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20 Toward o Feminist Pockics

witch, and sprite,” she mediates between the male artist and the
Unknown, simultanecusly teaching him purity and instructing him
in degradation. But what of her own artistic growth? Because that
growth has for so long been radically qualified by the angel- and
monster-imagery the literary woman sees in the looking glass of the
male-authored text, some understanding of such imagery is an
essential preliminary to any study of literature by women. As Joan
Didion recently noted, “writing is an aggression” precisely because
it is “an imposition ... an invasion of someone else’s most private
space.” 8 Like Leo Bersani’s observation that an “clasticity of being
[is] induced by an immersion in literature,” her remark has special
significance in this connection. A thorough study of those male con-
structs which have invaded the “most private space” of countless
literate women would require hundreds of pages—indeed, a number
of excellent books have been devoted to the subject®®—but we will
attempt here a brief review of the fundamental extremes of angel
znd monster, in order to demonstrate the severity of the male text’s
“;mposition” upon women. ' -

T

The ideal womar that male suthors drearm of generating is always
an angel, as Norman O. Brown’s comment about Laura/poetry
suggested: At the same time, from Virginia Woolf’s point of view,
the “angel in the house” is the most pernicious image male authors
have ever imposed upon literary women. Where and how did this
ambiguous image originate, particularly the trivialized Victorian
angel in the house that so disturbed Woolf? In the Middic Ages, of
course, mankind’s great teacher of purity was the Virgin Mary, a
mother goddess who perfectly fitted the female role Ortner defines
as “merciful dispenser of salvation.” For the more secular nineteenth
century, however, the eternal type of female purity was represented
not by a madonna i heaven but by an angel in the house. Never-
theless, there is a clear line of literary descent from divine Virgin to
domestic angel, passing through (among many others) Dante, Milton,
and Goethe.

Like most Renzissance neo-Platonists, Dante claimed to know God
and His Virgin handmaid by knowing the Virgin’s virgin attendant,
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The Queen’s Looking Glass 21

Beatrice. Similarly, Milton, despite his undeniable misogyny (which
we shall examine later), speaks of having been granted a vision of
“my late ¢spoused saint,” who

Came vested all in white, pure as her mind.

" Her face was veiled, vet to my fancied sight,

'Love sweetness goodness, in her person shined
So clear, as in no face with more delight.

In death, in other words, Milton’s human wife has taken on both the
celestial brightness of Mary and (since she has been “washed from
spot of childbed taint”) the virginal purity of Beatrice. In fact, if
she could be resurrected in the flesh she might now be an angel in the
house, interpreting heaven’s luminous mysteries to her wondexing
husband. i

The famous vision of the “Eternal Feminine” (Das Ewig- Wn&lzclw)
with which Goethe’s Faust concludes prescnts wormen fréim: penitent
prostitutes to angelic virgins in just this roleof interpreters or inter-
mediaries between the divine Father and his human sons. The
German of Faust’s “Chorus Mysticus™ is extraordmanly difficult to
translate in verse,, but’ Hans Eichner’s English paraphrase easily
suggests the ways‘in whxch Goethe’s image of female intercessors
seems.almost to:be a revision of Miltow’s “late apoused saint™: “All
that is transxtory is merely symbohcal here {that is to say, in the
scene before you} the inaccessible is (symbolically) portrayed and
the inexpressible is (symbolically) made manifest. The eternal femi-
nine {i.e. the eternal principle symbolized by woman) draws us to
higher spheres.” Meditating on the exact mature of this eternal
femninine, moreover, Eichner comments that for Goethe the “ideal .
of contemplative purity” is always feminine while *“‘the ideal of
significant action is masculine.”# Once again, therefore, it is just
because women are defined as wholly passive, completely void of
generative power (like “Cyphers”) that they become numinous to
male artists. For in the metaphysical emptiness their “purity” signifies
they are, of course, self-less, with all the moral and psychological
implications that word suggests.

Elaborating further on Goethe’s eternal feminine, Eichner gives

an example of the culmination of Goethe’s “cham of representatives
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22 Toward & Feminist Poetics

of the ‘noblest femininity’”: Makarie, in the latek novel Wilkelm
Meistes Travels. His description of her usefully sumimarizes the
philosophical background of the angel in the house:

She ... leads a Life of almost pure centemplation.. .. in con-
siderable izolation on a country estate . . . a life without external
events—a life whose story cannot be told as there is no story.
Her existence is niot useless. On the contrary . .. she shineslike a
beacon in a dark werld, like a motionless lighthouse by which
others; the travellers whose lives do have a story, can set their
course. When those involved in feeling and action turn to her
in their need, they are never dismissed without advice and
copsolation. She is an ideal, 2 model of selflessness and of purity
of heart.* .

She has no story of her own but gives “advice and consolation” to others,
listens, smiles, sympathizes: such characteristics show- that Makarie
is not only the descendent of Western culture’s cloistered virgins but
also the direct ancestress of Coventry Patmore’s angel in the house,
the eponymous heroine of what may have been the middle nineteenth
century’s most popular book of poems. :
Dedicated to“the memory of her by whom and for whom I became
a poet,” Patmiore’s The Angel in.the House is a verse-sequence which
hymns: the praises and narrates the courtship and marriage of
Honoria, one of the three daughters of a country Dean, a girl whose
unselfish grace, gentleness, simplicity, and nobility reveal that she is
not only a pattern Victorian lady but almest literally an angel on
carth. Certainly her spirituality interprets the divine for her poet-

husband, so that

No happier post than this I ask,
To live her laureate all my life.
On wings of love uplifted free,
And by her gentleness made great,
I’ll teach how neble man should be
To match with such a lovely mate.s®

Honoria’s essential virtue, in other words, is that her virtue makes her
mazn “great.” In and of herself, she is neither great nor extraordinary.
Indeed, Patmore adduces many details to stress the almost pathetic
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ordinariness of her life: she picks violets, loses her gloves, feeds her
birds, waters her rose plot, and journeys to London on a train with her
father the Dean, carrying in her lap a volume of Petrarch borrowed
from her lover but entirely ignorant that the book is, as he tells us,
“worth its weight in gold.” In short, like Goethe’s Makarie, Honoria
has no story except a sort of anti-story of selfless innocence based on
the notion that “Man must be pleased; but him to please / Is woman’s
pleasure.”#?

Significantly, when the young poet-lover first visits the Deanery
where his Honoria awaits him like Sleeping Beauty or Snow White,
one of her sisters asks him if, since leaving Cambridge, he has “out-
grown” Kant and Goethe. But if his paean of praise to the Ewiz.
Weiblicke in rural England suggests that he has not, at any rate,
outgrown the latter of these, that is because for Victorian' men of
letters Goethe represented not collegiate immaturity: buts moral
maturity. After all, the climactic words of Sarfor Resarius;” “that'most
influential masterpiece of Victorian sagacity, were “ Close thy Byron;
open thy Gozsthe,” % and though Ca.rlyle was not spemﬁcally thinking
of what came to be called “the. woman qu&ﬁuon, his canenization
of Goethe meant, among other t}ungg, a new emphasis on the eternal
feminine, the a‘ngel womadn Patmore describes in his verses; Aurora
Leigh perceivesin her mother s picture, and: Virginia Wooif shudders
to remember. : e

Of course, from the e:ghteenth century o, conduct books for ladies
had proliferated, enjoining young girls to submissiveness, modesty,
self-lessness; reminding zil women that they should be angelic. There
is a long and crowded road from The Booke of Curtesye (1477) to the
columns of “Dear Abby,” but social historians have fully explored
its partin the creation of those “eternal feminine’ virtues of modesty,
gracefulness, purity, delicacy, civility, compliancy, reticence,
chastity, affability, politeness—all of which are modes of man-
nerliness that contributed to Honoria’s angelic innocence. Ladies
were assured by the writers of such conduct books that “There are
Rules for all our Actions, even down t6 Sleeping with a good Grace,”
and they were told that this good Grace was a woman’s duty to her
husband because “if Woman owes her Being to the Comfort and
Profit of man, “tis highly reasonable that she should be careful and
diligent to content and please him.”#®
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24 Toward a Feminist Poetics

The artz of pleasing men, in other words, are not only angelic
characteristics; in more worldly terms, they are the proper acts of a
lady. “What shall I do to gratify myself or to be admired?” is not
the question a lady asks on arising, declared Mrs. Sarah Ellis, Vic- -
torian England’s foremost preceptress of female morals and manaers,
in 1844. No, because she is “the least engaged of any member of the
houschold,” a2 woman "of right feeling should devote herself to the
good of others.® And she should do this silently, without calling
attention to her éxertions because “zli that would tend to draw away
her thoughts from others and fix them on herself, ought to be avoided
as an evil to her.””® Similarly, John Ruskin affirmed i 1865 that
the woman’s “power is not for rule, not for battle, and her intellect
is not for invention or creation, but for sweet orderings” of domes-
ticity.®® Plainly, both writers meant that, enshrined within her home,
a Victorian angel-woman should become her husband’s holy refuge
from the blood and sweat that inevitably accompanies a‘“life of
significant action,” as well as, in her ° contcmplanve punty, a living
memento of the otherness of the divine, " .- 5 -

At times, however, in the sevemy of her selﬂasness, as well-as in
the extremity of her. alienation from: ordinary fleshly life, this nine-
teenth-century angel-woman becoma; niot just a memento of otherness
but actually 2> mementa mori or, as Alexander Welsh has noted, an
“Angel. of Death.” Discussing. Dickens’s heroines in particular and
what he calls Vlctona.n “angelology” in general, Welsh analyzes
the ways in which a spiritualized heroine like Florence Dombey
“assists in the translaton of the dying te a future state,” not only
by officiating at the sickbed but also by maternally welcoming the
sufferer “from the other side of death.” 52 But if the angel-woman in
some curious way simultaneously inhabits both this world and the
next, then there is 2 sense in which, besides ministering to the dying,
she is herself already dead. Welsh muses on “the apparent revers-
ibility of the hercine’s role, whereby the acts of dying and of saving
someorie from death seem confused,” and he points out that Dickens
actually describes Florence Dombey as having the unearthly serenity
of one who is dead.® A spiritual messenger, an interpreter of mysteries

1o wondering and devoted men, the Ewig-Weibliche angel becomes,

finally, a messenger of the mystical otherness of death.
As Ann Douglas has recently shown, the nineteenth-century cult
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The Queen’s Looking Glass 25

of such death-angels as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s little Eva or Dickens’s
littie Nell resulted in a veritable ““domestication of death,” producing
both a conventionalized iconography and a stylized hagiography of
dying women and children.® Like Dickens’s dead-alive Florence

‘Dombey, for instance, Louisa May Alcott’s dying Beth March is 2

household saint, and the deathbed at which she surrenders herself
to heaven is the vléimate shrine of the angel-woman’s mysteries. At
the same time, moreover, the aesthetic cult of ladylike fragility and
delicate beauty—no doubt associated with the moral cult of the
angel-woman—obliged “genteel” women to “kili” themselves (as-
Lederer observed) into art objects: slim, pale, pasive beings whose
“charms” eerily recalled the snowy, porcelain immobility of the
dead. Tight-lacing, fasting, vinegar-drinking, and similar cosmetic
or. dietary excesses were all ‘parts of 2 physical regimen that' helped
women either to feign morbid weaknéss or actually to:"“decline”
iaito real illness. Beth March's beautiful ladylike sister Amy is thus,
in her artful way, as pale and frail as her consumptive sibling, and
together these two heroines constitute complementary halves of the
emblematic “beautiful woman® ‘whose death, thought Edgar Allan
Poe, “is unquestionably the most poetical topic in the world.”%

Whether she-becomes an objét d’art or a sain, however, it is the
surrender of her self—of her personal comfort, her personal desires,
or both=—that, is, the beautiful angel-woman’s key act, while it is
precisely this sacrifice which dooms her both to death and to heaven.
For to be seifless is not only to be noble, it is to be dead. A life that
has no story, like the life of Goethe’s Makarie, i§ really a life of death,
a death-inslife. The ideal of “contemplative purity” evokes, finally,
both heaven and the grave. To retumn to Aurora Leigh’s catalogue,
then—her vision of “Ghost, fiend, and angel, fairy, witch, and sprite”
in her mother’s portrait—there is = sense in which as a celestial
“angel” Aurora’s mother is also a somewhat sinister “ghost,” because
she wears the face of the spiritualized Victorian woman who, having
died to her own desires, her own self, her own life; leads 2 posthumous
existence in her own lifetime,

As Douglas reminds us too, though, the Victorian domestication
of death represents not just an acquiescence in death by the selfless,
but also a secret striving for power by the powerless. “The tombstone,”
she notes, “is the sacred emblem in the cult of the overlocked.”
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Exorcised from public life, denied the pleasures (though not the
pains) of sensual existence, the Victorian angel in the house was
allowed to hold sway over at least one realm beyond her own house-
hold: the kingdom of the dead. But if, as nurse and comforter,
spirit-guide and mystical messenger, a woman ruled the dying and
the dead, might not even her admirers sometimes fear that, besides
dying or easing death, she could bring death? As Welsh putsit, “the
power of an angel to save implies, even while it denies, the power of
death.” Speaking of angelic Agnes Wickfield (in Dapid Copperfield),
he adds a sinister but witty question: “Whe, in the language of
detective fiction, was the last person to see Dora Copperfield alive?” 8

Neither Welsh nor Dickens does more than hint at the angel-
woman’s pernicious potential. But in this context a word to the wise
is enough, for such a hint helps explain the fluid metamorphoses.that
the figure of Aurora’s mother undergoes. Her images .of:“Ghost,
fiend, and angel; fairy, witch and sprite,”. we begin to see] are inex-
tricably Hnked, one to another, sach tor its: opposite: Cértainly,
imprisoned in the coffinlike shape of a death ‘angel;"a woman might
long demonically for escape In addition, if asdeath angel the woman
suggests a providentially selfiess mother, delivering the male soul
from onerealm to another, the same woman’s maternal power implies,
too, the fearful bondzge of mortality into which every mother delivers
her-children. Finally; the fact that the angel woman manipulates
her: domestic/mystical sphere in order to ensure the well-being of
those entrusted to her care reveals that she car manipulate; she can
scheme; she can plot-—stories as well as strategies.

The Victorian angel’s scheming, her mortal fleshiiness, and her
repressed (but thercfare all the more frightening} capacity for explo-
sive rage are often subtly acknowledged, even in the most glowing
texts of male “angelographers.” Patmore’s Honoria, for instance,
proves to be considerably more duplicitous than at first she seemed.
“To the sweet folly of the dove,” her poet-lover admits, “She joins
the cunning of the snake.” To be sure, the speaker shows that her
wiliness is exercised in a “good” cause: “to rivet and éxalt his love.”
Nevertheless,

Her mode of candour is deceit;
And what she thinks from what she’ll say
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{Although Il never call her cheat) !
Lies far as Scotland from Cathay.®?

Clearly, the poet is here acknowledgmg his beloved’s potential for
what Austen’s Captain Harville called “inconstancy”—that is, her
stubborn autonomy znd unknowable subjectivity, meaning the
ineradicable selfishness that underlies even her angelic renunciation
of self. ’

Similarly, explonng analogous tensions between fesh and spirit
in yet another version of the angel-woman, Dante Gabriel Rossetti
places his “Blessed Damozel” behind “golden barriers” in heaven,
but then observes that she is still humanly embodied. The bars she
Iéans on are oddly warm; her voice, her hair, her tears are wen‘dly
real and sensual; perhaps to emphasize the impossibility of cornplete
spmtuahty for any woman. This “damozel’s” life-in-death, at any
rate; is still in some sense physical and therefore: (paradoxxca.lly)
emblematic of mortality. But though Rossetti wrote “The Blessed
Damozel” in 1846, sixteen years before the suicide of his wife and
model Elizabeth Siddal, the secret anxieties such imagery expressed
came to the surface long ; ‘after Lizzie's ‘death. In 1869, to retrieve a
poetry manuscript he had senumcntally buried with: this beloved
woman whase face “ﬁli[ed} his dreams”’—buried as if woman and
artwork were: necessarily inseparable-—Rossetti had Lizzie’s coffin
exhumed and’ htera.ry London buzzed with rumors that her hair
had “continued to grow after her death, to grow so long; so beautiful,
so luxuriantly as to fill the coffin with its gold!"’¢® As if symbolizing
the indomitable earthliness that no woman, however angelic, could
entirely renounce, Lizzie Siddal Rossetti’s hair leaps like a metaphor
for monstrous female sexual energies from the literal and figurative
coffins in which her artist-husband enclosed her. To Rossetti, its
assertive radiance made the dead Lizzie seem both terrifyingly
physical and fiercely supernatural. “’Mid change the changeless
night environeth, / Lies all that golden hair undimmed in death,”
he wrote.®

B

If we define a woman like Rossetti’s dead wife as indomitably
earthly yet somehow supernatural, we are defining her as a witch or
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must seek, not seek to subvert, her “‘female power, which is important”
to her becaise of her lost literary matrilineage. In this connection,
Dickinson’s own words about mothers are revealing, for she alter-
nately claimed that “I never had a mother,” that *I always ran
Home to Awe asa child. . . - He was an awful Mother but I liked him
better than none,” and that “a mother [was] a miracle.” 1 Yet, as
we shall see, her own anxiety of authorship was a “Despair” inhaled
not only from the infections suffered by her own ailing physical
mother, and her many tormented literary mothers, but from. the
literary fathers who spoke to her—even “lied” to her—sometimes
near at hand, sometimes “at distances of Centuries,” from the cen-
sorious looking glasses of literary texts.

P

1t is debilitating to be any woman in a society where women are
warned that if they do not behave like angels they must be monsters.
Recently, in fact, social scientists and social historians like Jessie
Bernard, Phyllis Chesler, Naomi Weisstein, and Pauline Bart have
begun to study the ways in which patriarchal sacialization literally
makes wemen sick, both physically and mentally.!* Hysteria, the
disease with which Freud so famously began his investigations into
the dynamic connections between pgyche and soma, is by definition a
s'female disease,” not so miuch because it takes its name from the
Greek word for womb, fyster (the organ which was in the nineteenth
century supposed to “cause’ this emotional disturbance}, but because
hysteria did occur mainly among women in turn-of-the-century
Vienna, and because throughout the nineteenth century this mental
illness, like many other nervous disorders, was thought to be caused
by the female reproductive system, as if to elaborate upon Aristotle’s
notion that femaleness wasin and of itself a deformity.'? And, indeed,
such diseases of maladjustment to the physical and social environment
as anoresxia and agoraphobia did and do strike a disproportionate
number of women, Sufferers from anorexia—loss of appetite, self-
starvation—are primarily adolescent girls. Sufferers from agora-
phobia—fear of open or “public” places—are usually female, most
frequently middle-aged housewives, as are sufferers from crippling
rheumatoid arthritis.’®

Such diseases are caused by patriarchal socialization in several
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3¢ ‘  Toward a Feminist Poctics

ways. Most obviously, of course, any young girl, but especially a lively
or imaginative one, is likely to experience her education in docility,
submissiveness, self-lessriess as in some sense sickening. To be trained
int renunciation is almost necessarily to be trained to ill health, since
the human animal’s first and strongest tirge is to his/her own survival,
pleasure, assertion. In addition, eéach of the “subjects” in which a
young girl is educated may be sickening in a specific way. Learning
to become a beautiful object, the girl learns anxiety about—perhaps
even loathing of-—her own flesh. Peering obsessively into the real as
well as metaphoric looking glasses that surround her, she desires
literally to “reduce” her own body. In the nineteenth century, as
we noted earlier, this desire to be beautiful and “frail”” led to tight-
lacing and vinegar-drinking. In our own era it has spawned in-
numerable diets and “controlled” fasts, as well as the extraordinary
phenomenon of teenage anorexia.® Similarly, it seems inevitable
that women reared for, and conditioned to, lives of privacy, reticence,
doinesticity, might develop pathological fears of public places and
unconfined spaces. Like the comb, stay-laces, and apple which. the
Queen in “Little Snow White™ uses as ‘weapons against her hated
stepdaughter, such afilictions as anorexia and agoraphobia simply
carry patriarchal definitions of “fernininity” to absurd extremes, and
thus function: as essential or at least inescapable parodies of social
prescriptions.

In the nineteenth century, however, the complex of social prescrip-
tions these diseases parody did not merely urge women to act in ways
which would cause them to become ill; nineteenth-century culture
seems to have actually admonished women to be ill. In other words,
the “female diseases” from which Victorian women suffered were
not always byproducts of their training in femininity; they were the
goals of such training, As Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English
have shown, throughout much of the nincteenth century “Upper-
and upper-middie-class women were {defined as] ‘sick’ [frail, ill];
working-class women were {défined as] ‘sickening’ {infectious, dis-
eased].” Speaking of the “lady,” they go on t6 point out that “Society
agreed that she was frail and sickly,” and consequently a “cuit of
female invalidism™ developed in England and America. For the
products of such a cult, it was, as Dr. Mary Putnam Jacobi wrote
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in 1895, “considered natural and almost laudable to break down
under all conceivable varieties of strain—a winter dissipation, a
houseful of servants, a quarrel with a female friend, not to speak of
more legitimate reasons.... Constantly considering their nerves,
urged to consider them by well-intentioned but short-sighted: ad-
visors, [women] pretty soon become nothing but a bundle of
nerves.”’ 1

Given this socially conditioned epidemic of female illness, it is not
surprising to find that the angel in the house of literature frequently
suffered not just from fear and trembling but from literal and
figurative sicknesses unto death. Although her hyperactivestepmother
dances herself into the grave, after all, beautiful Snow White has
just barely recovered from a catatonic france in her glass coffin.
And ifwe réturn to Goethe’s Makarie, the “good” woman of Wilkelm
Meister’s Travels whom Hans Eichner has described as incarnating
her author’s ideal of “contemplative pumy,” we: find"that this
“model of selflessness and of pumy of heart . ;. this émbodiment of
das Ewig-Weiblicke, suffers from migraine headaches 16 Implying
ruthless self-suppression,., does the “eternal feminine” nccessanly
imply illness? If so; we may have found yet another meaning for
Dickinson’s assertion: that’ “Infectzon in the sentence breeds.” The
despair - we “inhale” even “at distances of centuries” may be the
despair of a life like Mzkarie’s, a life that “fas no storp.”

At the same time, however, the despair of the monster-woman is
also real, undeniable, and infectious. The Queen’s mad tarantella
is plainly unhealthy and metaphorically the result of too much
storytelling. As the Romantic poets feared, too much imagination
may be dangerous to znyone, male or female, but for women in
particular patriarchal culeure has always assumed mental exercises
would have dire consequences, In 1643 John Winthrop, the governcr
of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, noted in his journal that Anne
Hopkins “has fallen into a sad infirmity, the loss of her understanding
and reason, which had been growing upon her divers years, by
cccasion of her giving herself wholly to reading and writing, and
had written many books,” adding that “if she had attended her
household affairs, and such things as belong to women . . . she had
kept her wits.”¥" And as Wendy Martin has noted
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in the nineteenth century this fear of the intellectual woman
became so intense that the phenomenon ... was recorded in
medical annals, A thinking woman was considered such a
breach of nature that a Hasvard doctor reported during his
autopsy on a Radcliffe graduate he discovered that her uterus
had shrivelled to the size of a pea.’®

If, then, as Anne Sexton suggests (in a poem parts of which we
have also used here as an epigraph), the red shoes passed furtively
down from woman t¢ woman are the shoes of art, the Queen’s
dancmg shoes, it is as sickening to be a Queen who wears them as ’
itis to be an angelic Makarie who repudiates them. Several passages
in Sexton’s verse express what we have defined as “anxiety of author-
ship” in the form of a feverish dread of the suicidal tarantella of
female creativity: *

All those girls :
who wore red shoes, e w N
each boarded a train that would not stop

They tore off their ears like safety pms

Their armé fell off themn and became hats.
Their heads'rolled off and sang down the street.
And their feet—oh God, their feet in the market place—
.+ the feet went on. ‘
Thé feet could not stop.

They could not listen.

They could not stop.

What they did was the death dance.

What they did would do them in.

Certainly infection breeds in these sentences, and despair: female
art, Sexton suggests, has a2 “hidden” but crucial tradition of un-
controllable madness. Perhaps it was her semi-conscious perception
of this tradition that gave Sexton herself “a secret fear” of being “2
reincarnation” of Edna Millay, whose reputation seemed based on
romance. In a leteer to DeWitt Snodgrass she confessed that she had
“a fear of writing as a woman writes,” adding, “'I wish I were a man
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—1 would rather write the way a man writes.” ¥ After 2ll, dancing
the death dance, “‘all those girls / who wore the red shoes” dismantle
their own bodies, like anorexics renouncing the guilty weight of
their femnale flesh. But if their arms, ears, and heads fall off, perhaps
their wombs, too, will “‘shrivel’” to “the size of a pea”?

In this connection, a passage from Margaret Atwood’s Lady Oracle

- acts almost as a gloss on the conflict between creativity and “femi-

ninity” which Sexton’s violent imagery embodies (or dis-embodies).

Significantly, the protagonist of Atwood’s novel is a writer of the
sort of fiction that has recently been called “female gothic,” and
even more significantly she too projecis her anxieties of authorship
into the fairy-tale metaphor of the red shoes. Stepping in glass, she
sees blood on her feet, and suddenly feels that she has discovered

The real red shoes, thé feet punished for dancing. You'could
dance, or you could have the love of 2 good man. But -you. were
afraid to dance, because you had this unnamral fear that if
you dainced they’d cut your feet off so° you wouldn t be able
to dance. .. . Finally you. overcame your fear and darnced, and
they cut your feer off. The good man went away t0o, because
you wanted o) dance.\

Whether she is a passwer ange[ or an active monster, in other words,
the woman writer-feels herself to be literally or figuratively crippled
by the debilitating alternatives her culture offers her; and the
crippling effects of her conditioning sometimes seem to “breed” like
sentences aof death in the bloody shoes she inherits from her fiterary
foremothers.

Surrotinded as she is by images of disease, traditions of disease, and
invitations both to disease and to dis-ease, it is no wonder that the
woman writer has held many mirrors up to the discomforts of her
own nature. As we shall see, the notion that “Infection in the sentence
breeds” has been so central a truth for literary women that the
great artistic achievements of nineteenth-century novelists and poets
from Austen and Shelley to Dickinson and Barrett Browning are
often both literally and figuratively concerned with disease, as if to
emphasize the effort with which heaith and wholeness were won from
the infectious ‘‘vapors” of despair and fragmentation. Rejecting
the poisoned apples her eulture offers her, the woman writer often
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58 Toward a Feminist Poetics

becomes in some sense znorexic, resolutely closing her mouth on
silence (since—in the words of Jane Austen’s Henry Tilney—"a
woman’s only power is the power of refusal”®), even while she
complains of starvation, Thus both Charlotte 2nd Emily Bronté
depict the travails of starved or starving anorexic heroines, while
Emily Dickinson declares in one breath that she “had been hungry,
all the Years,” and in another opts for “Sumptuous Destitution.”
Similarly, Christina Rossetti represents her own anxiety of 2uthorship
in the split between one heroine who longs to “suck and suck” on
goblin fruit and another who locks her lips fiercely together in a
gesture of silent and passxonate repunciation. In addition, many of
these literary women become in one way or another agoraphobic.
Trained to reticence, they fear the vertiginous openness of the
literary marketplace and rationalize with Emily Dickinson: that
“Publication—is the Auction]/Of the Mind of Man” or, worse,
punningly confess that “Creation seemed a rmghty Crack—[ To
make me visible.” % ; g

As we shall also see, other diseases and dxs-eascs accompany the
two classic symptoms of anorexia and agoraphobla Claustrophobia,
for instance, agoraplicbia’s parallel and” complementary opposite,
is a disturbance- we-shall éncounter again and again in women’s
vriting throughout the nineteenth century. Eve “troubles;,” more-
over; seem to abound in the fives 2nd works of literary women, with
Dickinson 'matter-of-factly noting that her eye. got “put out,”
George Eliot describing patriarchal Rome as “a disease of the retina,”
Jane Eyre and Aurora Leigh marrying blind men, Charlotte Bronté
deliberately writing with her eyes closed, and Mary Elizabeth
Coleridge writing about “Blindness™ that came because “Absolute
and bright, [ The Sun’s rays smote me till they masked the Sun.”’#
Finally, aphasia and amnesia—two illnesses which symbolically
represent {and parody) the sort of intellectual incapacity patriarchal
culture has traditionally required of women—appear and reappear
in women’s writings in frankly stated or disguised forms. “Foolish™
women characters in Jane Austen’s novels (Miss Bates in Emma, for
instance) express Malapropish confusion about language, while
Mary Shelley’s monster has to learn language from scratch and
Emily Dickinson herself childishly guestions the meanings of the
most basic English words: “Will there really be a2 ‘Morning’? [Is
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there such a thing as ‘Day’?’% At the same time, many women
writers manage to imply that the reason for such ignorance of
language—as well as the reason for their deep sense of alienation
and inescapable feeling of anomie—is that they have forgoiten some-
thing. Deprived of the power that even their pens don’t seem to
confer, these women resemble Doris Lessing’s heroines, who have
to fight their internalization of patriarchal strictures for even a faint
trace memory of what they might have become.

“Where are the songs I used to know, [ Where are the notes I used
to sing?’ writes Christina Rossetti in “The Key-Note,” a poem
whose title indicates its significance for her. “I have forgotten every-
thing /I used to know so long ago.”? As if to make the same point,
Charlotte Bront&’s Lucy Snowe conveniently “forgets” her own
history and even, so it seems, the Christian name of one of the central
characters in her story, while Bront#'s orphaned Jane Eyre seems
to have lost. (or symbolically “forgotten”) her family heritage.
Similarly, teo, Emily Bront&'s Heathcliff “forgets” or is made to
forget who and what he was; Mary Shelley’s monster is “born™
without either a memory or a family history; and Elizabeth Barrett
Browning’s Aurora Leigh is carly separated from—and thus induced
to “forget”—her “mother land” of Italy, As this last example
suggests, however, what all these characters and their authors really
fear they have forgotten is precisely that aspect of their lives which
has been kept from them by patriarchal poetics: their matrilineal
heritage of literary strength, their “female power” which, as Annie
Gottlieb wrote, is important to them because of (not in spite of ) their
mothers. In order, then, not only to understand the ways in which
“Infection in the sentence breeds” for women but also to learn
how women have won through disease to artistic health we must
begin by redefining Bloom’s seminal definitions of the revisionary
“anxiety of influence.” In doing so, we will have to trace the difficult
paths by which nineteenth-century women overcame their “anxiety
of authorship,” repudiated debilitating patriarchal prescriptions,
and recovered or remembered the lost foremothers who could help
them find their distinctive female power.

P~

To begin with, those women who were among the first of their
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