to refuse to acknowledge and accept her femaleness wh ich Fevvers-the narrator 
states open ly when saying that "one morning i n  her fOU lteenth year, the very 
day her menses stmted, she never wakened" (Ne, 63 ) .  At the  same age M ignon 
d iscovers that by using her sex she can make a l itt le b it  of money to get by: 
"she thi eved a bit  and tossed off nervous boys in  back a l l eys for a few coppers, 
and let them put it  into her against dreary wal l s  for a few coppers more" (Ne, 
1 3 1 ) . The age of fOLllteen proves s ign ificant a l so i n  Fevvers ' l i fe - i n  a comic  
manner, the  spread ing of  her  wings takes p lace at the  t ime when "my, pardon 
me, woman ' s  b leed ing stalted up along with the begi nn ings of great go ings on 
i n ,  as you might put it, the bosom depaltment" (Ne, 23) .  In hel' case, however, 
th i s  moment brings the hope and promise of a great future : 

[Als my titt ies swe l led before, so these feathered appendages of 
m ine swe l led behind unti J ,  one morning in my fourteenth year . . .  as the 
friendJy sOLlnd of Bow Be l l s  came in  through the window whi J e  the winter 
sLln shone coo l ly down on that great c ity outs ide,  which, had I but known 
it, wouJ d  one day be at my feet . . . .  (Ne, 24) 
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For Fevvers womanh ood comes togethe r wi th th e d evelo pm ent of w ings 
(symbo l i c  of fu l l  human ity). It open s a n ew chapter in her li fe whi Je in the cases 
of Mignon and the S l eeping Beauty it c lose s the ir  freedom; sin ce that moment 
they have e ither to abide  by th e ru l es of the pha])ocratic rea l ity, l os i ng d ign ity 
( I ike Mignon) or to refuse the worl d and h ide away fro m it at the pri ce of not 
l iv ing at a l l  ( I i ke the S leepin g  Beauty). AlI  th e same , the fi rst alternat i ve sti l l  
carr ies some hope - M ign on final ly fi nds her ha pp i ne ss i n  a le sb ian relat ionsh i p  
w ith the l ion tam er, which s ign i:ftes a form o f rebel l i ol1 again st soc i ety . Fevvers 
grows up to become an embJem of fem i lline re be l I ion, th ough, paradoxical ly, 
this process is accelerated by the cap i tal i st market mechanisms which work to 
fit her into the system. At the peak of he l' po pu l arity a phenomenon cal led in the 
papers ' Fevvermania '  breaks out i n  Lo ndon : 

Everywhere yOll saw her picture ; 1he sh op s  were crammed wi th 
' Fevvers ' garters, stockings, fans, cigars , shaving soap ., . .  She even lent it 
to a brand of baking p owder; i f  yOll added a spoonfu l  of the s1uff, up in 
the air went your sponge eake, j ust as she d id. (NC, &) 
The Winged V ictory who, as Mari na W arn er re min ds us, together with 

a l l  the other trad it ional a l legories i n  patr iarch al culture, bel ongs to everybody 
(e .g .  i n  1 9 1 1 she was put on th e bonnet of Rol l s-Royces in the form of the S i l 
ver Lady; ear l i er she became a logo for Votes for Women and w as used as 
a c igar labeI9), th i s  t ime dec ides to fly 0 11  her own. Fevvers i s ,  l ike many of An
ge la  Carter' s  characters, what i s  c al l ed in thi s  book a virtuaJ figure an d what 
Loma Sage describes as "a symbol come to l ife as a charaeter. ",o 

As a symbol ,  Fevvers rev i ses h er OWI1 provellan ce and re i nterprets its 
mean ing .  The fi rst s ignal of th is process is the curious name she becomes 
known by - the Cockney Venu s.  It i s  easy to n otice that " Cockney '  and ' Venus '  
do not go together very we l l and make us th ink immediate ly abo ut such l i terary 
figllres as Mol l F landers - the woman who ll ses her c harms for p lay ing d i shon
est tricks . The n ickname itse l f  seems to be oxymoron ic because a Cockney i s  
not on ly  a person bom in  the East Elid of London, but some body who happens 
to be streetwi se, cllnn ing, quick-w itted and more th al1 a m i te foul-mouthed .  
Who has ever seen or heard of a streetwise, cunning, q uick-w itted an d fou l 
mouthed Venus? Moreover, Fevvers ' s  bodily c harms d o  11 0t n ecessari l y  comply 
w ith the c lass ical  rules of harmony - she i s  a huge, buxom g i r l  with d i spropor
t ionate ly sh0l1 legs who comments se lf- i ron ically :  

140 

My Jegs do not tally with the u ppe r palt of my body from the point 
of vi ew of pure aesthetics, d'you sęe. Were J to be a true c opy of Venus , 
one bui lt on my seaJe ought 10 have legs l ike tree-trun ks. sir; thi s  f1 imsy 
J ittle underpinnings of mine have more than o nce bu ckled up under the 
top-heavy d istribution of weight up on m y  torso, Ilave J et me down wit h 

9 See Lorna Sage, Angela Carter ( Plymou1h : North cote House. 1994 ) ,  p .48 .  
1 0  Ib idem . 
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a bump and left me sprawi ing . . . . I ' m  not t ip-top where walking is con
cerned, sir, more tip-up. Any bird of my dimensions would have l ittle 
sh0\1 1egs it could tuck up under itself and so make of itself a tlying wedge 
to p ierce the air, but old spindle shanks here ain ' t  fitted out I ike neither 
bird nor woman down below. (NC, 4 1 )  

Obvious ly, any "fl imsy l itt l e  underpinn ings" cannot serve as a goddess ' s  
d iv ine legs .  Ne ither can they be " l i ke tree-trunks". The fact that Fevvers ' s  body 
seems d i sproportionate "from the po int of v iew of pure aesthetics" means that 
hel' anatomy has refused to conform to the norms of female beauty in the patri 
archal soc iety. Un l ike Mignon, and especia l ly the  S l eep ing Beauty, hel'  body 
cannot be perce ived as an object d 'art, the fact which in the phal locratic world 
means an offence against the norm . In European art i st ic  trad it ion a woman i s  
e i ther beautifu l  (proportionate, fragi l e, de l icate, ch i ld- l i ke) o r  monstrous (big, 
heavy, phys iological ,  o ld) .  The s ign of female ugl iness i s  located i n  hel' nether 
(gen ital)  parts that remain h idden and in th is  way the mon ster, assuming an an
gel ic  shape, may dece ive and ensnare men. 1 1  Fevvers ' s  deform ity of legs puts 
her in the long l ine of female monsters - from Errour  in  Spencer ' s  The Faerie 
Queene through S idney ' s  Cecrop ia, Shakespeare ' s  Goneri l  and Regan, M i lton ' s  
S in t o  the degenerate women o f  Swift ' s  sat i ri cal poems and the giantesses of 
Gulliver 's Travels . 

In the prev ious chapter l i nterpreted the figure of Mother from The Pas
sion oj New Eve as a descendant of the witches from ear l ier l iterary periods .  
Unl ike Mother, however, Fevvers is  not grotesque and i n  consequence she can
not repel ;  on the contrary, she must awaken in  the reader fee l i ngs of affin ity 
and warmth . In th is way Carter demonstrates that the whole concept of female 
monstrosity is re lative and re levant only with i n  the rea lm of patriarchy. Wh i le 
Mother was model led on essent ia l ly  negative images of woman in trad it ion, 
Fevvers is programmed to avoid  being defined in phal l ogocentric terms .  Cmier 
brings fOlih the aerial iste ' s  phys io logy in order to enhance her humanity, to 
give hel' an ind ispensable gravity. 

At Madame Schreck ' s  Fevvers i s  defined as a curios ity, a hybrid half
b i rd/half-woman, but on the l eve l of interpretat ion she funct ions as a phys ical 
man ifestat ion of male sexual fantasies, exact ly l ike the S l eeping Beauty, Fanny 
Four-Eyes, the Human Eel (earl ier the Liv ing Ske leton), the t iny Wi ltsh i re 
Wonder, Cobwebs and the androgynous Albeli/Albert ina. A l i  these defornled 
creatures have unhappy b iograph ies, but remain - l i ke Fevvers - kind at heart 
and good-natured . They a lso sympath i se with one another. Furthermore, they 
understand that be ing cast as exh ib its in Madame Schreck' s  museum, they re
main protected from the crue lty of the world - s im i lar to Ash ley Montana' s the 
E lephant Man with "a study in  human d ign i ty" as subt i t le .  In  those ep isodes 

1 1  G i lbert and Gubar, op .c it . , p . 30 .  
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Calier chal lenges the whole  concept of monstros ity and the norm th at sanct ions 
it .  Fevvers expresses i t  as foI I ows:  

[ I ] t  was those fine gentłeme n wh o pai d d own th ei r sovere igns to 
poke and pry at us who were the u nt13tural O lles, not we . For what is  
"natural" Ol' "unnatural ",  s ir? The rno lłld in wh ieh the h lłman form is cast 

is exceed ingly frag i le . G ive it the s l ightest tap with yo ur fingers and it  
breaks.  And God a lone knows why, Mr Wa]ser, but th e men who e ame to 
Madame Schreck's were one and a U  q lł i te remm'kab le for t heir ugline s s ;  
the ir  faces suggested that h e  who casl the h lłman form i n  1h e first place did 

not have his mind on lhe j ob . CNe, 6 1 )  
The arb itrar iness of th e cultural i nter pretat i 011 of physical abn ormal i ty i s  

dazz l ingly parod ied i n  the ep i sode s et i n  MI' Ro s ell cre utz ' s  Gothic  m an sion .  He 
h i res Fevvers for a mamm oth sum of l110n ey for th e Il i ght of Ap r i l  th i li ieth to 
p lay the rol e  of May Q ueen for h im. He also plans a r itu al sacri fi ce, but Fevvers 
manages to tly away. 

Mr Rosencreutz i s  an indecent ly r i ch ar i stoc rat wh o wears rou nd h is  neck 
a medal I ion made of so l id gold with a pha l lu s  - as Fevvers observes - "in the 
cond it ion known in  hera ldry as ramprmt, and the re we re l i ttle wi llgs attached to 
the bol locks thereof" CNe, 70). Th rough th i s  sy mbol Mr Rosencreutz jo ins  i n  
the l i ne o f  Zero- l i ke patriarch al man iacs w ho i n  Night 0 1  ,he CirCllS are i denti
fied with the power of the state - MI' Ro sen cre Lltz delivers th e 1110St impress ive 
speech against Votes for Women in Parliamell t ;  allother l11an iac is the Tsar of 
Russia .  However, Fevvers c racks him il11 11lediate ly throu gh l11eans of semiot ic 
analys i s :  

The pen is ,  represenled b y  itself, asp ile s up wards, represented by 
the wings, but is dragged d ownwards, represente d by the twinni ng slem, 
by the female palt, represented by tlle r o s e .  H '  m. Th is is same kind of he
retical poss ibly Man ichean ve rs ion o f n eo-Pl aton ie Ro s i cruc iani sm, thi nks 
I to myself; tread carefu lly, girIie�  (Ne, 77)  
Address ing  Fevvers, the host u ses a Ilu mber of fe ma l e  godde sses '  names. 

He greets hel' with emphatic excl am ati on :  

Welcome, Azrae l . . .  Azrael,  Azrai l ,  Ash r ie l , AZl'iel, Az:raril ,  G ab
r ie l ;  dark angel of many names . CNe, 75)  
During the even ing he c al l s  hel'  mail)' oth er n ames, such as Proserp i ne,  

Flora, Venus Pandemos, Ari oriph, V en LIS Ach amatoth , an d Sophia, m akes hel' 
p lay the pali of Lady God iva and h i n t s  at yoni,  the femal e part, wh ich he ident i

fies with "absence, Ol' atrocious ho l e , Ol' dreadfu l  cb asm , the A byss, Down Be
l ow, the vOliex that sucks everything d readfu l ly down, down, down, where ter

ror ruI es" (Ne, 77) .  
L ike a I l  m i sogynists, he i s  afraid of fem alenes s to the poi nt of pan ie .  The 

ritual murder he p lans to comm it on Fevvers wou ld symbol i se th e v i ctory of the 
maI e princ ip le  over the femal e one, wh ose n egati ve d ep icti ol1 we find in  the 
figure of Mothel' in The Passiol1 oj New Eve . But whi le th e grotesque Mother of 
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that dystopian n ovel self-defines herse lf i n  h ierat ic  terms - e .g .  "I  am the Great 
Parr ic ide,  l am the Castatrix of the Phal locentric  Un iverse" (PNE, 67) - Fevvers 
wriggles away from defin it ions d i rected at her from the outs ide .  Mr Rosen
creutz speaks a SOli of ceremonial mumbo-j umbo flowing free ly from the core 
of h i s  (strongly Jungian )  erud it ion .  Fevvers, on the contrary, keeps her level
headedness,  enj oy ing the bath, the wine and l uxury of the househo ld .  Th is  con
trast, rooted i n  comedy, enab les her to fly away s ince she remains immune to 
al l h i s  attempts to cast her i n  a trad it ional female rol e, to p i n  her down with 
defin it ion . But she is i n  i t  on ly for the money, wh ich makes a l l  the d ifference. 
Jack Walser, an up-and-coming Cal iforn ian j ournal i st, by trave l l ing together 
with the c ircus,  learns s lowly how tough and cun n i ng Fevvers i s o  

Wal  ser  para l Ie i s  both Des iderio and Evelyn s ince, l ike them, he leads 
a l ife fu l i  of adventure and trave l .  L ike those ear l ier male protagon i sts, Walser 
undergoes a transformation dur ing h i s  most i mpOl1ant journey .  It is part icu larly 
i nterest ing to compare h im with Desiderio, the main hero of The Injernal De
sire lv/achines oj Doctor Hoffman. Wal ser, too, chases h is l ife ' s  des i re, Fevvers, 
who, qu ite l ike Albert i na, leads h im  towards her, transforming h im i n  the pro
cess.  Both Desiderio and Walser are - on ly apparently - active characters. In  
actual fact, they are led by the much stronger women who have chosen them for 
lovers . They have both undergone a gang rape - Desider io by the Acrobats of 

Des ire, Wal ser in a "bedou in  tent bes ide the Damascus road" (Ne, 1 0) .  He also, 

aga in  l i ke A lbel1 ina' s be loved, in a sense chases h i s  ch imera - A lbel1 ina comes 

to Desiderio i n  s leep as a b lack swan (s ic ! ) ;  aga in ,  note the s im i larity - Fevvers, 

who is also cal led Helen of the H igh Wire, talks of her or ig ins as the fru it of 

a swan ' s  pass ion .  Walser ' s  problem is that Fevvers appears to h im with in  the 

fantast ic world  of the c i rcus .  Although her phys ical ity remains  beyond ques

tion, Wal ser cracks h i s  m i nd over her onto logical status :  "Is she fact, or i s  she 

fiction?", he asks h imself. H i s  professiO llal  susp ic iousness, together with the 

pract ical d i sposit ion of his m ind,  makes him (again qu ite l ike Desiderio) unaf

fected by fantasy - he becomes i nterested i n  Fevvers as an obj ect - the top i c  of 

the interv iew in the series entit led "Great Humbugs of the World" .  S im i lar to 

M i n i ster ' s  spec ia l  agent, Walser sets off on h is journey in order to ' k i l l '  the 

obj ect of h i s  i nterest - he p lans to unmask Fevvers, d iscover the truth of her 

nature and pin hel' down e ither as a fabu lOll s  b i rd-woman or a confidence trick

ster. But wh i l e  Des i derio real ly murders A lbert ina, Jack Wal ser undergoes 

a metamorphos is  h imself - he i s ,  in a metaphorical sense, hatched by her. Th i s  

motif i n  Cal1er' s nove l s  de l iberate ly po ints at the wel l-establ i shed European 

cu ltural d ichotomy of woman as one who gives l ife and man as one who takes 

l i fe away. 
Try ing to so lve the mystery of Fevvers ' s  wings, Wal ser gathers rat ional  

arguments - he reasons that if the aeria l i ste i s  rea l ly  half-b ird ,  by the laws of 
evo lut ion she should not have arms s ince "the wings of the b i rds are noth ing 
more than the fore legs, or . . .  arms . . . . Now, wings Witllout arms i s  one impossi-
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b le  th ing; but w i ngs with anns i s  the i mposs i ble made doubly u ll l ike ly - the im
poss ib le  squared" (NC, 1 5 ) .  W atch i llg Fevvers's perform an ce, he notes i n  h i s  
notebook that she  "tri es to o d am n' h ard" (NC,1 6) and has t o  put a lot of effort 
in overcoming "phys ical u ngain l i ne s s  in fl igb t cause d, p erhaps, by absence of 
tail, tbe rlldder of the fl y i n g  bird " (NC, 1 7 ) .  F i na lly, told by Fevvers in her 
dressing room that she was h atclled fro m an egg he "' smiled to Il imself . . .  as he 
remembered his fl utter of conv ict i oł1 that see i ng i s  bel i ev ing - what abolIt hel' 
bell y button?" (NC, ] 7). Con s i de ri ng these anato mical cues wh i ch contrad i et 
com mon sense, Wal ser tr ies fmm anoth er e nd ;  he turns over in h i s  m i nd the 
poss ib i l ity whether she could be a man i n  d is gu i se. Next, he ser iou s ly beg i n s  to 
p lay with an idea that Fevvers m ight be an automaton: 

Hel' face, in its Brobdingnani an sym metry, m i ght have been hacked 
from wood and bright ly painted up by those m1isti> who build c arnival la
d ies for fa irground s or figureheads for s ai l in g  ships . (NC, 3 5) 

[W]ho or where in al l th is bus in ess was th e S ven gali wh o turned 
the gir !  into a p iece of arti fi ce, who h ad marle of he r a marvelloui> mach i ne 
and equ ipped her w ith h er story'? (NC, 29) 

What Wal ser does  not (because he call 1lot) take i nto account is  that 
Fevvers i s  a symbo l wh o has beco me a ch aracter, someth ing tlle reader l earns 
from the London p811 of the nove I .  It do es not mea n t 11a1 the reader is given 
more information abolIt F evvers Ol' th at sh e conc ea ls  som e i mportant facts from 
h im .  It i s  s imply that the reader can, Ol' eve n is forced to , read the story of 
Fevvers ' s  l i fe throllgh the pr i s m  of l i tera ry and c ultural con ne ctio ns, or even 
th rough the lens of fc min is t  criti cism . In th is  s en se, th ose wh o know the femi 
n i st theories of  the 1 9 70s know m ore about F ev ver s ' s gen ea logy than Wal ser 
does. In sllch a case his who le  reaso n in g  is go od fol' n01h i ng. Neverthe l ess, he 
perce ives the paradox o f  his own tl! i nk i  ng: 

For, in order to earn a l i ving, m ight not a gen uine bird-woman . . .  
have t o  pretend she wai> an atti fi c i al one'! 

[I]n a secular age, an authent i<: m iracl e must purport to be a hoax, 
in  order to gai n  credi t  in the wo rld. (NC, 1 7) 

In the world b u i l t  on th e ru l es of m ag ie rea l i sm in wh i ch Fevvers acts, 
anyth i n g  can happen, for fantasy an d rea l i s l11 i ntel1w ine i nto a h annon i Oll s  
whole .  But creation of  s uc h  a wor ld d o e s  n ot usu ally serve for overth rowing 
symbo l s .  Calier ' s  gen u ine  i n ve ntio l1 is to use  it as a means of fe min i s t  ieono
e l asm.  The who le  of Fevvers 's  journey - frol11 th e East En d th rough Petersb urg 
to S iber ia - dep i ets hel' p rogress  towards ful i  h u m an i ty and on ly lInder th i s  
eondit ion i nto fu l i  femin i n ity. O n  hel' way , sile changes m asks, eostumes and 
s llndry ro les tai l ored for ' h er' th rou gh out the 10ng patri archa l trad itio l1 .  80th as 
a b i rd and as a woman she has to be c la ssified an d in terpreted; as a h llman be
ing she ean enj oy freedom . As Isobeł Arm strong not ices "other women in the 
nove l are loeked i nto d i s play and tile nece ssity to pose as a representatiol1 of 
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someone e l se ' s  ideas about women ' s  role  or function .
, , 1 2  The d ifference l ies i n  

the fact that Fevvers l ives, being a professional arti st, through carn ival ,  mas
querade, enterta inment, spectacIe  and truly enj oys assuming poses and being on 
d isplay .  She i s  a pos itive parody of the concept of woman as a spectacIe; l ike, 
for instance, the b lack dancer Lei lah from The Passion oj New Eve Fevvers 
' constructs ' herself  for the eyes of the aud ience : 

My feathers, s ir !  I dye them ! Don' t  think I bore sueh gaudy eolours 
from pubelty ! . I eommeneed to dye my feathers at the start of my public 
eareer on the trapeze, in order to simulate more perfeetly the tropie bird. 
In  my white girlhood and earl iest years, I kept my natural colour. Whieh is 
a kind of blonde, only a l ittle darker than the hair on my head, more the 
eolour of my private ahem parts . (Ne, 25)  

Unl i ke Lei lah, however, Fevvers herself  points  out th i s  masquerade so 
that the reader cannot occupy the po int of v iew i dentified with the male gaze, 
but s imp ly learns from the art i st herse lf  about one of the tricks of her trade.  As 
a resu l t, Fevvers makes her own use of the fact that she is a spectacIe ;  her credo 
becomes "LOOK AT ME! "  (Ne, 1 5) :  

Look at m e !  With a grand, proud, ironie grace, she exhibited her
self before the eyes of the audience as if she were a marvellous present too 
good to be played with . Look, not touch. 

She was twice as large as l ife and as succinctly finite as any object 
that is i ntended to be seen, not handled. Look! Hands om (Ne, 1 5) 

In th i s  way Fevvers imposes her own importance on the outside world, 
she self-constructs herself as the star, but al l  the same remains independent .  
And what seems to be most important, she produces herself according to her 

own image of WOI11an - therefore she never becomes a "masturbatory fantasy", 

"the Playboy center fold" (PNE, 75) ,  l i ke Eve . In the course of the novel ,  the 

reader rea l i ses that Fevvers maintains  her autonomy despite so many people 

and occurrences wh ich cou ld  deprive her of it .  Her ph i losophy of l i fe can be 

reduced to a bas ic statement of autonomy: ' I  am' and ' I  want ' ,  des i res utterly 

forbidden to a love story hero ine .  
' J  am' and ' I  want'  are neat ly inter laced i n  her unquenched appetite, both 

in a l iteral and metaphorical sense. Fevvers is greedy - she craves money and 

comfort, enjoys eat ing and drinking, and finds c 1early erot ic  p leasure in sat i s

fying her bod i ly needs - the effect i s  augmented by her yawns, burps, farts and 

even her strong sme l l .  During the interv iew she g ives to Jack Walser, they drain 

glas s after glass of champagne, and she sends the cal i-boy to the p ie shop to 

bring them "hot meat pies w ith a g lut inous lad lefu l  of ee l  gravy on each; 

a Fuj iyama of mashed potatoes; a swamp of dried peas cooked up again and 

served swimming in green ish l iquor" (Ne, 22). S im i l arly, when she arrives in 

l :!  I sobel Armstrong, ' Woolf by the Lake, Woolf at the C ircus : Carter and Tradition ' ,  
i n  Lorna Sage (ed.) ,  op .e it . , p .27 1 .  
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Mr Rosencreutz ' s  Gothic household, she n01ic es with de l ight 1ha1 "a very sub
stant ial meal has arrived in the recepti on ro om bel ow whi l e  l ' m  having my 
wash and brush up - salad ,  and chee se, and a co Id b ird" CNe, 77), and although 
she dec lares hersel f  to be very fas1idi ous ab out her d i et ( "I won 't  to uch 
a marsel of ch icken, or duck, ar gu ineafow l and sa on, n ot wanting to play can
n i ba l" (NC, 77» , on th i s  occasion, because she fee l s  eno rmous ly hungry and 
a b it uneasy, she makes an except ion to !h e h ab it: "'1his time , in my extremity, 
I whi sper a prayer for forg iveness  to my feathe ry forebears and łuck in .  And 
there ' s  a very decent bott le  of c laret, to wash it down" (NC, 77) .  Not surpri s
ingly, Fevvers turns out to be mu ch more inleres1ed in gobbling up than i n  the 
spiritua l  food Mr Rosencreutz tri es to feed he r with, wh ic h leads to some comic 
effects of popular theatre : 

"Flora ! "  he cries .  "Quick spirit of !he awakening world! Winged, 
and aspiring upwards ! Flora ; Azrae l ;  V enu s P andemos ! These are but 
a few of the many names with which I mi ght honour my goddess , but, 10-
n ight, I shalI  cali you ' F lora' ,  very often, for do }lou not know what night 
it is, Flora?" 

I try a dol lop of his excellent StiltOłl , pOłldering as I savour it the 
baroque eclecticism ofhis mythology .  

"April thirtieth," I says, suspiciou s le st  th is turns out t o  be another 
riddle. (NC, 77) 

It seems that her appetite, as tho ugh by a trick of mag i e, protects her 
from becoming food herself - l ike a l I  Carter' s hero i ne s  (as demonstrated in  the 
prev ious chapter), she is nobody' s meat. It is  worth noting that in "The Lady of 
the House of Love" appears a yo ung Engl i sh sol d ier  who eann ot become 
a vampire ' s  v ict im simply beeause he is too rational to admit the poss ib i l i ty of 
the vampi re ' s  existence, and in th e end his rat ionali sm prevails over the super
natural . Nonetheless, Fevvers comes close  to turn i ng i nto ' me at' in the Grand 
Duke ' s  palace i n  Petersburg, where she n btices "' a table l aid for an intimate 
supper. L ittl e  g lasses for vodka, funnel s for champ agne and , i n  the m i ddle, 
someth ing to make her gasp:  herself, in ice. An d l ife s ize !" (NC, 1 86) The 
Grand Duke h i nts at its symbol ie mean ing by inv i1ing  Fevvers to fee l  eomfort
able i n  the fo l l owing words : "May you m elt i n  th e warmth of my h ouse j ust as 
she meIts" (NC, 1 86) .  B ut Fevvers, o f  co urse prefers to eat, not melt, and de
spite the s in i ster atmosphere of the pałace and the omi nou s fact th e Grand Duke 
knows her Christ ian name, S oph ia, she "enj oyed cav i are, whi ch she preferred to 
eat with a soup spoon" (NC, 1 87 ) .  In F evvers ' s  case eati ng appears to be a kind 
of a magical trick that saves her fro m  every oppress ion - by eating she res i sts 
the powers of the devourer . No wonder th at the most crit i cal situation she fi nds 
herse lf  in  takes p lace i n  Siberia after th e train by which she travels  i s  blown up 
and the party have noth i ng to eat. 

It is a wel l -known p sychological reaeti on , true not only of women, that 
food helps to overcome stres s - b ut fat wo rnen are not accepted in Western 
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culture . For femin ists the female body has also become a pol itical issue: s ince 
the 1 960s extreme s lenderness has been promoted by the media and the fashion 
industry as the ideal i mage of feminine beauty. During the 1 970s and 1 980s 
many women writers to ok as the subject matter of their novel s  the themes of 
anorexia and fatness, e .g .  Sue Roe' s  Estella, Her Expectations, Margaret At
wood ' s  Lady Orac/e, Fay Weldon ' s  Fat Woman 's Joke and Life and Loves oj 
a She-Devil, and such representative stories as Pager 's  "Agoraphobia" and B ur
ford ' s  "Dreaming the Sky Down".  Angela Carter' s Nights at the Circus should 
be read in this context. 

Anorexia has been interpreted twofold .  First, as the female subject ' s  ef
fort to conform to the image of femin ine beauty promoted by the media. Sec
ond, as a form of unconscious protest against being i dentified primari ly with 
the flesh, as an attempt to erase al l  s igns of sex. 1 3  As Rosal ind Coward ob
serves, the anorexic shape i s  a version of the ado lescent body; it conveys an 
impression of dependency and powerlessness, and in consequence becomes at
tractive to men since it i s  total ly  unthreaten ing. 1 4  In thi s  l ight putt ing on weight 
ceases to be regarded as a s ign of self- indulgence and physical weakness, but as 
a "purposefu l  act", "a d irected conscious and unconscious chal lenge to sex-role 
stereotyp ing and the cultural ly defined experience of womanhood .

,, 1 5  

There i s  n o  doubt that the figure o f  Fevvers chal lenges the patriarchal 
ideał of beauty as fragi l ity in Western Europe at the end of this  mi l lenn ium.  
Again, comparison to Mignon provides a s ign ificant example .  When Mignon 
takes off hel' c 10thes so that she can take a bath, Fevvers, looking at her thor
oughly bru ised body, sees the body of a chi ld :  

[T]he beating had beaten her back, almost, into the appearance of 
chi ldhood, for her l ittle shoulderb lades stuck up at  acute angles, she had 
no breasts and was al most hairless but for a l ittle flaxen tuft on her mound. 
(NC, 1 3 0) 

SimuItaneous ly, to be large, fat and strong equal s  not to be beaten , but to 
be a beast of prey: 

Fevvers yawned with prodigious energy, opening up a crimson 
maw the s ize of that of a basking shark taking in  enough air to l ift 
a Montgolfier, and then she stretched herself suddenly and hugely, ex
tending every muscle as a cat does, unt i l  it seemed she intended to fil i  up 
all the mirror, all the room with her bulk. As she raised her arms, Wal ser 
confronted by stubbled, thickly powdered armpits, felt faint; God ! she 
could easi ly crush him to death in her huge arms, although he was a big 
man with the strength of Califomian sunshine distilled in  his l imbs. (NC, 52) 

1 3  Kim Chernin, Womansize: lhe Tyranny oj Slenderness (London: Women ' s  Press, 
1 983) ,  p . 65 . 

14 Rosalind Coward, Female Desire: women 's sexuality today (London :  Paladin, 
1 9 84), pA l .  

I S  Susie Orbach, Fal is a Feminisl Issue (London: Hamlyn, 1 9 84), pp.96-99 .  
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The s ize of Fevvers ' s  body signifies her independence : "r only knew my 
body was the l im itless freedom" (Ne, 42) .  N ev erthel ess , in spite of her enor
mous s ize, she remains attrac1 ive. In th is respect :;he may be perceived as an 
iron i e  reflec1ion of m isogyn i :;t i mage s of women, exam pJe of which we find in  
Swift ' s  female monsters whose phys i olo gy and phy s i cality he dreaded sa much 
(e.g .  when he exc l aims in ho rror in  one of 11is poems : <'Cae l ia, Cael i a, Cael ia 
sh its ! "). To make a paralleI  to  Sw i ft ' s ' an otb er stinking cre ature', Fevvers farts, 
belches and roars with laughter, in  Wal ser's presence at t11a1 ! L i ke the anti
heroines of Swift ' s  poems which examine t11e role dec ept ion plays in the crea
t ion of femin inity ("A Beautifu l  Young Nymph", " The Progress of Beau1y"), 
Fevvers, with L izzie ' s  help, deconstructs her sce nie seJf in th e co urse of the 
i nterview, but (un l ike Sw i f1 ' s  prostitute who remo ve s h el' wig, hel' erystal eye 
and her teeth before going 10 b ed )  wh en "the gl'e ase pa int floated off Fevvers ' s 
face " .  [she] reappeared , fl ushed, to peer at hers el f eage rly in the m irror as if  
p leased and surpri sed to find herself aga in sa rob ustly rose-cheeked and shiny
eyed" (NC, 1 8) .  

A s  a b ig woman she also bri ngs 10 m ind M oth er from The Passion oj 
New Eve . However, in  that nove l 1he e normo us s ize o f  Mother' s b ody serves 10 
evoke the i mage of a grotesq ue, h ere its fUll ction see ms to be to establ i sh 
Fevvers ' s  humani ty;  wh ile Moth er seem ed artifi cia l,  Fevvers is natura l ;  wh i l e  
Mother was a parody of  a cru el mon :;ter, F evve r s  appe ars to  be a gent l e gi ant
ess; whi le Mother was mad, Fevvers bu r:;ts with c ommon sense . Her s ize seems 
to have one more, comie as pect - if Frankenstei n ' s  monster was a h uge creature 
made of dead bodies, Fevvers i s  in faet a hu ge c reature m ad e  of dead myths .  

Furthermore, the  whole ep i :;ode i n  Fevvers ' s  d ress i ng room draws on 
Mol ly B loom' s  room,  fu l i  of d arkness an d d jsord er. At tb e moment wben 
Walser wants to put away his glass, he ac cidenta l ly dis lodges : 

[Al noisy torrent o f c oncealed birJc l dow:,  b r inging w ith them from 
the mante lp iece a wr ith ing sn ake s '  ne st  of s i l k  stoc ki ng s ,  green, ye llow, 
pink, scarlet, black, that i ntroduced a p owerfu l n ote of sta le fe et . .  , . Per
haps the stockings had descended i n  o r der to m ake common cau se with 
the other elaborate ly int imate garments, wormy with ri bbons, car ious with 
lace . . .  that she hurled round the ro om appare ntly at ran dom . . . . A large 
pair of fri l ly drawers, evidently fal len where they had l i ght-heatted ly be en 
tossed, draped some objeet, cIock o r  m arble bust or funerary urn . . . . The 
room, i n  al l ,  was a m istre sspiece of ex quisitely feminine s qua lor. (NC, 9) 

On the other hand, d espite 1he fac1 t11a1 bot h  of th em are art i sts , there 
seem to be twa essent ia l  differences between Fevvers and Mo l ly Bloom.  Mol ly 
l i es i n  her eave- l ike ch amber  wai t i ng for hel' h u s ba nd ' s  homecom ing 
(enterta in ing herse l f  with h er lover, true), wh i le Fevve rs is no Pene lope, but 
a free, i ndependent, active woman - s ile do es not wajt for a nything an d any
body, but aets .  Addit ional ly, Mol ly B loom ' s though1S , g i ve n  in a stream of con
seiousness, appear chaoti c .  Fevvers te lls hel' stories more in th e mode of Sche-
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herezade or the Wife of Bath, speaking from her own experience, and,  what is 
most i mportant, her tale aims to be both enterta in ing and d idactic .  

What i s  more, Fevvers ' s  l i fe story parodies the traditional h istory of 
a female orphan whose u lt imate goal and endpoint of her development witllin 
patriarchal society i s  marriage . In th i s  respect, Nights at the Circus turns out to 
be a typical example of a so-cal led femin i st self-d iscovery narrative whose de
fin ing feature i s, according to Rita Felski ,  "a recognit ion and rejection of the 
ideological bas i s  of the tradit ional script of heterosexual romance characteri sed 
by female passiv ity, dependence and subord inat ion.

, , 1 6  S uch  texts del iberate ly 
try to estab l i sh alternative so l utions, one of which is ,  as Fe lsk i  points out, the 
motif of al l -female commun ity, offering "an a lternative form of int imacy 
grounded in gender identification.

, , 1 7  

There are three examp les of such commun ities i n  Nights at the Circus : 
Ma Nelson ' s  brothe l ,  Madame Schreck' s  Museum and S iberian panopticon
prison for women.  All these three communities are formed by the outsiders -
prostitutes, b io logical curiosa and women who murdered their husbands re
spect ively, and are contrasted with patriarchal  world .  Desp ite being p laces 
commonly associated with pervers ion,  v ice and corruption, Carter presents 
them - somewhat iron ical ly - as oases of gentleness, l oyalty and warmth . 
Nonethe less, they also d iffer s ign ificantly from each other - whi le  the dwel lers 
of Madame Schreck' s museum have no choice but to accept their fate and ac
qu iesce in being sexual ly exploited, the S iberian women-prisoners rebel  aga inst 
the inhuman institution i n  wh ich they have been locked and eventual ly form 
a group of femin i st outlaws who dec ide that they "need no more fathers" (Ne, 
22 1 ) . From the point of v iew of Fevvers ' s  deve lopment, the most impOliant of 
the three p laces is Ma Nelson ' s  brothe l ,  the p lace where she spends hel' most 
format ive years . 

Indeed, Fevvers ' s  first household is a mode l example of al l -female com
mun ity . In Ma Nelson ' s  brothe l  Sophia/Fevvers learns such v i rtues as friend
sh ip ,  loyalty, and economic independence, but concurrently practices an i ron ic  
and s l ightly contempt ib le attitude towards men . Her recol lect ions of ch i ldhood 
p icture her home i n  the l1Ues of an idy l l i c  Arcadia, which is a typical  i ron ic  
fem in ist strategy - to reverse the negative (brothe l )  i nto a posit ive (Arcad ia) :  

Let  me te l l  you that it was a whol ly female world  with i n  Ma Ne l
son ' s  door. Even the dog who guarded it was a b itch and a l l  the cats were 
females,  one or the other of ' em always in kitten, or newly given b i t1h, so 
that a sub-text of ferti l ity underwrote the gl ittering steri l ity of the p leasure 
of the flesh avai lab le witłl in  the academy. L i fe w ith i n  those wal l s was 
governed by a sweet and lov ing reason. I never saw a s ingle blow ex
changed between any of the s i sterhood who reared me, nor heard a cross 

16 Rita Felski ,  Beyond Feminist Aesthetics (Cambridge, Massachusetts : Harvard Uni
versity Press, 1 989),  p . 1 29 .  

1 7  Ib idem, p .  1 32 .  
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word ar a voice raised in anger. Unti l the hom of eigb1 . . .  the girls kept to 
their rooms and the benign s i lence mjght be interrnpted only by 1he stac
cato rattle of the typewriter as Grac e prac1ised her stenography or the lyric 
ripple of the flute upon which Esm eraLda was proving to be something of 
a virtuoso. (NC, 39) 

In "the academy" Fevvers l earns nol o nły sen sitivity and practicality, but 
the p lace also awakes her pol i t i cal awaren ess . Her foster mother, L izzie, is 
a Marxist and an activ ist of the suffragette movement, who supports the issue 
of Votes for Women, the actio n whose em blem , as I have mentioned above, 
was the Winged Victory . In spite of this femin i st atmosphere, those ' sisters ' 
with whom the wealthy patrons fal i  in l ove, get married and leave Ma Nel son' s  
flagship .  Fevvers herself, unlike Lizz ie, also has not g01 manphobia, but does 
not behave in accordance with the romanti c pattern of courtship where the 
woman should rema in pass ive and give up the initiative to her beloved. She ac
knowledges her sexual ity very early in l i  fe a nd makes act ive use of it. When 
she fal i  s in love with Wal ser, she does not langui sh for h im, but cunningly 
l eads him towards herse lf; when she loses him in Siberia, she searches the wi l 
derness to get h im back.  On the other hand, Fevvers foołs Wa lser when she te l l s  
h im  that s h e  is  the "only ful l y-feathered intacta i n  the h istory of the world" (NC, 
294), but she takes her lies l ight-heartedly, laughi ng when confessing it to her 
regained lover: 

"To think I really fooled yon! " she marvell ed. "Itjust goes to show 
there' s  nothing l ike confidence. " (NC, 29 5) 

Nights at the Circus is Angela C arter ' s  fourth novel modelled on the 
B i ldungsroman which i s  call ed in other words the novel of apprenticesh ip .  The 
c lassic examples of the genre us ua l ly dep ict 1he childhood and early adulthood 
of the male protagoni st on h i s  way to mat llrity . Fevvers, having a model in Mo l l  
Flanders, seems to  be a true picaro - her d evel opment takes płace i n  the most 
controvers ial (from the po int of view of the e ducational novel)  surroundings -
brothels, c ircus, hoteIs, Gothic ho uses of1he weaLthy of th is  world, the Siberian 
wi lderness .  Carter' s  choice of these s etti ngs augments her heroine's mobi l i ty, 
instab i l ity and impetus toward the fu1ure. In eon sequence, the apprentieeshi p  
novel merges with the picaresque w ith i t s  love for adventure and danger. The 
former makes the novel d idacti c, the latter en tertain i ng .  

In  the amusing role-reversa l  mode, Fevvers represents experiel1ce and as 
sueh leads Jack Wal ser, who stand s for innoeence, toward s maturity and i n it ia
t ion.  He metamorphoses from the daydreaming Californian lad, whose l ife ' s  
desire i s  t o  run away with a c i rcus, i nto a man with ironie distance from h im
self. This motif, as I have poi nted out in th e above discus s i on ,  revises Des id
erio ' s  peregril1ations in search of Albertin a; therefo re, unl i ke 1he protagoni st of 
The Injernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman, Jack Wal ser does not lose 
his beloved - there is no demon i e  F ather wb o, l i ke Prospero , writes a seript for 
h i s  daughter. 
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Fevvers spins her own script, using language which stands in contrast to 
the kind of pol ite speech al lowed to women in a patriarchal society. Her lan
guage is sensual, but not of Molly B loom ' s  variety; it does not attempt to reveal 
the unconscious depths of our personality, but is firmly rooted in the spoken 
language of the East End (which, of course, is stil l  a convention) .  Fevvers 
speaks with a Cockney voice, ful I  of col loquialisms, bawdy humour and matter
of-factness, wh ich enables her to stand on firm ground. By using this  sort of 
language Fevvers chal lenges the establ ished social order and as a result teases 
and probes the world.  Her way of speaking becomes a manifestation of what 
Marina Warner cal I s  "heroie optimism

,, 1 8, whieh according to Bakhtin ' s  theory 
is a result of ' Easter laughter' - the sort of medieval laughter that i s  both blas
phemous and permitted, since it brings people cIoser to the truth. The main 
source of such laughter is  folklore, the low culture of the simple people as op
posed to the h i gh-brow culture of the privi leged. Nights at the Circus end s with 
Fevvers ' s  laugh ing the happy end of the story : 

The spiralling tornado of Fevvers ' s  laughter began to twist and 
shudder across the entire globe, as if a spontaneous response to the giant 
comedy that endlessly unfolded beneath it, until everything that l ived and 
breathed, everywhere, was laughing. (Ne, 295) 

The atmosphere of carnival, which Fevvers generates around herself 
(spectac Ie, laughter, b lasphemous speech) helps her to estab l ish a critical dis
tance towards the world and in consequence to transcend the social roles in 
which the patriarchal order casts hero In fact, as pointed out above, Fevvers-the
winged-woman is a product of that order whose whole story i l lustrates her pro
gress towards ful I  humanity, setting herself free from the cage of her own sym
bol i sm, overcoming the fear of flying. The true subversion of Fevvers l ies not 
in her potency to destroy the patriarchal myth of the Winged Female Creature, 
but in her abi l ity to force her independence upon the world, to reinvent herself, 
to produce herself as a woman. Like Frankenste in ' s  monster Fevvers represents 
the patriarchal idea that has s l ipped out of contro l .  She is the most ful ly real ised 
virtual character i n  Angela Carter' s  works, remaining a version of the heroines 
of some earl ier stories, who also manage to transcend their cultural position . 

At the very beginning of th i s  chapter I quoted Marina Warner who cIaims 
that Nights at the Circus marks a sh ift in Carter' s poetics and outlook, initiating 
a new chapter i n  her writing, that springs from the English tradition of bawdy 
humour and what might be cal led a ' Falstaffian ' attitude toward the world . Al
though many stories written by Angela Carter during the eighties seem to con
firm this  observation (e .g .  "Overture and Incidental Music for A Midsummer 
Night 's Dream", "Kitchen Chi Id" from the Black Venus collect�on, her last 
novel Wise Chi/dren and especial ly ' In Pantoland", publ ished , in the posthu
mous col lection American Ghosts & Old World Wonders) the rriain motifs and 

1 8  Warner, op.cit. , p .254 .  
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topoi remain unchanged - 1hey aIe v ersions of and variations on those deve l
oped in  the seventies .  

L ike The Injernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffman and The Passion 
oj New Eve (and their predeces sor Heroes and Villains ) Nights at the Circus 
uses the topos of the labyri nth i ne j ourn ey , WITic h des pite i1s p hysical aspect, 
represents the j ourney towards se lf-disc overy, al ways underscored by counter
po is ing travel l ing and homecom i ng. In c Oll sequence som e critics treat them as 
a tri logy, with Heroes and Villains as th e ( ' Ie ad - i n" and Nights at the Circus as 
the "more opt imist ic  and bel1 i gn conc l us ion .,, 1 9  

The labyrinth i ne peregrinati ol1 s take Fevvers thro ugh a chail1 o f  Goth ic 
sett ings - dark s i n i ster ' b loo dy ch am bers '  fuli of mo dernist dec or (e. g. Mr Ro
sencreutz ' s  househo ld ,  the Grand Duke' s  pałace, madame Schreck's  ' house of 
imaginary horrors ' )  that convey fee l ings of ci au stroph obi  a and i mprisonment . 
There i s ,  as in  a l l  Carter' s 110ve ls , al so a w i de ,  e nd l ess ly open space - th i s  t ime 
the S iberian w i lderness . It  is  w0l1b noti ng t l1at Fevvers's journey from c iv i l i sa
t ion to the cold north-east of Asia rese mb les the chase of V i ctor Frankenste i n  
after h i s  ' demon ' which takes p lac e  i n  th e i nfin ite maze ofthe Arctic .  

During hel' adve ntu rous peregrin ati ol1s the winged aer ial i ste meets a l ong 
l ine  of fantasti c  figures,  half-beasts, half-humal1s (the persona in Madame 
Schreck' s bagn io), archetype-p ossessed butchers (B1ueb eard-like figures of Mr 
Rosencreuz and the Grand D uke), and their prey (the S leep i ng Beauty, Mi
gnon);  another, after Donal1y and Mother, soc i ał mythographer  (Shaman), ex
perience-ga in ing Young Fools ( W alser ,  the E scapee), fe min is t  guerr i l las (the 
ex-panopt icon women pri so ners who dec l are t11a1 th ey need "no more fathers" 
(Ne, 22 1 ), qu ite l ike the sol d ieress es af Beu lah). Th e c 1 0wns pe rform a tr ick 
known from CaJier ' s  earl i er works - they tum out to be an effective mag ica l 
p lot device when by perform i ng the i r  dance t hey c11ange the co urse of events -
s im i larly, i n  The Infernal Desire Machines oj Doctor Hoffinan the Acrobats af 
Desire generate so much eroto-en ergy th at i t  brin gs d ow n  a land sl i d e  wh ich re
su lts in destruct ion of the peep-s how, "the greates1 sin gle weapon in h i s  
[Doctor Hoffman ' s] annoury" (JDMDH, 120 ) .  A ga in, a l l  th ese characters must 
be perce ived as archetypomimetic . 

To sum it a l l  up ,  Nights at the Circus, des pite bein g cal l ed a watershed i n  
Ange la Calier' s l iterary career i s  a logical seą ue l  to h er earl i er works and may 
be regarded as a m i lestone in her ideol ogi ca J develo pment and artistic maturity. 
L i ke al l her 110ve l s  and ShOli stor ies, at l east  s i llce Heroes and Villains onwards 
(with the exception af Love which belongs th emat ically to the s ixties) Ange la 
Cal1er 's  e ighth novel uses a set  of we ll-e stab l is hed patr iarchal motifs and 
themes which she treats as a point of depaliure in he r revis  ion i st i c  q uest .  

1 9  Elaine Jordan, ' The Dangerous Edge', i n  Lama Sage (ed .), op .c it. , p. 1 96.  
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CONCLUSION 

Angela Carter once said : " I  am al l  for putt ing new wine in  o ld  bott les,  
especia l ly if  the new wine makes the o ld bott les explode ." 1 In so say ing, she 
spoke both as a femin i st and a postmodern ist, two ro łes that in  her case must be 
i n it ial ly separated to be eventual ly brought together. The ' old bottłes ' she spoke 
of were, on the one hand, roles forced upon women and gender re łat ions in  
a patriarchał society, and on the other, l iterary motifs, symbols and myths in
herited from the past. By the ' new wine'  she meant her own art, drawing our 
attention to the originał and thought-provoking qual i ty of her prose, whose 
pressure ' expłodes' those ro łes and forms. 

Th i s  work c 1arifies to what extent Angeła  Carter can be regarded as 
a fem i n i st, and i n  what sense we can c łass ify her as a postmodernist without 
abus ing e ither term. The keystone of my argument is the presentation of Car
ter' s deconstructive method of deal ing with what is - in  her opinion - the in
herentły patriarchał cu łturał heritage of Western society. Carter' s method 
springs from the assumption that our culture i s  an arb itrary construct that 
mainta ins  the patriarchal order, so its foundations (archetypes, myths, symbołs 
and topo i )  shou ld  not be treated as abso łute, but can be de-constructed, re
i nterpreted and fi l led up with utterly new mean ings .  Carter' s criticał exp lo ita
t ion of some components of th i s  heritage proves that it i s  already overloaded 
with often contrad ictory mean ings, and thus Ca\1l10t be masked as given and 
natura ł ;  qu ite the opposite, i t  must be accepted as an art ificial  (an d  thus suscep
t ib le  to i nterpretat ion) product of the h uman m i nd .  By drawing upon the com
puter concept of virtual reality, my originał defin it ion of the virtuality of the 
presented worłd in  Angela Carter' s fiction he lps to c lar ify her method . 

This  work i s  a łso an attempt to sh ift  crit ical  attention from the ideo logi
cal s ide of Angela Carter' s fict ion to the poet ics of her works and demonstrate 
that these two ostens ib ly  confl ict ing areas can be brought together. My work 
demonstrates how Carter' s  fem in i st att itudes and the subversive use she makes 
of the patriarchał cu łture affect the presented world of her nove ls  and short sto
r ies .  Only if we keep these two spheres firmly in s ight can we fu l ly apprec iate 
Calier' s inte l lectual ingenuity and recogn ise the artistic originality that makes her 
one of the foremost Eng l i sh writers of the łast qUa\ter of the twentieth centUly 

I Angela Carter, 'Notes Frorn the Front l ine ' ,  in Michelene Wen dor (ed .) ,  On Gender 
and Writing (London : Pandora Press, 1 983) ,  p .69 .  
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Critics writing on C arter u s ua l ly stre !>s two features of her fiction : its 
feminist purposes (it serves as a weapon in the co ntinuing fight for the cultural 
l iberation of women) and its artistic originality (C arter is often praised for her 
erudition, her orig inal  empl oyment o f  different literary genres, and her masterly 
use of various d iscourses and styl es) . As a res ult, critics pigeonhole her e ither 
as a femin i st or a postmodern ist , often tre ati ng the two pos it10ns as mutual ly  
exclusive. My view, however, is sim ilar to an option represented by Linda 
Hutcheon2 who, instead o f  perceiv ing fem ini sm an d postmodern i sm as ideo
logical adversaries, treats them as potent ia l allies i n  their attem pts to decon
struct and reshape our cu lture . Here fem i nism an d postmodernism go hand i n  
hand since both accuse the exi sti ng cul tura l order of bein g restric1ive or even 
oppressive to modern women an d men. They b oth pay speci al attent ion to the 
question of how the patr iarcha I cu lture 1S reflected i n  i ts  pro duc1s , its mi 
amongst them. 

A lthough A ngela Carter' s  works s hould be perceived i n  1he con1ext of 
the women ' s  writ ing trad i t i on understood as a l iterary su bc ulture, her re lation
ship with feminism remains prob lemat ic.  To many she ap pears to be a very 
' Iow-key' femin i st since she n ever fe l I  into any major school of contemporary 
femin i sms .  She has weathered atlacks by radica l  femin i st!>  for th e content of her 
fiction (e.g .  negative i mages of women in The Passion oj New Eve)3 or for 
wrong al l iances (her su bvers ive fairy tales in The Bloody Chamber were 
founded on the l i berti ne ph i l osophy of de S ad e). 4 C arter ' s approach to the mai n 
femin i st theories current i n  the 1 97 0s (i . e. ' I mages of Women ' critic ism, 
Helene C ixous ' s  concept of ecriture femin ine, J ulia Kristeva ' s n0110n of the 
semiotic, and Luce Ir igaray' s idea!> of ' mim icry ' an d 'wom en-only communi
t ies ' )  tum s out to be po l em ical or even adverse . 

It shou ld  be stressed that th e iro nie qual i ty that permeates her fiction in
evitably d istances her fro m  stauł1 ch fem i nist p os itio ns . Carter's irony, together 
with her m istrust of language as a medium for socia l c om mu nication, p laces her 
more certainly with i n  the postmodern trend rathe r 1han with in the fem i n isms of 
the 1 970s .  Un l ike the latter, sh e take s no in teres1 in c reat illg ( or discovering) 
som e kind of female language, alltagoll i sti c to 1he present  ( i .e . patr iarcha l ) l an
guage and i naccess ib le  to m en .  C arter prefe rs operat i ng wi thin the ex ist i ng lan
guage i n  order to decoł1struct, dece ntre and decontextu al i se 1ts more oppress ive 
modes.  Her purpose i s  to prod uce illd ivi dual counter-disco urses, competit ive 
with the officia l  ones. S uch an att i tud e  to language an d its C OIlStructs qual ifies 
her as a postmodern i st. 

2 Linda Hutcheon, ' Postmodernism and F eminisms',  The Palities oj Postmodernism, 

(London: Routledge, 1 99 1 ), 1 42- 1 67. 

3 Paulina Palmer, ' Femininity and its Construction' ,  Contemporary WOnien 's Fic
tion, (Brighton : Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1 989),  ] 6-22 . 

4 Patricia Duneker, ' Re-Imagining The Fai ry Tales:  A ngel a  C atier' s  Bloody Cham

bers ' ,  Literature and History: A }o urnalJor the Hwmanities, 1 011 (spring 1 984), 3 - 1 4 .  
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In talking about Angela Carter' s  a l l iance with postmodernism, I mean the 
kind of posmodernism which John Barth label led as ' the l iterature of replen
ishment' and whose main representatives are Italo Calvino and Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez. Carter' s  fiction shares two important features with their narratives .  
F irst, the synthesis  of traditional storytel l ing (based on celebration of the voice) 
with d iscoursive self-awareness and sophi sticated artistry. Second, the inter
mingl ing of the fantastic  and the h i storical, spheres traditional ly separated as 
belonging to d ifferent level s  of culture . 

Thus, Angela Carter can be cal led either a postmoderni st with a fem in ist 
' truth ' or a feminist with a postmodern phi losophy of writing. But neither labe l 
explains in what respects her fiction is unique and originał . 

Carter' s original ity l ies in her approach to the European cultural heritage 
that manifests itself in art and l iterature. Th is  approach is deconstructive in its 
core . At first glance, the reader may have the impression that Carter makes to
tai ły indiscriminate use of European l iterary tradition - as if to show off her 
erudition . Her fiction is I iteral ly I ittered with h i nts and allusions to other books 
and works of art. Yet such a heterogeneous range of contexts draws our atten
tion to the problem of the functioning of cultural tradition. Carter' s  fiction 
demonstrates that the hol i stic concept of tradition (e.g.  T .S .Eliot ' s) ' i s only 
a prevai l i ng myth : our cultural heritage i s  overcoded with arbitrary - often 
mutual ly exclusive - meanings, and as such, turns out to be inherently self
contradictory. Some readers also complain about Carter' s authorial comments 
wh ich explain her sources before the reader has a chance to do so, making 
th i ngs more (even "too") accessible and spo i l ing the game. Here Carter refutes 
a strong conviction that reading is exc\us ively for those initiated into the secrets 
of l iterature, the priv i leged ones. Instead of cultivating thi s  e litist notion of art, 
she demystifies it by manipulating its constructive elements - archetypes, sym
bols,  topoi and motifs - and us ing them as subj ect matter in her narrative ex
periments whose purpose i s  to check whether their  meanings are indisputable  or 
can be re-negotiated.  Clearly, her dexterity at manipulating both form and con
tent makes her a force not to be ignored . 

Two terms of my coinage: the virtuality of the presented worlds and arche
typomimetic characters explain how her deconstructive method works . They 
have proved to be indispensable tool s  for understanding the ful i  phenomenon of 
Carter' s  originality and inventiveness .  

The analogy with the virtual reality produced by a computer - whose 
most i mportant feature is that in fact it does not i mitate any obj ectively existing 
real ity but actual ly takes its place - enab les us to see that Carter treats culture 
as a usurpation of reality, a s imulation (as described by Jean Baudrillard5) .  Her 
presented worlds are pasted together from the debris of the past - a set of sym-

5 Jean Baudri I Iard, ' S imulaera and S imulations ' ,  in Mark Poster (ed.) Jean Baudril
lard: Selected Writings, (Cambridge : Pol ity Press-Basil B lackwel l ,  1 988),  1 66- 1 84. 
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bols  and motifs wel l  known from art an d literature , a seJ ies of q uotations and 
a l lus ions to var ious l iteJary texts and works of art. Th e compo nents of her pre
sented worlds  bJing i nto hel' sto ri es their own esta bl i sh ed ,  and frequently con
tl ict ing, mean ings .  Now C alteJ reads them an ew an d re-in terprets them. As 
a result, a l l these elements appear to SlI pport a c ultll re wh i ch vict imi ses women 
or at l east makes them dependent on the roles forc ed on them i n  the patriarchal 
world .  

Two e lements o f  Ange la Carter's pre s en t ed wo r ld  are espec ial ly i nter
est ing for analysis from th i s  persp ect ive: spac e and character .  Upon c lose ex
amination it turns out that spac e i n  h el' fi cti ol1 al ways takes the fOrIll of 
a l abyrinth . Calier chooses the topo s of th e Jabyri ntll for h er decon structive 
games for at l east two reasons. First ly, it is the mo st i mpJessjve metaphor of the 
human condit ion in the un i verse . Seco nd ly, it ha s always been connected with 
the motif of wandering and gajn i ng expe ri ence. The l abyrin thine peregrinations 
of Cmier' s protagoni sts al l ow them to wi tne s s  O l'  experience different aspects 
of women ' s  cond ition in the patriarcha I worl d, with the emphas i s  on the i r  pow
erless posit ion as pr isoners an d v i cti ms . But whe n Carter revam ps the rules and 
l ets her female protagon ists beco me active part ic i pants of the plot (a role  trad i
t ional ly  reserved for men) ,  their exper ienc e  of the labyr i nth turn s out to be l i b
erating .  Moreover, Calier explo its yet an oth er aspe ct of the myth of the laby
rinth - the fact that it offers her readers a chance to overcome th e ignorance and 
superstit ion concern ing gender relations in our cul ture . Her n arrat ives i nv ite us 
to consider the constr ictive nature of the t rad itiona l readi ngs of the myth and to 
d i scover its h idden su bvers ive poss i b i liti es . 

S imi larly, the reader fi nds out that tlle archetypical ro l es imposed upon 
both men and women, and wh ose somce is art and l iteratu re, serve to sllsta in  
the dom inance of the former and to  keep tll e latteJ ' in thei r  p lace ' .  Here Cmier 
concentrates on the ClIltural con ditionin g founded 011 arc hetypes as the exc lll
s ive b l lleprints of poss ib le  gen der ro l es. S i nc e, at least acc ord i ng to Jung, ar
chetypes are accessi ble to u s  mai n ly throll gll a11 and l iteratu re, Carter chooses 
to deconstrllct several wel l -estab l is hed persona l archetypes that have wide
spread currency in Western c ultll re . 

FlI rthermore, Cm1er'  s archeJypomimetic c haracters cha l l enge a l l  prev i
ous concepts of l iterary character, the cOllcepts which fin d their ful l est form u
lat ion in  the demands of real i slll . J ust as he)" space s d o  not re:tlect ' obj ective 
rea l ity ' ,  her characters Illust 11 0t be taken as im i tati ons of 'real peop l e ' . Seen 
from that point of v iew, they would s eem s l oppy, two-d i mensional and mii fi c i a l  
s ince they have no psycho log ica l depth . C at1er del i be rately reduces hel' pro
tagon i sts to the level  of cu ltura l s ign s because it enab l es h er to inquire i nto the ir  
mean ing and soc ial funct ioll . She pre sents aJchetypes in a political context, as 
patr iarchal instruments of power. B ut wllat is eqll al l y important, she i nc ites the 
s llbvers ive poss ib i l it ies for transgres s ion con ceal ed with in  'arch etyp ical ' gen
der roles .  
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Critics usual ly perceive Angela Carter' s oeuvre as consi sting of three 
separate stages .  Analysi s  of hel' nove ls  and short stories  in terms of their  poetics 
enab les us  to see her output as a continuum.  Her  e ighth novel Nights at  the Cir
cus ( 1 984) was, immediate ly after its pub l icat ion,  recogn i sed as an impOliant 
step in her l iterary career - for many it was the best Carter nove l  so far. For 
some, it was a turn ing point in her writing .  Neverthe less, Nights at the Circus i s  
fu l i  of the motifs, symbol s  and themes fami l iar from CaIier ' s  previous nove l s  
and short stories, and employs the same deconstructive method she had devel 
oped in  her  early works . Thus, rather than marking a dec i s ive change in  d i rec
tion for CaJier, it rather marks a dec i s ive continuation - perhaps even 
a cu lmination - of the same battles she had in itiated in her earl ier writ ings .  

Carter i s  thus  sui  generis - a femin i st postmoderni st AND a postmodern 
femin i st, transcend ing al l attempts at ' trad it iona l '  c lass ification. The question 
remains open as to whether her s imultaneous deconstruct ion and uti l i sation of 
the e lements of cu ltural heritage and v i rtual ity wi l l  lead future writers i nto 
s im i lar areas of exploration, or whether she wi l l  remain a unique voice of the 
late 20th century .  
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