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Abstract 
 

This thesis is concerned with the representation of madness in three texts by modernist 

women: Dorothy Richardson’ Pilgrimage, Leonora Carrington’s “Down Below,” and 

Anaïs Nin’s The Diary of Anaïs Nin.  I suggest that the contested, overdetermined 

concept of madness is a productive trope through which to consider these women’s 

negotiation of the models of subjectivity, creativity and femininity available within 

modernism; and I am interested in how various forms of modernist madness are taken 

up, reproduced, appropriated and reformulated in their work.  My analysis explores the 

different ways in which madness functions in these texts: its multiple significations, the 

self-consciousness with which it is deployed, and the diverse purposes (narrative, 

ideological, intellectual and personal) it serves.  This thesis is not about the figure of the 

modernist madwoman, it is about the figuration of madness in modernist women’s 

writing. 

 

Richardson, Carrington and Nin are perhaps an unlikely grouping, as they have not all 

been thought of as especially ‘mad’ or notably modernist.  Certainly, they are not the 

obvious figures one would expect in a study of modernist women and madness.  My 

thesis, however, is less concerned with whether (or to what extent) they can be 

considered ‘mad’ and it is not my aim to argue for their place in the modernist canon.  

Rather, my interest is in their engagement with various modernist discourses of madness, 

and considering these three very different writers together, on the basis of their shared 

preoccupation with madness, offers a different perspective on modernism.  It also 

permits an exploration of the diverse ways in which modernist ideas and lives were 

negotiated and narrativised.   

 

Situating the madness represented in their texts in relation to modernist discourses of 

madness helps dislodge readings of these texts which are uncritically autobiographical 

or unreflexively diagnostic.  That is, I argue in this thesis that representations of 

madness in the life writings of Richardson, Carrington and Nin are not simply mimetic 

reproductions of their own more or less mad experiences, but reflect their self-conscious 

and often highly astute engagement with the different discourses of madness at work 

within modernism and their attempts to grapple with the problematics of writing 

feminine subjectivity.  In attending to the multiple and diverse figurations of madness in 

these texts, I am also doing something more than simply applying current theorisations 
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of madness.  As influential as Foucault, for instance, has been to thinking about 

madness or psychoanalytic theory to considerations of modernism, Richardson, 

Carrington and Nin offer their own theories of madness and modernism.  As such, my 

analysis is driven by the complex figurations evident in their own writing rather than by 

how they might illuminate or be illuminated by contemporary theoretical formulations 

(while also acknowledging my necessary imbrication in, and indebtedness to, the 

current ‘post-Foucaultian’ and, more particularly, feminist critical context). 

 

In my analysis of Pilgrimage I argue that medical discourse and the urban environment 

are critical sites in and through which Miriam Henderson, Richardson’s heroine, 

grapples with the fin de siécle conflation of femininity and madness.  Given 

Carrington’s relationship with Max Ernst and her familiarity with the Parisian 

Surrealists, “Down Below” has most frequently been read in relation to Surrealist 

theories of madness.  My chapters on Carrington, however, argue for the benefits of 

considering “Down Below” in relation to frameworks other than Surrealism and I read 

“Down Below” as a critique of institutional psychiatry and as a form of war literature.  

Finally, in relation to Nin, I attend to the array of references to madness recurring 

throughout the Diary, and argue that Nin uses various conceptions of madness in order 

to carve out a space for her conception of a productive, feminine form of creativity.   

 

Approaching these texts through the oblique angle of madness is a surprisingly 

productive reading strategy, one which reveals unexpected connections between these 

three writers and opens up new readings of their texts and of modernism. 
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Introduction 
 
 
“I [Anaïs Nin] remembered the story I was told about the time he [Max Ernst] was 
married to Eleanora [sic] Carrington.  She was a beautiful English girl.  The surrealists, 
as a group, encouraged her neurosis to the point of madness.  She was a painter.  She 
would paint a canvas and lay it against a wall.  A few days later she would look for it 
and not find it.  The story was that Max Ernst needed canvases and had painted over it.  
But he would say to the girl: ‘Are you sure you painted anything?  I never saw such a 
painting.’”1  
 
 

The story that Anaïs Nin tells about the relationship between Leonora Carrington and 

Max Ernst is a rather extraordinary, and disturbing, reflection on the challenges of 

artistic production for modernist women.  In painting over Carrington’s canvases, Nin 

contends that Ernst robs her of both her art and her mind.  To be denied a creative 

identity and refused recognition as an artist is equated by Nin with madness, and she 

suggests that male artistic status and identity is achieved through both the suppression 

of women’s creative production and through the presentation of women artists as mad.  

Moreover, with Nin’s assertion that Carrington’s madness was not just the product of 

Ernst’s alleged perfidy but the result of the concerted efforts of the Surrealist movement 

as a whole, Carrington takes on a symbolic function.  Here, she is, for Nin, emblematic 

of women’s struggle to achieve recognition and legitimacy in a modernist context.  The 

blatant assumption of male artistic precedence represented in Nin’s story, and the 

concomitant erasure of women’s art and sanity, forms a suggestive parable about the 

challenges faced by women artists and writers associated with modernism.   

 

My argument in this thesis diverges from the reading of Nin’s story that I have just 

sketched out, however, as I wish neither to construct the madness represented in the 

work of modernist women as a product of their victimisation, nor to position the 

‘madwoman’ as representative of the condition of modernist women.  Rather than 

asserting that the presence of madness in the work of modernist women is a symptom of 

their failure to overcome difficulties attendant upon writing as a woman in the cultural, 

intellectual and artistic contexts in which they worked, I am instead interested in how 

the idea of madness circulates in their writing.  I am concerned with, for instance, what 

Carrington’s madness means for Nin, with why the rather wild and decidedly self-

assured Carrington figures in Nin’s story as an innocent, passive girl, with how these 

                                                 
1 Anaïs Nin (1969), The Diary of Anaïs Nin, Volume III, Peter Owen, London, p. 237   
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issues of madness, femininity and creativity are connected for Nin, and with their 

resonance throughout her Diary.  While necessarily keeping in view the very real 

challenges of asserting an authorial identity as a modernist woman, my readings of 

madness in Carrington’s “Down Below,” Nin’s The Diary of Anaïs Nin, and Dorothy 

Richardson’s Pilgrimage are concerned with the various functions that accrue to 

madness in their narratives, with its multiple significations, the self-consciousness with 

which it is deployed, and with the diverse purposes (narrative, ideological, intellectual 

and personal) it serves.2   

 

This insistence on the multiplicity of madness in Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s 

writing aims to complicate the different ways in which each of these women has been 

considered mad and to attend to the modernist discourses of madness that are taken up, 

reformulated, contested and exploited in their writing.  These two concerns are related: 

situating the madness of their texts in relation to the widespread interest in madness 

within modernism helps dislodge readings of these texts which are uncritically 

autobiographical.  It also enables an exploration of how these women drew upon the 

various conceptions of madness circulating within modernism in negotiating ideas about 

creativity, subjectivity, femininity, and their own experiences of psychological distress.  

That is, I argue in this thesis that representations of madness in the writing of 

Richardson, Carrington and Nin are not simply mimetic reproductions of their own 

more or less ‘mad’ experiences, but reflect their self-conscious and often highly astute 

engagement with the different discourses of madness at work within the period of 

                                                 
2 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1915-1967]), Pilgrimage, Vol. 1-4, Virago, London, Leonora Carrington 
(1989 [1944]), “Down Below” in Leonora Carrington, The House of Fear: Notes From Down Below, [ed. 
Marina Warner] Virago, London, and Anaïs Nin (1966-1980), The Diary of Anaïs Nin, Vol. 1-7, Harvest, 
The Swallow Press and Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York and London.  Pilgrimage is the collective 
title for the thirteen individual novel-chapters which together make up Richardson’s text.  Each novel-
chapter has a separate title which, because they function also as separate texts, I italicise.  Unless 
otherwise specified, however, when referring to Pilgrimage I am denoting the text in its entirety.  The 
1938 collected edition of Pilgrimage and the 2002 Virago edition (from which I quote) assemble the 
thirteen novel-chapters in four separately paginated volumes, and my references will therefore note the 
volume number in addition to the page reference.  I place “Down Below” in inverted commas because, 
although it has been published as a separate text, it was originally published as an article in the Surrealist 
journal VVV, and the edition I quote in this thesis is part of the Virago anthology The House of Fear: 
Notes From Down Below.  Other studies tend to italicise the title of Carrington’s text, but it seems more 
in keeping with scholarly convention to place it in inverted commas.  In relation to The Diary of Anaïs 
Nin, the seven volumes of the Nin’s diary published between 1966 and 1980 are generally referred to 
collectively as the Diary.  I follow this convention here, although, for reasons I outline in Chapter 5, my 
analysis focuses on the second volume of the Diary.   
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modernism.3  This thesis is not about the figure of the modernist madwoman; it is about 

the figuration of madness in modernist women’s writing.  

 

Madness is perhaps always an overdetermined concept, but it was a particularly 

resonant term during the modernist period. 4   As Kylie Valentine writes in 

Psychoanalysis, Psychiatry and Modernist Literature:  

 

Modernism is historically coincident with the emergence of psychoanalysis; a 

moment when the troubled profession of psychiatry was finally consolidated; when 

significant and historically unprecedented creative interest was invested in madness; 

and a large number of artists and intellectuals were recognised as mad.5

 

Richardson, Carrington and Nin were writing in contexts in which, for instance, 

women’s literary ambitions and their sexuality were liable to be thought of and 

represented as pathological.  Within Surrealism the ‘madwoman’ was considered a 

powerful, but ultimately passive, muse-figure, as in André Breton’s Nadja.  The 

pseudo-science of degeneracy was applied to modern, experimental writing, as well as 

to women engaged in carving out a life beyond bourgeois domesticity.  There was, as a 

result of the professionalisation of psychiatry, a rapid expansion of the kinds of 
                                                 
3 The ‘modernist period’ is of course a contrived and relatively arbitrary designation.  However, it is also 
a useful term, connecting the literary and artistic production of the early twentieth century with the 
broader historical, social, political and intellectual context. 
4 It might be argued that to use the term ‘madness’ is to trivialise the traumatic experiences of Richardson, 
Carrington and Nin.  However, to read or diagnose modernist women in terms of contemporary discourse 
and clinical taxonomies can represent a form of unreflexive ‘presentism’ and ‘mental illness’, for 
instance, is a contemporary term, not a modernist one.  Moreover, given that the medicalisation of 
madness was problematised within modernism, and in the texts under consideration here, the use of non-
diagnostic and non-clinical terminology is important.  Other feminist scholars use the term ‘madness’ for 
similar reasons.  Drawing on Ussher, who makes a similar argument, Susan J. Herbert argues that her 
choice of the ‘madness’ “reflects [her] desire to interrogate the discourses that maintain the social 
construction of mental illness and the bifurcation of sanity and insanity.” (Susan J. Hubert (2002), 
Questions of Power: The Politics of Women’s Madness Narratives, Delaware University Press, Newark 
and London, p. 20)  Thus, she suggests that to use clinical terminology is to accept, or at to least work 
within, a psychiatric model of madness.  The term ‘madness’ is not itself unproblematic, however.  
Hubert suggests that “the avoidance of psychiatric jargon or common labels such as ‘mental illness’, 
‘crazy’, and ‘insane’ serves as a linguistic way of questioning the easy adoption of psychiatric concepts of 
mental disease.” (Ibid, p. 20) It is unclear how ‘mad’ is a less loaded label than ‘crazy’ or ‘insane’, as all 
three terms are commonly used in the pejorative, and can function to pathologise that which they 
describe.  For my purposes, however, the usefulness of ‘madness’ is its relative non-specificity, its ability 
to signify a whole array of psychological disturbances, from the neurosis that preoccupies Nin to the more 
severe psychosis experienced by Carrington, and to take on multiple, contextually resonant meanings.  
The diversity of madnesses represented in these texts is reflective of the multiple significances that 
madness carried within modernism.  This ability of madness, both as a concept and as a term, to mean in 
different ways, its indistinct colloquial and clinical significances, makes it a useful descriptive term in the 
context of this thesis.  It allows me to describe particular textual moments in terms of madness, without 
necessarily pathologising or imposing a particular meaning onto the text, character or narrative incident.   
5 Kylie Valentine (2003), Psychoanalysis, Psychiatry and Modernist Literature, Palgrave Macmillan, 
Hampshire, p. 5 
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behaviours and people considered mad and, as a result of psychoanalysis, a rendering of 

subjectivity itself as fundamentally pathological.  A large population of shell-shocked 

former soldiers emerged, accompanied by a vast body of psychiatric, psychoanalytic, 

modernist and other literary writing on the topic of shell shock and war neurosis.  At the 

same time, various modernist groups and practitioners shared a belief that madness gave 

access to the mysterious realm of the unconscious and offered a potential escape from 

the banalities of modernity.  I will unpack some of these key modernist 

conceptualisations of madness later in this introduction and throughout the thesis, but 

what I want to emphasise here is that, given this convergence of madness discourses, 

the trope of madness in modernist women’s writing takes on heightened significance 

beyond simply the experiential.   

 

In order to respond adequately to the multiplicity of modernist madnesses, suggested 

but hardly exhausted by the list above, not to mention the array of responses and uses of 

madness in Richardson, Carrington and Nin, I explicitly avoid generating in this thesis a 

general theory about what madness means for modernist women or about how, or even 

why, it figures in their writing.  Although I point to commonalities between Richardson, 

Carrington and Nin in their representations of madness, I am not suggesting that 

madness works the same way in each of their texts, or that madness has a manifest 

function in the writing of modernist women.  Equally, this thesis is not intended to 

confirm any particular theory about madness, and I do not read the figuring of madness 

in these texts through a specific theoretical model.  My readings are, of course, 

inevitably inflected by contemporary approaches to and understandings of madness.  

After nearly three decades of feminist writing on the subject, and with the entrance of 

intellectual heavyweights like Michel Foucault into the debate over the meaning and 

significance of madness, there are a number of theoretical models potentially at my 

disposal.  However, while acknowledging my necessary imbrication in the current 

critical moment and, in particular, my indebtedness to feminist readings of madness, I 

nonetheless contend that, for the purposes of this study, it is more productive to explore 

the various ways madness was theorised and thought about within modernism and in 

these texts.  Madness is not a fixed entity and it manifests differently within and across 

historical periods.  To fix it within a particular theory or model runs the risk of 

homogenising it or, especially in the context I am concerned with, eliding its 

multiplicity. 
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For instance, given that this is a thesis concerned with madness, there is almost an 

expectation that I engage with, use, or at least acknowledge Foucault.  Indeed, in the 

current ‘post-Foucaultian’ critical moment, it is difficult to escape a Foucaultian lens, 

and given that it is impossible to simply step outside of one’s own scholarly context, 

some recognition of Foucault’s influence is required.  His insights necessarily inflect 

my own.  Central to Foucault’s argument in Madness and Civilisation is the idea that 

the disciplines conventionally authorised to talk about madness are in fact invested in 

silencing, regulating and controlling madness.  Foucault writes: “in the serene world of 

mental illness, modern man no longer communicates with the madman … the man of 

reason delegates the physician to madness, thereby authorizing a relation only through 

the abstract universality of disease.” 6   Moreover, he suggests, the language of 

psychiatry “is a monologue of reason about madness” contingent upon the silencing of 

madness; he proposes not “to write the history of that language, but rather the 

archaeology of that silence.” 7   Based upon the general Foucaultian principle that 

discourses construct what they purport only to describe, Madness and Civilisation 

recognises the regulatory function of psychiatry and the power that accrues to 

psychiatric and medical epistemologies.  It also, by insisting on approaching madness 

from perspectives other than those authorised, performs a remarkable shift in 

perspective.  Another of Foucault’s important arguments is that the asylum is not a 

benign therapeutic space, completely divorced from the earlier brutality of confinement: 

“the asylum no longer punished the madman’s guilt, it is true; but it did more, it 

organized that guilt.”8  In the new therapeutic regime of the nineteenth century, the 

madman is not shackled, but ‘he’ “must feel morally responsible for everything within 

him that may disturb morality and society, and must hold no one but himself responsible 

for the punishment he receives.”9  In other words, the control of the madman shifts, 

from the late eighteenth century, from the body to the mind.  Rather than the specifics 

of Foucault’s argument – which notoriously neglects gender altogether – it is of course 

his analytical gestures which are important: his attention to the operations of power and 

the power-relations embedded within discourses, as well as the premise that things are 

not always as straightforward as they seem. 

 

                                                 
6 Michel Foucault (2001 [1961]), Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, 
Routledge Classics, London and New York, p. xii 
7 Ibid 
8 Ibid, p. 234 
9 Ibid 
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However, the modernist texts I am concerned with here predate Foucault’s work.  They 

also fall between the period around which his theorising is organised and the time in 

which he wrote.  Among other things, these texts emphasise that Foucault was not the 

originator of a critique of the asylum and they draw attention to other ways of thinking 

about madness.  Particularly, while Foucault identifies the asylum as a key site for the 

regulation and management of madness, and is primarily interested in the ways that 

power operates through social institutions, Richardson and Nin suggest that discourses 

of madness operate in other, less official but perhaps more insidious, ways.  They also 

point to the fact that ideas about madness affect people other than the recognisably 

‘mad’: Richardson suggests that the organisation of urban space is inflected by 

discourses of madness, for instance, and responds to diagnoses of madness that occur 

outside of a doctor’s office, while in Nin’s Diary ideas about creativity, gender and 

genre turn around issues of madness.  Even “Down Below,” which is largely set in an 

asylum, and is sensitive to the politics of the asylum and the power wielded by 

psychiatry, does something different to Foucault.  While Foucault’s central argument is 

perhaps the shift from regulating the body to regulating the mind, Carrington is 

explicitly concerned with the body and the effects that both madness and psychiatry (not 

to mention the war and fascism) have on her (gendered) body.  Moreover, for all that 

Foucault critiques psychiatry for being “a monologue of reason about madness,” the 

same accusation could be made of Madness and Civilisation, in which the experience of 

madness is collapsed into the category of the “madman” and ‘madness’ takes on an 

almost symbolic, mythologised status.  There is of course no ‘authentic’ madness, but 

madness is imagined differently within these texts than it is by Foucault.  Thus, as 

influential and important as Foucault has been (to studies of madness in particular, and 

scholarship in general), one of the things that Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and the Diary 

demonstrate is that ideas about madness circulate in various ways and through multiple 

discourses.   

 

Instead of imposing contemporary critical theory onto these texts, then, I am interested 

in attending, in idiosyncratic and textually specific ways, to the different meanings, 

significances and functions that accrue to madness in Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and 

the Diary.  The polyvalence of madness, its unstable, proliferating and yet powerful 

significances, and, in particular, the ability of discourses of madness to legitimate (and 

delegitimate) gendered subjectivities, makes it a powerful trope.  This polyvalence 

characterises modernist madness in general, and the madness represented in these texts 
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in particular, and it is for this reason that I avoid the unifying and homogenising 

gestures of either using a specific theory to read the texts, or use the texts to construct a 

new theory.  It is a more productive analytic strategy, I would suggest, to recognise and 

to explore the different, and often contradictory, ways in which madness signifies in 

these texts, and thus respond to the diverse resonances of this very mobile trope.   

 

Reading madness in this way, as signifying something other, or more, than the 

experience of psychological distress, requires a shifting perspective and attention to the 

complexities and multiple resonances of the texts’ references to madness.  I would like 

to return briefly to the story told in my epigraph, and by further unpacking Nin’s tale of 

Carrington’s madness, I want to suggest the necessity of drawing out what, at first, 

seems like a straightforward piece of gossip about a fellow artist sent mad.  For instance, 

Nin’s construction of Carrington as an innocent girl driven into insanity by the 

machinations of the Surrealists and Ernst’s erasure of her art, although an incredibly 

interesting take on the Surrealists in general and on Carrington and Ernst’s relationship, 

is nonetheless complicated by the lack of evidence to support the factuality of the 

rumour which forms the basis of Nin’s story.10  Indeed, Nin calls Carrington ‘Eleanora’ 

and assumes she was married to Ernst, mistaking both her name and marital status.  

Ernst, moreover, has generally been considered greatly supportive of Carrington’s 

painting and writing, evidenced by their various collaborations, his help in getting her 

work exhibited and published, and his willingness to share his own artistic techniques.11  

                                                 
10 Nin does mistake several crucial and relatively simple biographical details, and there is no other 
evidence for the rumour about Carrington that she relates, but Deirdre Bair, author of Anaïs Nin: A 
Biography, writes that Nin’s first publisher, Hiram Haydn insisted that every person mentioned in the 
Diary had to sign a legal release (some, like Rebecca West, refused).  Bair is talking specifically about the 
first volume, and it may be that such permission was relaxed as Nin became more famous (and 
profitable), but it also may be the case that Carrington allowed this version of her story to be published. 
(Deirdre Bair (1995), Anaïs Nin: A Biography, G. P Putnam’s Sons, New York, p. 476) 
11 See, for instance: Renee Riese Hubert (1991), “Leonora Carrington and Max Ernst: Artistic Partnership 
and Feminist Liberation,” New Literary History 22:, pp. 715-745; Susan Rubin Suleiman (1993), “The 
Bird Superior Meets the Bride of the Wind: Leonora Carrington and Max Ernst” in Whitney Chadwick 
and Isabelle de Courtivron (eds), Significant Others: Creativity and Intimate Partners, Thames and 
Hudson, London; Renee Riese Hubert (1994), Magnifying Mirrors: Women, Surrealism, and Partnership, 
University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln and London; and Susan Aberth (2004), Leonora Carrington: 
Surrealism, Alchemy and Art, Lund Humphries, Hampshire and Burlington.  Ernst’s support of 
Carrington was at times, in Surrealist fashion, somewhat double-edged.  His preface to her 1938 novel 
The House of Fear, titled “Loplop Presents the Bride of the Wind,” Ernst writes, “who is the Bride of the 
Wind? Can she read?  Can she write French without mistakes.  What wood does she burn to keep warm?  
She warms herself with her intense life, her mystery, her poetry.  She has read nothing, but drunk 
everything.  She can't read.  And yet the nightingale saw her, sitting on the stone of spring, reading.  And 
though she was reading to herself, the animals and horses listened to her in admiration.” (Ernst, quoted in 
Suleiman, 1993, p. 110).  Regarding this ambivalent compliment, Suleiman writes: “Well.  On the one 
hand, there is enormous admiration and praise here for the work, as well as a deep personal infatuation 
with the mythologized figure of its author.  On the other hand, there is a patronizing putdown, suggesting 
that the author is more an inspired medium who knows not what she does than a self-conscious artist.  
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Nin’s story about Carrington’s madness is arguably reflective far more of her own 

preoccupations with madness and artistic identity than it is of Carrington’s experience 

of psychosis.  The significance of Nin’s story is, then, not just with whether or not 

Carrington’s involvement with Surrealism sent her mad, or if her experience is a parable 

for the condition of modernist women in general.  It also lies in the difficult questions 

raised by thinking about what Carrington’s madness might mean for Nin, and about 

how and why Nin constructs Carrington’s madness in this way.  It also prompts 

consideration of what it means for one modernist woman writer, whose chosen artistic 

medium (the diary) was considered a symptom of neurosis by her psychoanalysist and 

lover, and who has been considered by her biographers to be very nearly mad, to pass 

on gossip, in her published diary, about another mad modernist woman.  Furthermore, 

we can ask what it means for Nin to represent Carrington sympathetically, but as a 

victim, and to critique Surrealism but to deny Carrington herself any agency. 

 

Carrington seems to be a figure that Nin both identifies with and is threatened by.  Nin’s 

story stands as an indictment of the Surrealists and the way in which the madwoman 

functions in Surrealist thought as a privileged conduit to poetic revelation, but 

Carrington, “the girl,” figures in the story as the innocent femme enfant, lacking both 

agency and self-possession.  While Nin’s story does function as a parable about the 

difficulties faced by modernist women, through the construction of Carrington, who was 

known for her precocity and forthrightness, as a powerless victim, Nin emerges as the 

stronger artist.  The sympathetic tone of the story critiques Surrealism and forges 

distance and a distinction between the mad Carrington and the sane, self-possessed and 

in-control Nin.  This fault line in Nin’s representation of Carrington’s madness is a 

product of her own ambivalences about madness.   

 

Nin herself was intrigued by Surrealism.  She met André Breton, the movement’s 

putative leader, and was familiar with Surrealist writing through publications like the 

little magazine transition.  More importantly, she was greatly attracted to Surrealist 

theories of creativity, and often in the Diary claims madness as the source of her own 

creative impulses.  At the same time, however, her psychoanalyst, the lapsed Freudian 

protégée Otto Rank, took her diary away from her, arguing that it was a symptom of her 
                                                                                                                                               
True, the Surrealists set great store by ‘automatic writing’ and other quasi-inspired states; nevertheless, it 
is doubtful that any male Surrealist would have been happy to see himself as a creature who has ‘read 
nothing’ and indeed ‘can't read’.  A London journalist commenting on this text recently, with a tartness 
that seems only slightly exaggerated, [said that] ‘he envisaged her … as a kind of holy idiot.’” (Ibid, p. 
111) 
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neurosis.  Thus, while at times Nin claims madness as source of creative inspiration, her 

writing practices are also subject to pathologisation and she often has to argue for the 

artistic validity of the diary form.  Nin’s construction of an authorial identity turns 

around various modernist discourses of madness, as her theories of creativity are 

frequently articulated in reference to madness.  The ambivalence evident in her story 

about Carrington is bound up with her fears of being labelled mad and the difficulties 

attendant upon her use of a creative, Surrealist-influenced discourse of madness.  In 

writing about Carrington’s madness, Nin confronts and negotiates her own problematic 

relationship with modernist madnesses. 

 

Such an ambivalent and potentially fraught representation of madness is not confined to 

Nin’s Diary, but is also evident, albeit in very different ways, in Richardson’s 

Pilgrimage and in Carrington’s own work.  As such, this thesis argues that madness is 

an important trope for thinking about the representation of subjectivity, creativity and 

gender in modernist women’s life writing.  I have focussed on these particular writers, 

initially for the perhaps unscholarly reason that they were the authors that I most 

enjoyed reading, but also because they permit a discussion of three very different forms 

of modernism, each responding differently to modernist discourses of madness.  Yet, as 

different as Pilgrimage, “Down Below,” and the Diary are, they nevertheless share a 

number of interesting commonalities, in terms of how they use ideas of madness as well 

as their problematisation of the narrative self.  There are thematic concerns which can 

be traced across the thesis as a whole, while teasing out the particularities of each 

representation of madness in these texts reveals the diversity of discourses of madness 

at work within modernism, as well as the array of representational strategies used by 

these women in responding to the modernist cultural investment in ideas of madness. 

 

Nin worked on the fringes of both Carrington’s Parisian Surrealism and Richardson’s 

London modernism, and was familiar with, and also ambivalent, about them both.  After 

reading what must have been a review of Pilgrimage, she wrote, “had a terrible fright 

reading a eulogy of Dorothy Richardson, thinking someone had usurped my place, or 

rather, preceded me in literature.  But it was a false alarm.  Not me, not me, but she is 

very good.” 12   Both Nin and Richardson defined their writing as feminine, or in 

                                                 
12 Anaïs Nin (1985), The Early Diary of Anais Nin, Volume IV, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York, p. 
432.  Remarkably, Nin also goes on to attribute to a new interest in lesbian sexuality to her reading of 
Pilgrimage.  She says: “the love between women now appears possible to me, a mixture of fraternity and 
curiosity and perversity.  I have only felt the curiosity so far.  It is something new to explore.” (Ibid, p. 
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Richardson’s words, “a feminine equivalent of the current masculine realism.”13  Nin’s 

                                                                                                                                               
432)  One of Nin’s most problematic biographers, Noel Riley Fitch (whose biography The Erotic Life of 
Anaïs Nin I critique in more detail in Chapter 5), mentions Nin’s reading of Richardson, but for her it 
signifies her sexual dysfunction, rather than an engagement with other modernist women writers.  In a 
sub-chapter titled “Spring Fever” Fitch writes: “Every spring her sap begins to rise, but never does it flow 
as freely as this year.  She tests her sexual attraction by flirting with strangers in cafes, with a 
businessman brought home by Hugo, or with one of his bank colleagues.  A dinner with Eduardo in a 
Russian restaurant leaves them both excited; talk about their sexual frustrations and psychological ideas 
makes her keenly aware of his body, but she claims to be excited about the ideas, denying the arousal is 
sexual.  Only now does she begin to view food and eating as sensual.  After reading a eulogy of the 
English novelist Dorothy Richardson, she considers for the first time that the possibility of love between 
two women might be ‘another voyage’ for her.  (Indeed in Barcelona this summer she finds herself 
strongly attracted to a woman she calls ‘Mrs. E.’).  She analyses her sexual history by stating that she had 
absolutely no sexual consciousness before the age of nineteen.  She considers that her ‘awakening’, an 
overstatement for the loss of virginity, occurring two years after her marriage….  In her darkened room, 
escaping from the summer humidity, she examines her own body and masturbates compulsively (she calls 
it a ‘strong crisis of narcissism’).  It leaves her with guilt and depression.” (Noel Riley Fitch (1993), 
Anaïs: The Erotic Life of Anaïs Nin, Little Brown and Company, Boston, pp. 95-96)  Nin’s reading of 
Richardson and her contemplation of the possibilities of lesbian sexuality are noted by Fitch amidst a 
catalogue of inappropriate sexual advances and apparently pathological expressions of sexuality.  I insist, 
obviously, that Nin’s reading of Richardson has significance beyond leading her to (another) 
inappropriate infatuation.  That Nin so clearly identifies an element of lesbian sexuality in Pilgrimage is 
in itself surprising and incredibly important.  Feminist and queer scholars, like Joanne Winning and 
Kristin Bluemel, are only just beginning to address the queerness of Richardson’s text.  That it was 
obvious to and unquestioned by another modernist woman, who, moreover, was inspired to explore 
lesbianism herself, is greatly significant.  It is significant too that Richardson was being read in Paris, and 
that Nin was connected, through reading, if not personally, to a wider network of modernist women 
writers.  Furthermore, later Nin again articulates her interest in lesbianism through a modernist novel.  
She writes: “I admit to Allendy [her first psychoanalyst] I have imagined that a freer life would be 
possible to me as a lesbian because I would choose a woman, protect her, work for her, lover her for her 
beauty while she could love me as one loves a man for his talent, his achievement, his character.  (I was 
remembering Stephen in The Well of Loneliness, who was not beautiful, who was even scarred in the war, 
and who was loved by Mary.)  This would be a relief from the torment of lack of confidence in my 
womanly powers.  It would eliminate all concern with my beauty, health, or sexual potency.  It would 
make me confident because everything would depend on my talent, inventiveness, artistry, in which I 
believe.” (Anais Nin (1990 [1986]), Henry and June, From ‘A Journal of Love’: The Unexpurgated Diary 
of Anais Nin, Penguin, London, p. 133)  Lesbianism offers Nin the possibility of imagining a masculine 
subject position, a desire which she articulates through The Well of Loneliness.   
13 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1938)), “Foreword” in Dorothy Richardson, Pilgrimage, Vol. 1, Virago, 
London, p. 10.  Both Nin and Richardson have been considered early practitioners of écriture feminine, 
especially by critics, influenced by the theories of Helene Cixous, Luce Irigiaray and Julia Kristeva, 
writing in the 1980s.  Sharon Spencer writes that Nin was “the third woman writing in English (as far as I 
am aware) to have committed to paper the need for a feminine theory and practice of literature.  Dorothy 
Richardson, of course, was the first, and Virginia Woolf the Second.” (Sharon Spencer (1989), “The 
Music of the Womb: Anaïs Nin’s ‘Feminine’ Writing” in Ellen G. Friedman and Miriam Fuchs (eds), 
Breaking the Sequence: Women’s Experimental Fiction, Princeton University Press, Princeton, p. 165)  
As Helen Tookey notes, Ellen Friedman makes the same comparison, writing that “like Dorothy 
Richardson and Virginia Woolf, Nin felt that the traditional fictional forms could not accommodate a 
woman’s consciousness or the deep structures of her experience.” (Friedman, quoted in Helen Tookey 
(2003), Anaïs Nin, Fictionality and Femininity: Playing a Thousand Roles, Clarendon Press, Oxford, p. 
121)  Clearly Nin was not the only one to notice continuities between Richardson’s writing and her own.  
Reading Richardson and Nin as writers who ‘anticipated’ later French theory was important scholarship, 
as écriture feminine provided a critical framework through which to read their writing, and especially in 
the case of Nin, this worked to bring her a degree of academic credibility which she had previously 
lacked.  It is not, however, a framework I draw upon in this study, partly because, however prescient Nin 
and Richardson may have been in terms of later French theory, and however useful such theories may or 
may not be for elucidating elements of their writing, there are difficulties involved in retrospectively 
mapping a theory from the 1970s onto their work from the 1930s.  Tookey provides an excellent 
discussion of the benefits and the limitations of reading Nin through theories of écriture feminine in her 
chapter “‘Revolution in Writing’: Gender, Modernism, and the Aesthetics of the Ideal Language” in 
Anaïs Nin, Fictionality and Femininity (Tookey, pp. 120-172).  Kristin Bluemel’s similarly insightful 
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fear is that her work, which she sees as uniquely feminine, has been rendered obsolete 

by Richardson (a fear registered by her own acknowledgement of a “terrible fright,” but 

also by the description of the review as an eulogy and the implication that Richardson is 

in fact dead, something which did not actually occur until 1957), and she is greatly 

relieved to discover that Richardson’s writing is very different to her own.  This self-

consciously feminine perspective is evident in “Down Below” also, and what Nin’s 

comment about Richardson suggests is that these women shared similar preoccupations, 

about writing, gender, literary experimentation and, I would suggest, madness, but that 

they wrote in distinctly different ways.  Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and the Diary are 

all characterised too by their broadly autobiographical provenance.  Each text is 

grounded in its author’s life, but also complicates the relationship between the life and 

the text.  Richardson, Carrington and Nin call into question the connection between the 

self and language, and underscore the fictionality of their self-narratives.  Nin, for 

instance, is notorious for lying in her diary, a genre which is supposed to offer 

unmediated self-revelation.  Carrington warns that her account of drifting into psychosis 

may drift into fiction, and while the life of Pilgrimage’s heroine, Miriam Henderson, 

closely resembles Richardson’s, there can be no easy conflation of the two.  These are 

texts which foreground their own constructedness. 

 

The complex fictionality of these texts is especially significant in relation to their 

representation of madness.  For Richardson, Carrington and Nin have all, to a greater or 

lesser extent, been considered in some way mad, and their representations of madness in 

these semi-autobiographical texts have often been read as unvarnished reflections of 

authorial madness.14  It is one of the central conceits of this thesis that references to 

                                                                                                                                               
discussion of Richardson is influenced by theories of écriture feminine, but she notes that discussions of 
the central texts of this body of theory are “relegated to the margins of the book in order to focus attention 
on the particular forms, politics and history of Pilgrimage.”  “This strategy,” she writes, “ is designed to 
resist the notion that Pilgrimage simply anticipates later, more sophisticated feminist theories, and instead 
emphasizes the ways Richardson’s novel itself produces and reproduces feminist theories about the 
relations between women and writing.  The marginal position of this study’s discussion of écriture 
feminine also gestures toward the fact that feminist literary studies are increasingly critical of its most 
ahistorical, dogmatic versions and have contested the ‘centrality’ of its most popular and influential 
texts.” (Kristen Bluemel (1997), Experimenting of the Borders of Modernism: Dorothy Richardson’s 
Pilgrimage, University of Georgia Press, Athens and London, p. 35)  Thus, while theories of écriture 
feminine do not animate this study, I recognise their historical and continuing importance to Nin and 
Richardson scholarship. 
14 Richardson’s mother cut her throat with a kitchen knife when she was in Richardson’s care, and this 
trauma is thought to resonate throughout Pilgrimage (see, for example: Suzanne Henke (2007), 
Modernism, Trauma and Narrative Reformation” in Bonnie Kime Scott (ed.), Gender in Modernism: New 
Geographies, Complex Intersections, University of Illinois Press, Urbana and Chicago and Elizabeth 
Bronfen (1999), Dorothy Richardson’s Art of Memory, [trans. Victoria Apelbe] Manchester University 
Press, Manchester and New York).  Carrington suffered a brief period of madness during the Second 
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madness in these texts are not simply unproblematic reflections of personal experience.  

My argument is not that their madness is somehow a fiction; it is evident that 

Carrington did experience a period of psychosis during the Second World War, and that 

Richardson and Nin’s less extreme encounters with madness did occur.  I do not wish to 

obscure the suffering inscribed in these texts.  However, the texts themselves 

foreground the difficult and contested relationship between experience and 

representation, and the figuration of madness in Pilgrimage, “Down Below,” and the 

Diary is not simply a representation of personal experience, but a trope produced 

through a self-conscious engagement with modernist discourses of madness. 

 

Incorrect Diagnosis: Other Readings of Modernist Women’s Madness 

In order to establish the importance of attending to both the problematisation of self-

inscription in these texts, and the way in which their writing of madness references and 

engages with broader, and multiple, discourses, I want to briefly look at a common 

strategy for interpreting the madness of the archetypal ‘mad’ modernist woman, 

Virginia Woolf.  Woolf does not figure prominently in my study, and is in fact one 

among several conspicuous absences in this thesis.  This absence is partly because there 

is already an extraordinarily large body of scholarship on Woolf (to the point that Woolf 

is understood as having generated a ‘Woolf industry’) as well as a number of works 

discussing, from a variety of perspectives and forming equally various conclusions, her 

supposed (or, equally, non-supposed) ‘madness’.  Determining whether or not Woolf 

really was mad, debating precisely what kind of madness she actually had, and figuring 

out how that madness is evidenced in her writing have been some of the major 

preoccupations of Woolf scholarship. 15   My decision not to include Woolf in any 

                                                                                                                                               
World War, an experience that prompted “Down Below.”  Natalya Lusty, however, writes that “Down 
Below” is “a narrative concerned with mimetically reproducing the paranoid and psychotic voice and 
experience,” an assumption which recurs in Carrington scholarship.  (Natalya Lusty (2003), “Surrealism’s 
Banging Door,” Textual Practice 17:2, p. 337; and Hubert)  Nin’s biographers labour to prove the 
pathological basis of Nin’s promiscuity and penchant for lying and are preoccupied with the 
inconsistencies of her diary, such that they come to figure as evidence of her psychological instability 
(see, in particular, Fitch and Bair). 
15 See, for instance: Jean Love (1977), Virginia Woolf: Sources of Madness and Art, University of 
California Press, Berkeley; Barbara Hill Rigney (1978), Madness and Sexual Politics in the Feminist 
Novel: Studies in Brontë, Woolf, Lessing and Atwood, University of Wisconsin Press, Madison; Stephen 
Trombley (1981), All That Summer She Was Mad: Virginia Woolf and her Doctors, Junction Books, 
London; Louse DeSalvo (1989), Virginia Woolf: The Impact of Childhood Sexual Abuse on her Life and 
Work, Beacon Press, Boston; Irene Coates (1998), Who’s Afraid of Leonard Woolf?: A Case for the 
Sanity of Virginia Woolf, Brandl and Schlesinger, Sydney; Allie Glenny (1999), Ravenous Identity: 
Eating and Eating Distress in the Life and Work of Virginia Woolf, St Martin’s Press, New York; Peter 
Dally (1999), The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: Manic Depression and the Life of Virginia Woolf, St 
Martin’s Press, New York; Valentine; and Thomas Szasz (2006), ‘My Madness Saved Me’: The Madness 
and Marriage of Virginia Woolf, Transaction Publishers, New Brunswick and London. 
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substantial way in this study is not a suggestion that Woolf’s experience and/or 

representation of madness does not bear further study, as it certainly does, but an 

assertion that looking at other sites of modernist activity raises different kinds of 

questions about modernist madness, some of which have not been asked before.  One of 

the central concerns of this thesis is the multiple and various ways that madness was 

understood, and circulated through, modernism and modernist texts, and, concomitantly, 

the multiple and various ways madness is registered and reformulated in Richardson, 

Carrington and Nin’s writing.  The debates around Woolf’s madness, while hardly 

‘resolved’, are nonetheless established, and it is thus worthwhile exploring some of the 

other questions regarding modernist madness that Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s 

texts, amongst others, raise.16   

 

Having said this, examining Thomas Caramagno’s representatively problematic reading 

of Woolf’s madness, which argues for the importance of finding the correct diagnosis of 

Woolf’s ‘condition’ and discusses her aesthetic preoccupations in terms of this 

diagnosis, will help set up the importance of the alternative approach to madness that I 

have been sketching out in this introduction.  Woolf’s writing is more determinedly 

fictional than the texts by Richardson, Carrington and Nin discussed in this study, and 

although the texts I am concerned with are by no means directly autobiographical, 

Woolf’s fiction is at more of a remove from her personal experiences of madness.  The 

difficulties of mapping assumptions about her madness onto her fiction are thus more 

overt.  The relationship between Woolf’s writing and her madness are carefully and 

thoughtfully discussed by Valentine,17 as well as by Hermione Lee in her biography of 

                                                 
16 I am also uncomfortable with a particular critical tendency which positions Woolf as an authorising 
figure.  Less securely modernist or canonical texts are often compared to or set alongside Woolf’s various 
texts or pronouncements, as if affirming their similarity to Woolf works to establish their validity or 
legitimately modernist status.  Woolf thereby comes to figure as the ‘properly’ modernist writer, as a 
modernist exemplar in the same way that Joyce or Eliot have previously been considered to represent the 
apotheosis of modernism.  Comparisons between Woolf and other modernist writers can, of course, be 
incredibly fruitful.  Jean Radford and Carol Watts both address the differences between Woolf’s essay 
“Street Haunting” and Miriam’s experience of London in Pilgrimage, demonstrating the benefits of this 
kind of analysis (Jean Radford (1991), Dorothy Richardson, Harvester Wheatsheaf, Hemel Hempstead, 
pp. 58-62 and Carol Watts (1995), Dorothy Richardson, Northcote House, Plymouth, pp. 43-46).  I do not 
think it is necessary, however, to discuss the representation of madness in Richardson, Carrington and 
Nin in relation to Woolf, as interesting and sophisticated as her writing of madness is, because they 
themselves are interesting and sophisticated in their own right 
17 Valentine points to the limitations of reading Woolf’s various representations of madness as reflections 
of her own experiences, arguing that “her work cannot be understood without reference to her identity as 
modernist and female, mad and genius, canonical and competitive.” (Valentine, p. 148)  Moreover, she 
writes that “madness does not dominate Woolf’s writing, and the questions of reading madness as a text 
are not answered by equating her experience with her writing.  Woolf underwent experiential distress, 
engaged with clinical discourses of madness, and produced her own artistic representations of it.  She 
made her own madness, but she did not make it just as she pleased, and she lived and understood her 
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Woolf, 18  but rather than rehearsing their arguments at length, I want to discuss 

Caramagno’s essay, which represents an established (if obviously questionable) position 

on the most prominent ‘mad’ modernist woman, and is for this reason a useful example 

of the kind of reading of madness I am trying to avoid. 

 

In “Manic-Depressive Psychosis and Critical Approaches to Virginia Woolf’s Life and 

Work” Caramagno lists a number of broadly psychoanalytic interpretations of Woolf’s 

madness, and I quote at length here in order to capture the relentlessness of these 

diagnoses.19  Caramagno writes: 

 

Quentin Bell notes his aunt’s symptoms accurately but regards them as 

manifestations of a profound virginity tied to morbid guilt and repressed sexuality.  

The more sympathetic Jean Love, Betty Kushen, Susan Kenney and Edwin Kenny, 

Jr., while admiring Woolf’s spirit, do not think she advanced sufficiently beyond 

her preoedipal attachment to her mother; her lifelong grief, they contend, 

alternately produced novels and madness instead of full womanhood.  Roger Poole, 

Mark Spolka and Murray Sherman theorize that her fiction functioned as a defense 

mechanism against grieving, against confronting unresolved feelings of guilt, 

defilement, anger, and loss.  James Naremore speaks for many other critics when 

he notes that given Woolf’s suicide, her ‘moments of being’ may be not epiphanies 

but dark dissolutions of the self disclosing a misguided desire to die.  And, most 

recently, Shirley Panken consolidates all these arguments by layering one neurosis 

over another, portraying Woolf as ‘self-destructive, masochistic’, ‘deeply guilt 

ridden’, humiliated by her sexual inhibitions, and victimised by a ‘passive 

aggression [that] masks oral rage’.  For Panken, even the physical symptoms of 

Woolf’s breakdowns evince a desperate though unconscious ‘need for punishment’ 

due to early developmental traumas.20

 

Caramagno’s opposition to this parade of diagnoses is, however, not with the argument 

that Woolf’s novel writing was a symptom of her neurosis.  His objection is not the 
                                                                                                                                               
experience within available frameworks, even as she changed them.  Reading these different kinds of 
madness and the relationship between them involves attention to questions of truth, creation of the self, 
knowledge and volition questions that inflect all reading practices abut are not always addressed when the 
author is identified as mad.” (Ibid) 
18 Hermione Lee, Virginia Woolf, Chatto and Windus, London, 1996 
19 Thomas C. Caramagno (1988), “Manic-Depressive Psychosis and Critical Approaches to Virginia 
Woolf’s Life and Work,” PMLA: Publications of the Modern Language Association of America 103, pp. 
10-23.  The arguments of this article were developed in Caramagno’s later book: Thomas C. Caramagno 
(1992), The Flight of the Mind: Virginia Woolf’s Art and Manic-Depressive Illness, University of 
California Press, Berkeley. 
20 Caramagno, 1988, p. 10.  
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construction of Woolf as a fundamentally pathological and damaged subject, or the way 

that these diagnoses are gleaned through uncritically autobiographical readings of her 

published works and or deduced through her diaries.  Rather, his opposition is grounded 

in what he suggests is the misdiagnosis perpetrated by these various, psychoanalytically 

oriented critics.   

 

The problem for Caramagno is not, like it is for me, that Woolf is being approached 

diagnostically, pejoratively and reductively, through what Tracy Brain suggests is an 

“odd, mythologically unsound form of amateur psychology,” 21  but that the wrong 

diagnostic framework is being used.  The critics that Caramagno quotes are working 

within a broadly psychoanalytic framework, but for Caramagno, who is working with a 

biological rather than psychological model of madness, what she ‘really’ suffered from 

was Manic-Depressive Psychosis, a condition which allegedly describes all of her 

symptoms.22  Whatever the value might be in settling on Woolf’s correct diagnosis, it is 

a value which surely lies in the realm of the biographical, and I would question the 

extent to which it helps us read Woolf’s writing.  As Valentine argues, regarding the 

common critical conflation of Woolf and Septimus Smith in Mrs Dalloway, “clearly, 

there is a lot more going on in Mrs Dalloway than the production of case notes.”23  

Woolf’s fiction, as well as Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s writing, does something 

more than reflect and reproduce authorial madness. 

 

This, however, would seem to be the opposite of what Caramagno’s argument suggests, 

as he reads the symptoms of Manic-Depressive Psychosis into Woolf’s fiction.  Arguing 

that Manic-Depressive Psychosis results in a loss of the ‘normal self’ and an inability to 

integrate the ‘real’ self with manic and depressive selves, he writes that: 

 

Woolf sought to achieve this integration in her fiction by fusing two modes of 

perception, manic and depressive, wedding her ability to ‘imagine’ to a lucid 

                                                 
21 Tracy Brain (2006), “Dangerous Confessions: The Problem of Reading Sylvia Plath Biographically” in 
Jo Gill (ed.), Modern Confessional Writing: New Critical Essays, Routledge, London and New York, p. 
12 
22 Providing a profusion of statistical and scientific ‘evidence’ regarding this diagnosis, Caramagno 
asserts that “biology, not psychology, is the primary mechanism of predisposition.  Life events can 
trigger, but not cause, madness.” (Caramagno, 1988, p. 12)  He then traces Woolf’s genetic heritage, 
tracing lines of pathological inheritance and noting that “Vanessa was Leslie’s only normal daughter out 
of three, a rather low ratio to be merely coincidence.” (Ibid, p. 13) 
23 Valentine, p. 127.  She writes that “the processes by which both Smith and Clarissa are narrativised 
have as much to do with the problems of Bergsonian inner time as to do with madness; and in any case 
the assumption that there is a direct and unmediated correspondence between text and author cannot be 
sustained.” (Ibid) 
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recognition of reality in epiphanal moments when her inner being and the outer 

world cooperated each other, each ratifying the existence, integrity and worth of 

the other.  These ‘moments of being’ helped her establish a comprehensive self-

structure – sane and insane, both together, as expressed in Mrs Dalloway in the 

uncanny combination of a psychotic Septimus Warren Smith and a normal Clarissa 

Dalloway or in The Waves in the multiple selves speaking at random of their 

various moods but somehow coming together in the person of Bernard.24

 

I have several objections to this kind of reading.  It conflates, uncritically, the 

distinction between Woolf and her texts, so that her writing comes to be wholly 

expressive of her (psychotic) subjectivity.  This undermines Woolf’s artistry, denying 

her intellectual preoccupations and the innovation of her narrative strategies.  As Lee 

argues, to treat Woolf’s fiction “only as therapy is to empty her writing of all content 

except the curative, to depoliticise it and narrow its ambitions.” 25   The pairing of 

Septimus and Clarissa holds significance beyond helping “her establish a 

comprehensive self-structure,” and her theorisation of ‘moments of being’ similarly 

does more than fuse her alleged manic and depressive selves.26  I have no argument 

with the idea that writing can function therapeutically, but rather with the way that 

arguments like Caramagno’s leave no room for the myriad other motivations or possible 

interpretations that accrue to texts.27  Also, given Caramagno’s emphasis on the fallacy 

of psychoanalytically inclined diagnoses of Woolf and his subsequent linking of the 

characteristics of psychosis with Woolf’s aesthetics carries the further implication, 

admittedly not directly stated by Caramagno, that finding the right diagnosis of Woolf 

provides the key to the interpretation of her work.  Valentine writes that “at least some 

critical material on Woolf exists because her madness has been taken to be a key that 

unlocks her life and work, making questions of representation, control, knowledge and 
                                                 
24 Caramagno, 1988, p. 16 
25 Lee, p. 194 
26 Deborah Parsons, for instance, argues that in Mrs Dalloway, Woolf is concerned with representing 
“both the separateness of individual minds but also moments where they interconnect.  These 
interconnections might be framed, at their simplest, by a shared occurrence or spatial environment … but 
they are also developed through patterns of common and recurring mental images and phrases that serve 
to link characters who never meet, such as Clarissa and the shell-shocked Septimus Smith.  This is central 
to Woolf’s method of characterisation, by which a figure is illuminated by the external perceptions of 
others as much as their own internal consciousness, but also to her conception of identity more 
generally.” (Deborah Parsons (2007), Theorists of the Modernist Novel: James Joyce, Dorothy 
Richardson, Virginia Woolf, Routledge, London and New York, p. 76) 
27 Brendan Stone, for instance, reads the diaries of several institutionalised women who assert that their 
diary-writing kept them from falling further into psychosis, and I would not wish to doubt their claims.  
Linda Hart, for instance, writes in Phone me at Nine Just to say You’re Alive, that “writing this journal 
has kept me on the edge of sanity.  Without it, I believe I would have tipped over into the chasm of 
madness from where I could not be reached.” (Linda Hart, quoted in Brendan Stone (2006), “Diaries, 
Self-Talk and Psychosis: Writing as a Place to Live,” Auto/Biography 14, p. 41) 
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consciousness irrelevant.”28  Authorial madness seems to function as an ur-signifier, 

(over)determining the meaning, not only of the content, but also the form and even the 

very existence of Woolf’s writing. 

 

Caramagno’s early (1988) article is an especially pronounced example of the kind of 

uncritically autobiographical, diagnostic analysis I want to complicate in this thesis, but 

similar gestures can be found in far more recent scholarly work.  They are evident in 

readings of Pilgrimage which infer Miriam’s breakdown, never mentioned in the text, 

based on Richardson’s experience, or in analyses of the Diary which take Nin’s casual, 

metaphorical references to madness as confessions of her (pathological) psychological 

state. 29   The problematics of such an approach, of the imposition of diagnostic 

categories and of conflating supposed authorial madness with its textual representation, 

is also apparent in Suzette Henke’s writing on modernist women and trauma.  Trauma is 

in many respects closely linked with madness, and although it is not a critical 

framework I call upon, the relatively new field of trauma studies could be beneficially 

applied to the texts under consideration in this thesis.  However, Henke’s work tends to 

exhibit slippages between author and text similar to Caramagno.30   

 

Henke writes on Woolf, Nin and, briefly, on Richardson.  I discuss her reading of Nin in 

Chapter 5, and want here to address her analysis of Pilgrimage in Bonnie Kime Scott’s 

2007 anthology, Gender in Modernism.31  In a section titled “Modernism, Trauma and 

                                                 
28 Valentine, p. 148.  Monika Kaup, for instance, writes of Woolf’s essay “On Being Ill” that “this essay 
explores the experience of falling ill – ostensibly with influenza, but remembering that Woolf had to 
spend months of her life in bed after breakdowns, we may safely read illness as madness.” (Monika Kaup 
(1991), Mad Intertextuality: Madness in Twentieth Century Women’s Writing, Wissensaftlicher Verlag, 
Trier, p. 82)  Thus, although Woolf specifies that it is influenza she is writing about, Kaup insists on 
reading the essay as a reflection of/on her madness. 
29 Watts, Felber, Bluemel and Bronfen all suggest that Miriam suffers a nervous breakdown, and Fitch in 
particular reads Nin’s references to madness as confessional.  (Watts; Lynette Felber (1995), Gender and 
Genre in Novels Without End: The British Roman-Fleuve, The University Press of Florida, Gainesville; 
Bluemel; Bronfen; and Fitch)  I discuss such readings in more detail in the chapters. 
30 Indeed, in “Virginia Woolf and Post-Traumatic Subjectivity,” Henke notes that “Thomas Caramagno 
has, for instance, provided in his book The Flight of the Mind startling, thorough, and convincing 
evidence that the historical Virginia Woolf might, in fact, have suffered from manic-depressive illness.  
And Louise DeSalvo, in Virginia Woolf: The Impact of Childhood Sexual Abuse on her Life and Work, 
has effectively argued a case for the kind of mental stress and debilitation associated with incest trauma.  
In this essay, I want to provide still another diagnostic category that may prove incremental rather than 
alternative to earlier hypotheses.  It now seems possible that Woolf’s authorial subject position reflects 
and re-creates a number of her own traumatic experiences rehearsed, amalgamated, and reconfigured over 
a lifetime of literary production.  Whatever our speculations about the historical author, it is essential to 
take into account the resonance of post-traumatic stress disorder found everywhere in Woolf’s canon.” 
(Henke, 2000, p. 147) 
31 Bonnie Kime Scott (ed.) (2007), Gender in Modernism: New Geographies, Complex Intersections, 
University of Illinois Press, Urbana and Chicago.  Gender in Modernism was produced as an updated, and 
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Narrative Reformulation,” Henke introduces Pilgrimage by narrating the suicide of 

Richardson’s mother (whom Henke suggests was clinically depressed).  She writes that 

few critics “take note of the central aporia of Richardson’s thirteen-volume stream-of-

consciousness novel: Miriam’s traumatic discovery of the body of her suicided 

mother.”32  She goes on to describe what happened to Dorothy:  “returning home, she 

found the still warm corpse of the mother who had slashed her own throat with a 

kitchen knife.  Like her protagonist Miriam Henderson, Dorothy immediately shut down 

affective responses and took refuge in post-traumatic anhedonia.”33  There is a slippage 

here between Dorothy Richardson and Miriam Henderson.  While Pilgrimage is a text 

which contains a number of biographical parallels with Richardson’s life, it is 

nonetheless a fictional text, and one of the most important moments in which 

Richardson’s biography diverges from Miriam’s experiences is with the death of her 

mother.  While we know that Richardson’s mother slit her throat with a kitchen knife 

when Richardson left her alone for a short time, the death of Mrs Henderson is 

represented only through a resounding silence.  It occurs, significantly and purposefully, 

outside of the narrative frame, and the reader of Pilgrimage is never told how Mrs 

Henderson dies, or even that she dies at all – it is implied only through the silence 

which reflects and reproduces its unrepresentibility.  To suggest that what happens to 

Richardson is the same as what happens to Miriam is to circumvent some of the most 

interesting and challenging aspects of the text.34   

                                                                                                                                               
reconceptualised, companion edition of Scott’s 1990 anthology, The Gender of Modernism: A Critical 
Anthology, Indiana University Press, Bloomington. 
32 Suzette Henke, 2007, p. 560. (emphasis added) 
33 Ibid.  Anhedonia, meaning the inability to take pleasure in normally pleasurable activities, is a term 
derived directly from psychiatry. 
34 See Bluemel, p. 122-123.  When Dorothy Richardson was buried, following her death on the 17th of 
June 1957, her headstone read: “To the memory of Dorothy Miriam Richardson, Authoress D.M. 
Richardson.” (Gloria G. Fromm (1977), Dorothy Richardson: A Biography, University of Illinois Press, 
Urbana and London, p. 395)  Miriam was not, however, Richardson’s middle name; it was Miller, her 
mother’s maiden name.  Miriam is, rather, the name of Pilgrimage’s heroine.  Gloria Fromm, in her 
biography of Richardson, writes that “this confusion of the two identities (Miriam and Miller) … seems a 
curiously fitting coda to the life of a writer who had two separate but merging identities (in fact and 
fiction) in an equally merging past and present.” (Ibid)  Richardson is at least acknowledged as an author 
on her headstone (at the nursing home they assumed she was delusional when she claimed that she was a 
writer), but there is something unsettling about this final merger of Richardson with her heroine.  The 
narrative events of Pilgrimage do generally follow those of Richardson’s life, but to regard Miriam as a 
cipher for Richardson herself obscures the distinctions between Richardson’s life and her text – 
distinctions which are especially important in regard to the deaths of Mrs Henderson and Mrs Richardson.  
In a sophisticated discussion of the autobiographical nature of Pilgrimage, Susan Gervitz argues that: 
“For Richardson, all writing is autobiographical and her choice of an autobiographical form for her epic 
was made, in part, to highlight this idea.  The many parallels between the consciousness and life of 
Miriam Henderson, the main character of Pilgrimage, and that of her creator literally manifest 
Richardson’s idea that writing is a map of the author’s psyche.  However, this does not mean that an easy 
equivalence can be drawn between Miriam Henderson and Dorothy Richardson.  The Dorothy 
Richardson-equals-Miriam Henderson equation is present in Pilgrimage as one possible view and as bait.  
It is a parallel that Richardson both suggests and complicates in making Miriam occupy the character of a 
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Furthermore, based on her understanding of Richardson’s response to the trauma of her 

mother’s death, Henke suggests the following reading of Pilgrimage:  

 

The social isolation, estrangement, malaise, and dysphoria that characterize much 

of Miriam’s stream-of-consciousness narrative in the ensuing volumes of 

Pilgrimage might, indeed, be ascribed to the effects of post-traumatic stress 

disorder.35

 

Henke thus reads Miriam as a fundamentally pathological character and, somewhat 

reductively, attributes Richardson’s narrative techniques to post-traumatic stress 

disorder.  Richardson’s formal innovations, which, as one of the early pioneers of the 

stream-of-consciousness narrative, are significant, and her interest in representing the 

often difficult life of an independent woman in fin de siécle London, are constructed as 

the products of a syndrome.36  In this formulation, Richardson’s traumatic experience 

wholly determines the meaning and significance of her text.  Post-traumatic stress 

disorder is, moreover, a concept and a diagnosis which was not available to Richardson.  

Shell shock and war neuroses were modernist diagnoses which developed into the 

contemporary diagnosis PTSD, but they are not the same thing.  Reading Pilgrimage 

through the framework of trauma theory is not in itself an inappropriate strategy, but 

diagnostic gestures like Henke’s do little to acknowledge the complexity and richness of 

Richardson’s text.37

                                                                                                                                               
seemingly actual person, as well as that of an imagined writer writing and a reader in the act of reading.  
Just as Pilgrimage both is and is not autobiographical, Miriam Henderson is a locus of identification as 
well as disguise.  A character who is a map of authorial consciousness is also a map of narrative strategy 
in action.  Indeed, among other things, Miriam can be seen as a locus for the spinning out and 
demonstration of theories of narrative…it is possible to view Richardson as both setting up and 
dismantling any such simple parallel between Miriam and herself, her life and the life of Pilgrimage.” 
(Susan Gervitz (1996), Narrative's Journey: The Fiction and Film Writing of Dorothy Richardson, New 
York: Peter Lang, p. 1)   
35 Henke, 2007, pp. 560-561 
36 The term ‘stream of consciousness’ was indeed first used in a literary context in relation to Pilgrimage, 
in a review by May Sinclair.  (May Sinclair (1918), “The Novels of Dorothy Richardson,” The Egoist, pp. 
57-59) 
37 Henke employs a similarly problematic diagnostic approach in writing of Virginia Woolf.  The article, 
“Virginia Woolf and Post-Traumatic Subjectivity,” very clearly illustrates the problems of such a method.  
Henke begins with what sounds like a critique of the retrospective diagnosis of Woolf, writing: “ever 
since Virginia Woolf’s death in 1941, her life has been treated by critics as a case history with mysterious 
symptoms and an implicit etiology waiting to be unravelled…as an implicit analysand, Woolf remains 
pinned, like a butterfly on a wall...” (Henke, 2000, p. 147)  However, after outlining the “convincing” and 
“effective” arguments that Woolf suffered manic-depressive illness and incest trauma, Henke then goes 
on to write that “in this essay, I want to propose still another diagnostic category,” that of post-traumatic 
stress disorder.  By reading Mrs Dalloway biographically, Henke posits Septimus Smith as an expression 
of Woolf’s own post-traumatic subjectivity.  She suggests that both Woolf and Smith experienced their 
madness as visionary, that Woolf  “ascribed a positive, visionary and redemptive value to the periods of 
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Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s experiences of madness, near-madness or alleged 

madness clearly inflect and perhaps even motivate their writing of madness (particularly 

in Carrington’s case), but approaches like Caramagno and Henke’s cast authorial 

madness as the primary term in regard to their writing.  Authorial madness would seem 

to take on an excessive significance, and whereas feminist criticism tends to be, in 

general, relatively sophisticated about the relationship between authors’ lives and their 

texts, the presence of madness in the life of the author tends to wholly overdetermine 

their textual productions, whether they be fiction (as in the case of Woolf) or 

(semi)autobiographical/autobiographical fiction (as in the case of Richardson, 

Carrington and Nin).  Discussing diagnostic approaches to Woolf in a specific context, 

the conflation of Woolf and Septimus Smith’s madness, Valentine writes that she has 

little interest in diagnosing either Woolf or Septimus and that: 

 

Instead, [she] want[s] to suggest that Mrs Dalloway draws out the emergence of 

madness in a particularly modernist mode.  The novel is a cultural representation of 

madness, not an unmediated reporting of personal experience.  Analysing the 

novel’s representation of madness as a reflection of, and contribution to, a network 

of cultural and political notions enables at least two analytical gestures.  It 

distances the novel from ideas of its author’s imagined pathology, and it examines 

madness as a set of cultural and social representations.38   

 

I find Valentine’s approach enormously useful and agree that attending to the social and 

cultural frameworks through which madness is represented helps distance texts from 

their “author’s imagined pathology.”  Indeed, such an argument is central to this thesis, 

and I will shortly discuss some of the discourses of modernist madness relevant to 

reading Richardson, Carrington and Nin.  I also want to suggest, however, that, in order 

                                                                                                                                               
psychic disintegration” and that for Smith “the supplement to trauma is messianic prophecy.” (Ibid, p. 
151)  Moreover, she asks “And what if the psychiatric community fails, as it did in the case of Septimus 
Smith (and perhaps in the case of Virginia Woolf), to distinguish among manifestations of intense 
mourning, post-traumatic stress disorder, and schizophrenia?” (Ibid, p. 151)  This reading of Woolf, and 
Mrs Dalloway, is problematic for several reasons.  It assigns a definitive meaning to Woolf’s ‘madness’ 
(not only in terms of diagnostics, but as a redemptive experience), and it uses a diagnostic category that 
was not available to Woolf at the time – post-traumatic stress disorder is a contemporary medical 
category, and its retrospective appellation explicitly works to impose current discourses of madness onto 
Woolf.  Most troubling, however, is that Henke’s argument refuses to recognise Woolf’s own strident 
critique of institutional psychiatry, unmistakably evident in Mrs Dalloway and elsewhere. 
38 Valentine, pp. 128-129.  “In this sense,” she adds, “Mrs Dalloway represents a mode of madness 
historically novel to the moment of modernism.  It reflects modernist interest in madness and 
representation of subjectivity more generally.  It also reflects the competing clinical discourses laying 
claim to madness and the emergence of new types of madness.” (Ibid, p. 129) 
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to complicate the reflexive conflation of authorial and textual madness, a more rigorous 

understanding of the complexities of life writing is needed. 

 

Life Writing 

Life writing is one of those slippery terms that is at once everywhere and yet nowhere, 

but I use it here for the way that it speaks to my interest in the complicated relationship 

between the significant but difficult concepts, life and writing, autos and graphe, self 

and narrative.  As a generic classification, too, it encompasses, unlike the more 

restrictive terms autobiography or autobiographical fiction, the multiple forms of self-

narrative represented in this thesis.  The genre of life writing incorporates an array of 

sites at which self-narratives are produced (Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson identify 

fifty-two sub-genres of life writing39), and reading Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and the 

Diary as modes of life writing permits Richardson’s third-person novel, Carrington’s 

autobiographical essay (first published in an avant-garde journal), and Nin’s contentious, 

edited, fictionalised Diary to be read as contiguous forms, sharing a preoccupation with 

the narrativisation of the self.  These texts might be classified in order from the least 

autobiographical (perhaps Pilgrimage) to the most (probably “Down Below”), but a life 

writing approach militates against such a gesture, insisting instead on the fictionality 

inherent in any autobiographical endeavour, and, equally, the inescapable referentiality 

of even fictionalised writings of the self.  Reading Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and the 

Diary as forms of life writing is, then, to bring to the texts different assumptions and 

expectations, and therefore different reading strategies, than if I was demarcating them 

as autobiography, that loaded term, or even fictional autobiography (or autobiographical 

fiction). 

 

Part of the usefulness of ‘life writing’, as a concept, genre and reading strategy, is its 

resistance to definition and demarcation, but in order to set out the terms in which I use 
                                                 
39 Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson (2001), Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life 
Narratives, University of Minneapolis Press, Minneapolis, p. 183.  The opening editorial for the journal 
Life Writing states that: “As editors of a new print journal in this area, we have chosen the title Life 
Writing to signal that we wish our domain to be a large one, encompassing all fifty-two genres and more!  
Smith and Watson indicate that their list is a selection, since a comprehensive survey would be 
impossible.  In this new journal, we would like to grasp at the comprehensive, by publishing all forms of 
analytical and reflective writing that take ‘self’ or ‘selves’ as their focus.  This includes philosophy, 
history, anthropology, literature, sociology, cultural studies, and any other intellectual enquiry that wishes 
to consider the role of narrative and the formulation of identity.  Such a broad project reflects one of the 
underlying causes of the burgeoning of life stories: the way in which scholarly focus on the ‘subject’ as 
an object of enquiry has contributed to self-reflexivity across all disciplines, and a recognition of the role 
of the author/observer in the act of observation.”  (Mary Besemeres and Maureen Perkins (2004), 
“Editorial,” Life Writing 1:1, p. vii) 
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it, and particularly why I am cautious about the designation ‘autobiography’ (which I 

have, of course, already gestured toward in my discussion of Caramagno and Henke), I 

take a much-quoted reference from “Down Below”.  “Down Below” is constructed as a 

retrospective narrative told over a period of four days.  The second day of narration, her 

first day in the asylum, begins with Carrington’s statement that she is: “afraid that I am 

going to drift into fiction, truthful but incomplete, for lack of some details which I 

cannot conjure up today and which might have enlightened us.” 40   Furthermore, 

Carrington also makes the somewhat ambivalent promise that her narrative will 

“endeavour to express…with the utmost fidelity” an experience which, at the time, “was 

but an embryo of knowledge.”41  Carrington therefore promises to attempt a faithful, 

truthful and complete narrative at the same time that she expresses apprehension about 

her ability to do so.   

 

Drifting into fiction is something she is afraid of, not, however, because it is untruthful, 

but for the loss of unremembered details; it is perhaps a failure of memory that 

Carrington fears, or the uncontrollable imperatives of narrativisation, the deceptions and 

demands required by the act of writing, rather than some kind of ‘dishonesty’ inherent 

to of fiction.  Indeed, fictionality and truthfulness are not established by Carrington as 

conflicting terms.  Carrington also explicitly acknowledges that the story she is telling, 

the experience she is relating, has been transformed by the three years that separate the 

time of the experience and the moment of writing.  What was initially just an “embryo 

of knowledge” has transformed with time, taken on new meanings and significances.  It 

is not just that the processes of storytelling might lead her awry, or that facts might 

escape her memory just at the moment she attempts to harness them, rather that the 

experience itself is not stable or hermetically sealed, but mobile, mutable, and subject to 

multiple kinds of transformation. 42   Carrington is pointing to the mendacity of the 

autobiographical narrative: the impossibility of capturing everything, the difficulties 

inherent in telling the ‘truth’, the necessary and inevitable gaps, silences and omissions 

that characterise the narrativisation of the self.  Her aspiration towards fidelity ought to 

be taken seriously, but so too should her acknowledgment that fiction itself might be a 

                                                 
40 Carrington, 1989, p. 175 
41 Ibid, p. 164 
42 Carrington addresses Pierre Mabille, the Surrealist-affiliated doctor, analyst and editor of a collection 
of works from various mythological traditions, at the beginning of “Down Below,” asserting that she was 
not at the time familiar with his philosophy, that “the time had not come for [her] to understand,” and 
suggesting that had she been, her experience would have been significantly different.  Carrington 
indicates here that reading Mabille’s work has transformed her understanding of her madness. 
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form of truthfulness, that memory is tricky and unreliable, and that temporal perspective 

transforms experience and the way it is narrated and remembered.  It is this 

simultaneous, irresolvable pull between fiction and fidelity that I wish to suggest by 

deploying the term ‘life writing’.   

 

In approaching these texts through the alternative framework of life writing, my 

analysis aims to foreground the narrative elements of Pilgrimage, “Down Below,” and 

the Diary.  Rather than reading them in order to mine the truth of the experience they 

ostensibly represent, I bring another set of expectations to the text, and attend to their 

figurative dimensions, exploring how they work as narratives, and the tropes they turn 

around.  This is not necessarily the most appropriate reading strategy for all narratives 

of madness, but the texts under consideration here are self-consciously literary and 

foreground their literariness.  They were also all produced in a modernist context, that is, 

in a context which privileged the construction of experimental narratives and the 

exploration of different ways to represent the self and the everyday.  Richardson, 

Carrington and Nin positioned themselves as modernist writers.  I discuss the modernist 

affiliations of these writers in more detail later, but Richardson, in her Foreword to the 

1938 collected edition of Pilgrimage, situates herself alongside “a woman mounted 

upon a magnificently caparisoned charger [Woolf],” and “a man walking, with eyes 

devoutly closed, weaving as he went a rich garment of new words wherewith to clothe 

the antique dark material of his engrossment [Joyce]” 43 ; Carrington first published 

“Down Below” in the Surrealist and avant-garde journal VVV; and Nin constantly 

aspired to have her diaries published, tried several times (although unsuccessfully) to 

interest Sylvia Beach, proprietor of Shakespeare and Company, the bookshop at the 

centre of modernist Paris, in her work, and engages with other modernist writers and 

ideas throughout the Diary.  These writers were self-consciously engaged with 

modernism, and to paraphrase Valentine, modernist writing does something more than 

simply produce case notes or a mimetic transcription of experience. 

 

My emphasis on the literariness of these narratives explicitly positions them as texts 

open to interpretation (and reinterpretation), and I am aware that writing about someone 

else’s representation of madness potentially involves me in ethical and interpretive 

difficulties.  Richardson’s mother slit her throat with a kitchen knife when she was in 

her daughter’s care; Carrington’s bodily and psychological boundaries collapse 

                                                 
43 Richardson, “Foreword,” p. 10  
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completely and she is subjected to devastating seizure-inducing drugs; and Nin may 

have been a victim of incest and child abuse.  These are traumas which I in no way wish 

to elide or dismiss.  I also do not want to discount the fact that these experiences find 

their way into the texts considered in this study.  However, there are also ethical 

questions raised by reading these texts autobiographically, particularly by the 

expectation that the experience represented equates, on a one-to-one basis, with the 

experience of the author.  To read narratives of madness textually, to attend to their 

literariness, and to suggest that they signify in multiple ways, is no less risky than 

assuming that they reflect a ‘real’ experience.   

 

Particularly with the texts in this study, to recognise their representations of madness as 

autobiographical and literary, as also contributing to and drawing from cultural 

narratives of madness, is to attend to the way the texts themselves are constructed.  

Furthermore, in coming to this study, my interest was primarily in ideas of subjectivity 

in modernist women’s writing, and my realisation of the significance of ideas of 

madness to these texts came only subsequently.  The interpretation of madness offered 

by this thesis is therefore driven and substantially derived by my reading of the texts, 

not by a desire to impose or construct a particular argument about madness.  By 

positioning Pilgrimage, “Down Below,” and the Diary as life writing texts, I therefore 

wish to acknowledge the importance of Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s experiences 

of madness, but to also argue for the significance of the other multiple significations of 

madness in their texts.  Although life writing is not a concept I return to frequently in 

the chapters, it nonetheless underpins my various approaches to the texts under 

consideration in this study.   

 

Writing Madness and Modernism 

I mentioned earlier the importance, for this study, of Valentine’s insistence upon 

reading madness in Mrs Dalloway as reflecting and contributing to a “set of cultural and 

social representations.”  Valentine argues that Woolf, in her writing of madness, 

operated in “a particularly modernist mode.”  I want to take some time to think about 

what it might mean to write madness in a modernist mode; to ask what is modernist 

about writing of madness; to think about the connections between modernism and 

madness, or rather, between modernism(s) and madness(es); and to ask whether and 

how Richardson, Carrington and/or Nin might be said to write madness as modernists, 

or, indeed, to write as modernists at all.  That is, I want to set up the kinds of modernism 
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and the kinds of madness that Richardson, Carrington and Nin might be said to be 

reflecting and contributing to.  However, unlike Woolf, Richardson, Carrington and Nin 

are not necessarily the figures one would expect to find in a study of modernist women 

and madness.  If such a thing were to be measured, Richardson and Nin would probably 

be considered somewhat ‘less’ mad than other modernist woman writers acknowledged 

to be ‘mad’; Woolf, of course, but also Zelda Fitzgerald, Emily Holmes Coleman or 

Antonia White, whom all spent time, like Carrington, in asylums, and wrote, also like 

Carrington, novels which have been considered asylum narratives: Save me the Waltz, 

The Shutter of Snow, Beyond the Glass.44  Furthermore, neither Carrington nor Nin have 

been considered particularly modernist, even within gendered studies of modernism.  

Madness and modernism are not necessarily the obvious or the most common 

perspectives through which to read these writers and they are not the texts through 

which the relationship between modernism and madness has been theorised.  In this 

section of the Introduction, then, I want to set out, admittedly somewhat schematically, 

the position(s) of these writers within modernism, as well as some of the discourses of 

modernist madness framing their writing and upon which they draw, in order to think 

about what it might mean to say that Richardson, Carrington and Nin write madness in 

“a particularly modernist mode.” 

 

Richardson, Carrington and Nin are each from markedly different generations: 

Richardson was born in 1873, Nin in 1903, and Carrington in 1917.  Nin was therefore 

born during the period Pilgrimage is set, and Carrington two years after the publication 

of the first volume of Pilgrimage.  Their writing converges in the 1930s, however, 

which saw the high-point of Nin’s diary writing, the publication of Carrington’s first 

work and the final volumes of Richardson’s.  Although Nin can perhaps be viewed as a 

hinge, connecting Richardson and Carrington, they each wrote in relation to diverse 

geographical and intellectual contexts, and in relation to different, though overlapping, 

historical conditions.  Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and the Diary are also all highly 

distinctive texts, representing different genres, styles and aesthetic interests.  Yet the 

differences between Richardson, Carrington and Nin are as profound as their similarities, 

and all three writers share an interest in experimenting with language and form, in 

(feminine) subjectivity and its representation, in producing non-realist narratives, and an 

awareness of themselves as ‘modern’ writers.   
                                                 
44 Zelda Fitzgerald (1987 [1932]), Save me the Waltz, Southern Illinois University Press, Carbondale; 
Emily Holmes Coleman (1981 [1930]), The Shutter of Snow, Virago, London; and Antonia White (1955), 
Beyond the Glass, Eyre and Spottiswood, London. 
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In situating Richardson, Carrington and Nin in relation to what Bridget Elliot and Jo-

Ann Wallace term the “discursive or cultural field” of modernism, in arguing for a place 

for them as modernist writers, I am drawing upon, as well as implicitly contributing to, 

a growing body of feminist modernist scholarship.45  Concerned with recuperating ‘lost’ 

modernist women; with challenging the male dominance of the modernist ‘canon’ and 

the narrow vision of modernist artistic production produced by the near-exclusive focus 

of a handful of prominent men; and with exploring the various negotiations of gender, 

sexuality, aesthetics, publishing, and patronage in the lives and works of modernist 

women, this gendered perspective prompted something of a revolution in modernist 

studies. 46   In The Gender of Modernism (1990), one of the most important early 

feminist interventions in modernism, Kime Scott pointed to the gendering of modernism 

as masculine, writing that “typically, both the authors of the original manifestos and the 

literary historians of modernism took as their norm a small set of its male participants, 

who were quoted, anthologized, taught, and consecrated as geniuses.”47  She wrote that 

she and the other editors of The Gender of Modernism suspected that when the 

contributions of women modernists were considered, modernism would not be “the 

aesthetic, directed, monological sort of phenomenon sought in their own ways by the 

authors of the now famous manifestoes…and perpetuated in new critical-formalist 

criticism through the 1960s,” but rather, when “caught in the mesh of gender,” 

“polyphonic, mobile, interactive, [and] sexually charged,” a suspicion which has indeed 

been borne out.48  As a result of such feminist perspectives, the problematics of earlier, 

ungendered modernist scholarship – the near-exclusive emphasis on the ‘Men of 1914’ 

(James Joyce, T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis); the limitations of 

                                                 
45 Bridget Elliot and Jo-Ann Wallace (1994), Women Artists and Writers: Modernist (im)positionings, 
Routledge, London and New York, p. 2 
46 As Scott writes, “contemporary criticism and theory have encouraged us to seek the ideology behind 
the supposedly disinterested aesthetic criteria used in various phases of the modernist canonization 
process.” (Bonnie Kime Scott (1995), Refiguring Modernism: Vol. 1: The Women of 1928, Indiana 
University Press, Bloomington, p. 80)  Ezra Pound’s oft-quoted and almost absurdly overwrought 
description of the “spermatozoide charging, head-on, the female chaos” and lament about the difficulty of 
“driving any new idea into the great passive vulva of London” neatly encapsulates the gendered politics 
of what Hugh Kenner termed The Pound Era. (Pound, quoted in Scott, Refiguring Modernism, Vol. 1, p. 
98) The interventions of feminist scholars, as noted, but also those of cultural studies, queer theory, race 
studies and postcolonialism, to name a few, have also made visible a considerable number of new texts, 
and have generated a whole new set of critical questions.  
47 Bonnie Kime Scott (1990), “Introduction” in Bonnie Kime Scott (ed.), The Gender of Modernism: A 
Critical Anthology, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, p. 2.  “In  settling for a small set of white 
male modernists and a limited number of texts and genres,” Scott writes, “we may have paused upon a 
conservative, anxious, male strain of modernism, however valuable and lasting those texts.  The politics 
of gender may lie at the heart of a comprehensive understanding of early twentieth-century literature and 
its full array of literary treasures.” (Ibid, p. 16) 
48 Ibid, p. 4.   
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understanding modernism in terms of aesthetic formalism and authorial detachment; 

and the neglect of social, historical, ideological and personal contexts – have, 

fortunately, become too well established to require extensive elaboration here.   

 

In Women Artists and Writers: Modernist (im)positionings, Elliot and Wallace 

recognise the exclusionary terms in which the discourse of ‘modernism’ has historically 

functioned.  However, they also write that: 

 

given the authorizing power of such discourses, our decision to retain the term 

‘modernism,’ in spite of its historical associations, is strategic ...  In a sense, we 

want to appropriate the term and – by teasing out its aporias, its gender blindness, 

its constructedness – to put it to feminist use.49   

 

Elliot and Wallace’s strategic use of modernism is an approach I find useful, as it 

enables me to describe Richardson, Carrington and Nin as modernists, gesturing 

towards the various aesthetic, conceptual, intellectual and literary preoccupations 

generally understood as modernist, and the social, historical and political context of the 

early twentieth century, while not locking them into a rigid definition.  ‘Modernism’ is a 

retrospective appellation, one which is useful for connecting a range of practices, 

preoccupations and sensibilities common among early twentieth century writers (and 

artists), but which is also, like Elliot and Wallace suggest, a constructed category.  

Positioning Richardson, Carrington and Nin in relation to modernism is in some 

respects a continuation of the projects of Elliot and Wallace and scholars like Scott.  It 

is a gesture which necessarily acknowledges a multiplicity of modernism(s), keeping in 

view ‘modernism’s’ constructedness but also recognising its strategic value. 

 

It is partly this kind of strategic use of the term ‘modernism’ which allows me to 

include Surrealism in this study, given that the ‘avant-gardes’ have historically been 

considered distinct from the movements, publications and networks of ‘high’ 

modernism.  Peter Bürger, for instance, contends that the aesthetical formalism of ‘High 

Modernism’ is qualitatively different from the avant-garde, which aimed, he suggests, 

to attack the very institution of art. 50   However, the argument that modernism is 

                                                 
49 Elliot and Wallace, p. 15 
50 As Jochen Schulte-Sasse explains in the foreword to Theory of the Avant-Garde, “if we focus on the 
precarious status of art in modern societies – the ‘institution’ of ‘art’ – we can see the radical difference 
between the strategies of negation within modernism and within the avant-garde.  Modernism may be 
understandable as an attack on traditional writing techniques, but the avant-garde can only be understood 
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primarily characterised by aesthetic self-referentiality is no longer tenable and 

modernisms other than ‘High Modernism’ have been recognised.  Attention to the work 

of women modernists and avant-garde artists has radically transformed how each of 

those movements is understood, complicating the rigid distinctions between them.  

Surrealism and modernism are not necessarily irreducible to each other, and by 

including them together here it is not my intention to collapse the difference in context 

and aspiration that in many ways distinguish them.  At the same time, though, neither 

‘Surrealism’ nor ‘modernism’ are unified or coherent movements and it may be the case 

that there are in fact close similarities between the work of avant-garde and modernist 

women.  Indeed, I would suggest that Carrington’s narrative of madness is illuminated 

as much through its similarities with Richardson and Nin as it is through comparison 

with the text with which it is most commonly paired, Breton’s Nadja.  Moreover, Nin 

was familiar with both Carrington and Richardson, and was influenced by modernist 

and Surrealist texts alike.  Maintaining rigid distinctions between ‘Surrealism’ and 

‘modernism’, and policing their boundaries, potentially forecloses the possibility of 

exploring connections between the various ways in which both modernism and 

Surrealism were practiced, especially by women. 

 

One of the important ways in which women’s relationship to modernism has been 

assessed is through their “polyphonic, mobile [and] interactive” connections with other 

modernists.51  Modernism was very much characterised by literary friendships, avant-

garde movements, and networks of publishing, patronage, socialisation, influence and 

support.  Bloomsbury, the Parisian left-bank, Natalie Barney’s salon, Greenwich 

Village, Hayford Hall, the Surrealists, Futurists, Vorticists, and Imagists; modernist 

writers tended to cluster together, living in cosmopolitan cities, forming and publishing 

in and through their own little magazines and presses, frequenting the same cafés, 

reading each other’s work.  Asserting the presence of women within these networks, 

and investigating the networks the women themselves formed, has been central to the 

recuperation of modernist women.  Richardson, Carrington and Nin, however, were and 

continue to be relatively marginal figures in these networks. 

                                                                                                                                               
as an attack meant to alter the institutionalized commerce with art.  The social roles of the modernist and 
the avant-garde artist are, thus, radically different.” (Jochen Schulte-Sasse (1984), “Foreword: Theory of 
Modernism versus Theory of the Avant-Garde” in Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, University of 
Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, p. xv) 
51 Gillian Hanscombe and Virginia Smyers’s Writing for their Lives and Shari Benstock’s Women of the 
Left Bank are good examples of this kind of scholarship.  (Gillian Hanscombe and Virginia L. Smyers 
(1987), Writing for their Lives: The Modernist Women 1919-1940, The Women’s Press, London and 
Shari Benstock (1986), Women of the Left Bank: Paris 1900-1940, University of Texas Press, Austin) 
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Richardson lived and wrote in London from the turn-of-the-century, and although she 

was not particularly engaged with the same kinds of social and intellectual coteries or 

literary networks as her contemporaries, Virginia Woolf or Katherine Mansfield, for 

instance, she was read and reviewed by them both, and by a roughly similar audience.  

The early volumes of Pilgrimage, the first of which was published in 1915, were in fact 

widely reviewed, and famously prompted Woolf’s assertion that Richardson had 

invented “a sentence which we might call the psychological sentence of the feminine 

gender,” as well as May Sinclair’s description of Richardson’s technique as a “stream of 

consciousness going on and on,” the first use of that now established term in a literary 

context.52  Richardson and Woolf never met or even corresponded, even though they 

both lived in Bloomsbury.  Richardson did know Bryher and HD, but although Bryher 

frequently assisted Richardson financially, assuming the role of patron, and Richardson 

wrote for Bryher’s film magazine, Close Up, Richardson did not seek introduction to 

their numerous modernist acquaintances and was always a relatively solitary writer.53   

 

Carrington wrote in a very different intellectual and geographical context to Richardson, 

and her involvement with the Surrealists means that she has in fact been relatively 

prominent in feminist discussions of Surrealism.  She left her London art school in 1937 

in order to follow Max Ernst to Paris and, although she was not a ‘member’ of the 

Surrealist group, she did exhibit and publish some of her work with them, including 

“Down Below.”  They were an important (although, as I argue, not the exclusive) 

influence on her early work, and she especially knew a number of the other Surrealist 

women.  While Surrealism and modernism were geographically collocated, share the 

                                                 
52 Woolf, quoted in Bluemel, p. 22 and Sinclair, p. 58.  Other prominent reviewers listed by Bluemel 
include Ford Maddox Ford, John Cowper Powys, HG Wells, Babette Deutsch, Katherine Mansfield and 
Conrad Aiken.  (See Bluemel, pp. 12-35 for a discussion of Pilgrimage’s early reception).  Although the 
early volumes of Pilgrimage were well-received, as it continued to go on, however, without coming to an 
end, without offering a conventional romance plot or narrative denouement, it began to receive less 
favourable reviews, and Richardson was finally remembered primarily as a minor and less accomplished 
forerunner to James Joyce and Woolf.  Several strong monographs have, however,  recently been 
published on Richardson.  Gloria Fromm’s 1977 biography and Gillian Hanscombe’s 1983 critical study 
The Art of Life: Dorothy Richardson and the Development of Feminist Consciousness were the first 
significant contributions to the re-evaluation of her work, and recent work includes: Kristen Bluemel, 
Experimenting on the Borders of Modernism; Joanne Winning, Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage; 
Elisabeth Bronfen, Dorothy Richardson’s Art of Memory, along with two smaller studies, Jean Radford’s 
Dorothy Richardson and Carol Watts’s Dorothy Richardson.  A Richardson Society, journal and annual 
conference were founded in 2007, and this promises to invigorate Richardson scholarship, and, as I have 
indicated, she has been included in the key feminist histories and reappraisals of modernism published 
since the 1980s, perhaps because of her proximity (in style as well as location) to more central figures like 
Woolf and Joyce.     
53 She also wrote for the Dental Record, a professional dentistry journal and decidedly unconventional 
site of modernist publishing.   
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same time frame and are both understood as intellectual and artistic responses to 

modernity, they are not simply interchangeable, and while Carrington was involved 

with Surrealism, she does not seem to have had any contact with other modernist 

women in Paris in the late 1930s.54

 

Living in both Paris and New York during the 1920s and 1930s, Nin represents yet 

another modernist milieu, although the suggestion that she was representative or even a 

member of a particular milieu is in itself rather misleading.  Nin was in fact something 

of a peripatetic figure, moving between different centres of modernist activity and 

through various modernist ideas and associations.  Her most important literary 

influences were Henry Miller, Lawrence Durrell and Otto Rank, none of whom are 

especially modernist.  However, her first book was a critical study of D.H. Lawrence, 

she read and published in the modernist little magazine transition, published her House 

of Incest in 1936 and, as I noted earlier, tried (unsuccessfully) to interest Sylvia Beach 

and her bookshop, Shakespeare and Company, in her writing.  She met many of the 

prominent Surrealists, knew Rebecca West, named one of her characters ‘Djuna’ after 

Djuna Barnes, whose work she greatly admired (but who was reportedly furious about 

this use of her name) and, as I have shown, was familiar with Carrington and 

Richardson (as well as Woolf).  Nin was therefore located on the fringes of a number of 

the most significant modernist circles and centres of activity, but she was never 

intimately involved with them or particularly well-known herself.55   

                                                 
54 Carrington is entirely absent from the key literary histories of modernism, and there are several possible 
reasons for this.  “Down Below” was not published until 1944, and it therefore sits slightly outside of 
what is usually thought to be the end-point of modernism.  Carrington’s work has also been approached 
most often through a Surrealist framework, partly because of her connection with Ernst, and she has thus 
not been especially visible outside of a Surrealist context.  She is also a painter as well as a writer, and 
because Surrealism is more prominent as a visual medium, she is better known to art historians than 
literary critics and very little has been written at all on Carrington’s delightful novella The Hearing 
Trumpet (which is still in print), or her short stories (although two collections of short stories have been 
published, House of Fear: Notes from Down Below and The Seventh Horse).  Most of the critical work on 
Carrington is a product of the attempts of art historians, especially Whitney Chadwick, who, in tandem 
with the efforts of feminist literary scholars like Marianne DeKoven and Bonnie Kime Scott, have been 
‘rediscovering’ surrealist women artists.  Susan Aberth published an art-historical biography of 
Carrington in 2004 which importantly reproduced a number of her paintings, and she has become a figure 
of significance in feminist histories of Surrealism.  There is yet to be a critical monograph dedicated to 
her work, however. 
55 It was not until the publication of her diaries in the late 1960s and 1970s that Nin achieved the renown 
she desired, and she became an important feminist figure with a degree of popular success (or notoriety, 
depending on your perspective) that few other modernist women writers have equalled (See Tookey’s 
chapter “Fantasies and Femininity” in Anaïs Nin, Fictionality and Femininity for a discussion of the way 
that Nin functions in the popular realm and of her presence in internet communities).  Within the 
academy, however, and particularly in terms of modernist scholarship, she has received little attention.  
Two collections of essays on Nin’s work were published in 1998 and 2001, along with Tookey’s superb 
monograph in 2003, but the emphasis in Nin scholarship has been more on the context in which she 
published than the period in which she wrote, and she is thought of more as a practitioner of ecriture 
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Richardson, Carrington and Nin were not as closely involved in modernist networks as 

other prominent women modernists, like Woolf, Djuna Barnes or HD, for instance, and 

this is partly why they have not been prominent figures in recent modernist scholarship.   

 

Given their rather uncertain positions in relation to more conventional modernist 

groupings and locales, I want to propose that Richardson, Carrington and Nin be 

considered, temporarily and strategically, in terms of their own modernist network; a 

network based upon their shared preoccupation with madness and their ambivalent and 

appropriative responses to modernist discourses of madness.  This is not to suggest a 

coterie of mad modernist women or to attempt to forge connections which did not in 

fact exist: Nin may have met Carrington and read Richardson, but in no respect were 

they connected like the Hayford Hall women, for instance.  In grouping them together, I 

do so retrospectively and with due recognition of the constructedness and ostensible 

artificiality of the gesture.  At the same time, however, the ‘Men of 1914’ (Joyce, Eliot, 

Pound, Lewis) or even Scott’s ‘Women of 1928’ (Woolf, West, Barnes) are also 

constructed, strategic and perhaps relatively arbitrary groupings.  In explaining her term 

‘The Women of 1928’, Scott explains that it: 

 

[calls] attention to a second rise in modernism.  It selects a year in which Woolf, 

West and Barnes were highly productive, having found strategies to succeed as 

professional writers and a degree of formal license.  They had written their way out 

of some of their confining paternal, avuncular, and male modernist relationships 

and literary patterns.  They had found women-made circles and journals.56

 

Scott’s grouping of Woolf, West and Barnes therefore permits the recognition of 

connections which have otherwise gone unacknowledged, offers new ways of thinking 

about modernism and the writers she is concerned with, and locates another important 

nexus within modernism.   

 
                                                                                                                                               
feminine than experimental modernist literature.  Nin is often mentioned in passing in studies of 
modernist women, but she has not figured prominently in such studies.  Tookey writes that “if Nin was 
‘rescued’, alongside other modernist women…she was more or less ‘lost’ again afterwards, making 
fleeting appearances in introductions and conclusions… but never quite appearing in the main text of 
feminist-modernist criticism.” (Tookey, p. 2)  As Tookey notes, Nin is mentioned in the introduction to 
Lisa Rado’s Rereading Modernism, and the conclusion to Sidonie Smith’s Poetics of Women’s 
Autobiography, and is considered briefly in Shari Benstock’s Women of the Left Bank, but she is never 
discussed at length. (Ibid)  For Tookey, Nin’s marginality within feminist-modernist criticism is 
attributable to the fact that her diaries were published in a context far removed from Parisian modernism, 
meaning that, like Carrington, she does not fit easily within the usual temporal markers of modernism. 
56 Scott, Refiguring Modernism, Vol. 1, p. xxxvii 
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The nexus I am concerned with is thematic rather than temporal, and I lack a catchy 

term for it, but in arguing that Richardson, Carrington and Nin be considered in terms of 

their own modernist network, I am motivated by concerns akin to those of Scott and 

hope to produce similar effects.  Again, it is a temporary and strategic grouping rather 

than a final destination, and as Scott writes, “the critical web has to be cast many more 

times before we will have an adequate set of designs.”57  In a similar strategy, Elliot and 

Wallace place ‘modernism’ in inverted commas, arguing that in doing so they: 

 

want to suggest that there is no innate or unproblematic modernism whose history 

can simply be uncovered.  In imposing and positioning women within the literary 

and art historical discourses of modernism, we are not recovering a more authentic 

or a ‘truer’ modernism.58

 

This analysis of the trope of madness in Richardson, Carrington and Nin does not 

unearth a more ‘true’ modernism.  However, tracing the representation of a particular, 

and particularly charged, modernist trope in Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and the Diary 

allows a consideration of the variety of ways in which modernist ideas, discourses and 

preoccupations were shared by, transformed in, and engaged with in the writing of 

modernist women.  Richardson, Carrington and Nin grapple with ideas of subjectivity, 

creativity, space, politics, genre and gender, and they use madness appropriatively and 

strategically in their reformulations and narrativisations of these concepts.  Grouping 

Richardson, Carrington and Nin together recognises the diversity of modernist 

production, and the multiple sites, genres, and forms in which modernist literatures were 

fashioned.  To return to the question I asked earlier, about whether and how Richardson, 

Carrington and/or Nin might be said to write madness as modernists, or, indeed, to write 

as modernists at all, I might now tentatively answer that the modernism that 

characterises their writing is a product of their engagement with early twentieth century 

ideas about writing, creativity, art, subjectivity, gender and madness.  I would suggest 

also that there is in fact no single way of writing madness as a modernist; it is the 

diversity of their approaches to madness, as much as anything else, that marks their 

‘mad’ writing as modernist.   

 

In one respect, the strategy of this thesis is rather modest.  I hope to trace the trope of 

madness in Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and the Diary and to unpack some of its various 
                                                 
57 Ibid, p. xxiv 
58 Elliot and Wallace, p. 2 
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significances.  I do not envisage this study as a catalogue of madness references and 

their significance and, instead, abjuring any pretence of exhaustiveness, I pick out a few 

interesting and important issues in relation to each text and neglect many more.59  At 

the same time, however, because madness is such heavily laden concept, this otherwise 

modest strategy allows me to address a surprising array of concerns.  In relation to 

Richardson, the focus on madness allows me to discuss Miriam’s peripatetic movement 

through the city and her anxieties about femininity, domesticity, independence and 

medical discourse.  Madness has a much more obvious presence in “Down Below” than 

it does in either Pilgrimage or the Diary, but this does not mean that it has obvious 

meanings.  I read Carrington’s representation of madness in terms of its response to 

psychiatric discourse and to the upheavals of the war, as well as in reference to issues of 

embodiment, spatiality, representation and mapping.  Similarly, the instability of 

madness in the Diary facilitates a discussion of gendered creativity, genre, the 

problematics of writing subjectivities, both in terms of biography and autobiography, 

and modernist little magazines.  While I do not propose wholesale re-readings of these 

texts or generate new theoretical frameworks through which to read them, I suggest that 

my strategy of approaching them sideways, as it were, attends to the complexities of 

Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s writing and to the polyvalence of madness in their 

texts. 

 

Nin provides the central example of what I am trying to suggest here.  Her Diary 

abounds in references to madness, many of them colloquial and seemingly offhand, 

others in reference to clinical discourse or psychoanalytic theory, as well as in terms of 

creativity and gender.  The meanings that madness takes on in the Diary vary.  Madness 

is something that Nin identifies with, and something she defines herself in opposition to.  

She claims it as her source of creativity, and then defines feminine creativity as the 

opposite of madness.  She fears going mad, and then uses terms like hysteria and 

insanity to signify freedom and happiness.  Such various, contradictory meanings, and 

the connections that Nin makes between madness and gendered subjectivity, feminine 

creativity, and ideas of freedom and independence, points to its significance as a trope, 

as well as the limitations of positing a particular definition of madness or generating an 

integrating theory regarding the presence of madness in her work.  Madness in 
                                                 
59 Some of the notable routes that I chose not to take, for various reasons, in this thesis include: discussing 
Antonin Artaud, one of the most notable modernist figures of madness and connected to Carrington 
(through surrealism) and Nin (through their friendship and her familiarity with his writing); Virginia 
Woolf, for reasons that I have already noted; psychoanalysis, for reasons I will outline in the course of 
this introduction. 
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Richardson and Carrington’s texts does not exhibit quite the same promiscuity of 

meaning as the Diary, but neither is madness a fixed term within their writing, as I shall 

discuss throughout this thesis. 

 

I would again like to stress that in positioning madness as an important and 

overdetermined modernist preoccupation and arguing that it takes on multiple and 

proliferating significances, I am wary of the possibility of either romanticising it or 

eliding its very real material consequences.  There is a long history of using madness as 

a metaphor, both in the sense that it functions as a marker of the boundaries of the 

normal, reasonable and healthy, but also in terms of the way that the hysteric, for 

instance, has functioned within feminist theory as emblematic of the effects of 

patriarchy (and sometimes, rather more problematically, as a figure of heroic 

resistance).60  Madness has also historically been romanticised as a source of insight 

and, indeed, even genius, suggesting that there is a direct link between psychological 

disturbance and poetic revelation.61  Diagnoses of madness are, however, incredibly 

powerful, and they carry with them various kinds of legal, social and psychological 

authority, as the experiences of modernist women like Carrington and Woolf illustrate.  

In understanding madness as a set of cultural narratives that are taken up and 

reformulated in these women’s writing, it is important not to lose sight of its 

experiential impacts.   

 

In tracing the trope of madness in the writing of these modernist women, I am tackling 

the connections between modernism and madness from a perspective different to some 

of the recent critical approaches to modernism and madness.  I want to position this 

thesis in relation to five texts that address overlapping concerns, not to suggest the 

inadequacy of this earlier scholarship, but to point to the ways in which this study builds 

on their work.  Louis Sass’s Madness and Modernism: Insanity in the Light of Modern 

Art, Literature and Thought (1992), Allen Thiher’s Revels in Madness: Insanity in 

Medicine and Literature (1999) and Mark Micale’s collection The Mind of Modernism: 

Medicine, Psychology and the Cultural Arts in Europe and America, 1880-1940 (2004) 

                                                 
60 Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, for instance, suggests that the “character traits” of hysteria offered nineteenth 
century women a “particular mode of expressing malaise, discontent, anger or pain.” (Carroll Smith-
Rosenberg (1985), Disorderly Conduct: Visions of Gender in Victorian America, Knopf, New York, p. 
198)  She argues that hysteria “became one way in which conventional women could express – in most 
cases unconsciously – dissatisfaction with one or several aspects of their lives.” (Ibid, p. 208) 
61 This is an idea which was particularly significant within Romanticism, but which returned in 
modernism especially with the Surrealist investment in madness – which I discuss later in this 
Introduction. 
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all attend to modernism and madness broadly, while Monika Kaup’s Mad Intertextuality: 

Madness in Twentieth Century Women’s Writing (1991) and Kylie Valentine’s 

Psychiatry, Psychoanalysis and Modernist Literature (2003) are expressly concerned 

with madness in modernist women’s writing.62  Rather than trawling through the vast 

body of scholarship on madness – which encompasses asylum histories, nosological 

histories, the disciplinary histories of psychiatry, psychoanalysis, and neurology, 

amongst others, Romantic conceptions of the mad genius, sociological studies, the 

ruminations of ‘high theory’ and a gamut of feminist studies from Phyllis Chesler’s 

early study of women’s experiences of madness, Women and Madness, to Elaine 

Showalter’s influential cultural analysis, The Female Malady, to Marta Caminero-

Santangelo’s polemical The Madwoman Can’t Speak: Or Why Insanity is not 

Subversive – I concentrate specifically on how the relationship between modernism and 

madness has been conceptualised.63  Sass, Thiher, Micale, Kaup and Valentine each 

respond differently to both madness and modernism, and thus to the relationship 

between them, and together they map out a number of different trajectories through the 

overlapping fields of madness and modernism. 

 

Sass’s rather extraordinary tome is not a study of modernist forms of madness or the 

place of madness within modernism or even mad modernists; instead, as he writes, “the 

arrow of interpretation goes from modernism to madness,” and he uses modernist 

literature to read and reinterpret schizophrenia and schizophrenic symptoms.64  “The 

interpretive strategy of this book,” Sass writes, “is to view the poorly understood 

schizophrenic-type illnesses in the light of the sensibility and structures of 

consciousness found in the most advanced art and literature of the twentieth century, the 

epoch of modernism.”65  Contesting the idea that madness represents a resurgence of 

primitive, Dionysian elements of the psyche, he argues that schizophrenia, like 

modernist literature, is characterised by hyper-awareness and hyper-reflexivity, and his 

central premise is that the affinities between modernist aesthetics and schizophrenic 

                                                 
62 Louis A. Sass (1992), Modernism and Madness: Insanity in the Light of Modern Art, Literature and 
Thought, Basic Books, New York, Allen Thiher (1999), Revels in Madness: Insanity in Medicine and 
Literature, University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor and Mark Micale (ed.) (2004), The Mind of 
Modernism: Medicine, Psychology and the Cultural Arts in Europe and America, 1880-1940, Stanford 
University Press, Stanford, Kaup and Valentine 
63 Phyllis Chesler (1972), Women and Madness, Allen Lane, London; Elaine Showalter (1985), The 
Female Malady: Women, Madness, and English Culture 1830-1980, Penguin, New York; Marta 
Caminero-Santangelo (1998), The Madwoman Can’t Speak, or Why Insanity is Not Subversive, Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca and London. 
64 Sass, p. 12 
65 Ibid, p. 8 
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tendencies can produce a more sophisticated understanding of schizophrenia.66  Clearly, 

Sass has very different aims to this study, and there are a number of criticisms that 

could be made about his position: his wholesale neglect of gender, his collapse of 

postmodernism into modernism, the idea that modernism represents the “most advanced 

art and literature of the twentieth century” and that it constitutes an “epoch,” the often 

reductive reading of modernist literatures through the lens of schizophrenic symptoms 

and sub-types, and a lack of attention to the context of modernism and the diverse 

motivations, intentions, aesthetic and intellectual interests of modernist artists. Sass is, 

however, a professor of Clinical Psychiatry rather than a literary scholar and he 

conceptualises both modernism and madness differently to how I do in this study and, 

moreover, differently to how they were considered by Richardson, Carrington and Nin.  

Given that mine is primarily a literary study (whose ‘arrow of interpretation’ moves 

neither from madness to modernism nor from modernism to madness, but back and 

forth between them), our analyses are motivated by different concerns.  In particular, I 

am interested in elucidating the operation of discourses of madness, rather than 

accounting for its symptoms 

 
Another recent discussion of the connection between modernism and madness is Allen 

Thiher’s chapter, “Modernist Poetic Discourses in Madness,” in Revels in Madness.  

Thiher sets literary engagements with madness alongside a scientific history of madness, 

suggesting that literary representations of madness were produced in response or at least 

with reference to historically coincident discourses of madness.  The chapter preceding 

his discussion of modernism outlines the development of psychiatry and psychoanalysis 

through an examination of two of the leading figures of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, Emil Kraepelin and Sigmund Freud.  Thiher argues that for 

modernist writers, “the encounter with madness is usually mediated through the 

categories of psychiatry and psychoanalysis.”67  Putting forward the proposition that 

“there exists a modernist experience of madness in literature,” Thiher makes the rather 

injudicious argument that “much of modern literature is a response to madness.”68  His 

focus on three “dominant modes of literary expression,” German Expressionism, French 

Surrealism and American confessional poetry (Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton, in 

particular) points to one of the difficulties of his argument: like Sass, he slips between 

                                                 
66 He is quick to point out that he is not arguing that modernist artists were schizophrenic, or that 
modernity causes schizophrenia, but interested instead in affinities between schizophrenia and attitudes 
and aesthetics attributed to modernism.   
67 Thiher, p. 251 
68 Ibid 
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‘modern’ and ‘modernist’.  Although, as I have noted, I do not necessarily believe that 

the boundaries of modernism ought be rigorously policed, there is nonetheless a distinct 

difference in context between, for instance, Breton and Plath, each of whom wrote about 

madness in different ways.  Discussing them alongside each other may be illuminating, 

but perhaps not in terms of what a “modernist experience of madness” might be; Breton 

and Plath’s ‘experiences’ of/with madness are, after all, qualitatively different. 

 

There are a number of useful aspects to Thiher’s argument.  Reading literary and 

clinical approaches to madness in tandem permits a recognition of the ways in which 

writers engage with and draw from clinical discourse of madness in writing about their 

experiences and/or theories of madness.  The historicism underpinning Thiher’s analysis 

is not a strategy I take up here, but his assumption that clinical frameworks contribute to 

the conceptualisation and representation of madness within modernism inflects my own 

approach.  I also find suggestive his argument that modernist writers tend to display 

hostility towards psychiatry because “mad writers find that they cannot articulate their 

own experience without finding the doctor there, ready … to reduce writing to the 

categories of a taxonomy that determines what society will do with the body of the 

insane writer.” 69   Yet Thiher also offers broad generalisations which often fail to 

acknowledge the diverse ways in which madness was written about by modernist 

writers, and their various motivations.  I am, therefore, cautious about his assertion that 

“there exists a modernist experience of madness in literature.”  Such a gesture attempts 

to forge continuities between the way madness was experienced by a man in pre-World 

War One Germany and a woman in post-World War Two America, failing to account 

for the various ways in which madness might be ‘experienced’ and, moreover, the 

complicated and difficult relationship between experience and representation, especially 

across historical contexts and in terms of gender.  Asserting that there is a 

characteristically modernist way of experiencing or writing madness within modernism 

imposes a puzzling uniformity on modernist figurations of madness.   

 

Mark Micale’s exemplary collection does not address madness specifically, but is 

concerned with the cultural transformations of modernism and “the fact that these 

changes occurred precisely when the distinctively modern disciplines of psychology, 
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psychiatry, and psychoanalysis began to establish their ‘scientific foundations.”70  The 

essays address “the complex cultural interface between aesthetic and psychological 

Modernism,” focussing “on the formal ideas and systematic theories of mind held by 

Modernist thinkers, writers and artists themselves and the significance of these beliefs 

for their creative work.”71  The emphasis of The Mind of Modernism, on the various 

theories of the mind operating within modernism, has only tangential relevance to my 

own study, but the methodological underpinnings of Micale’s study have been useful.  

The idea that there is a connection between modernist literature and thought and the 

professionalisation of disciplines of madness identifies modernism as a significant 

context in which think about the representation of madness.  Further, Micale’s 

description of the relationship between ‘aesthetic’ and ‘psychological’ modernisms as a 

complex, mutually influential, and “creative, selective, and distortive” interface 

suggests the multiple ways and various sites in which subjectivity, consciousness, mind 

and, by implication, madness were thought about, written, theorised and experienced 

within modernism.  Although I am not, like Micale, concerned with attending to the 

“systematic theories of mind” elaborated in the texts under discussion here, I find his 

exploration of the ways psychiatric and psychological discourses resonated in modernist 

cultures a useful way of conceptualising this study. 

 

Mad Intertextuality is strongly indebted to poststructuralism, though in a number ways, 

Kaup’s interests dovetail with my own.  Her use of the concept of ‘mad intertextuality’, 

while often unclear and confusing, connotes the “‘universe’ of intersecting scientific, 

cultural, ideological and literary discourses” through which ‘madness’ is produced.72  

She argues that “as no single reading can grasp [the totality of the literary text], ‘mad 

intertextuality’ suggests that there are a number of diverse entrances to the figurative 

network of female madness.” 73   I am also interested in the multiple discourses 

represented and produced through Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s texts, and the 

readings of madness that I generate are certainly not the definitive readings.  However, I 

find that Kaup’s theoretical perspective overwhelms her interpretations of the texts.  In 

her chapter on modernist women writers she argues that “the interior logic of female 

                                                 
70 Mark Micale (2004), “The Modernist Mind: A Map” in Mark Micale (ed.), The Mind of Modernism: 
Medicine, Psychology and the Cultural Arts in Europe and America, 1880-1940, Stanford University 
Press, Stanford,  p. 1 
71 Ibid, p. 3 
72 Kaup, p. 11 
73 Ibid, p. 12 
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madness functions within the larger and more abstract strategy of deconstruction.”74  

Kaup ascribes a deconstructive project to the writers she is considering (Barnes, HD, 

Woolf and Coleman), proposing to “attribute the deconstructive work to the fictional 

texts themselves…  The novels both imitate and undo male structures of femininity and 

madness, thus transforming the network of mad intertextuality.”75  This is a similar 

position to my argument that Richardson, Carrington and Nin reflect, reproduce and 

refigure modernist discourses of madness; what I am uncomfortable with is the 

suggestion that modernist women undertook a “‘project’ of deconstructive 

interventions,” given both that deconstruction is often considered a readerly interpretive 

strategy and, moreover, that it was not a strategy or concept available to the women 

themselves.  Modernist texts may have what we can identify as deconstructive effects or 

even intents, but to subsume their writing of madness and their attempts to grapple with 

discourses of madness under a rhetoric of deconstruction represents a problematic 

elision of context. 

 

Thus, for instance, Kaup reads Barnes’s Nightwood as ‘deconstructing’ family and 

narrative structures and the gender system and posits Barnes’s enigmatic protagonist, 

Robin Vote, as a disruptive madwoman.  She writes: 

 

The madwoman, situated at the margin of the narrative, actualizes her potential 

force heretofore bound and frozen by the authority of the centre.  Through a 

negative act of withdrawal which leads to a universal destruction including herself, 

she manages to dislodge herself from her real (sexual) and symbolic confinement 

and comes to haunt the centre itself, thereby breaking up the foundation upon 

which the whole edifice of order is erected.76

 

The deconstructive logic of this argument is evident, and Robin herself is represented as 

a kind of deconstructive force.  In my analysis, I have attempted to avoid precisely this 

kind of imposition of a theoretical framework, by close attention to how madness is 

figured in the texts.  Madness also shifts in and out of Kaup’s argument and, as is 

evident in the above passage, it often takes on a symbolic or metaphoric resonance (so 

that Robin becomes ‘the madwoman’).  Setting out her argument, Kaup writes that 

 

                                                 
74 Ibid, p. 28 
75 Ibid, pp. 28-29 
76 Ibid, p. 41 

 44 



I want to show how the function of madness in Virginia Woolf’s The Voyage Out, 

Mrs Dalloway, and Emily Holmes Coleman’s The Shutter of Snow is to upset the 

structure of passion, effecting a rupture in the mapping of fusion and distancing, 

sexuality and spirituality, consummation and admiration, and a disruption of the 

heterosexual ‘romance plot’.  These novels overturn the symmetrical arrangement 

of marriage and/or heterosexual passion and deploy a new mystery, a non-

transgressable bar or gap, an interval instead.  This comes to happen owing to the 

intervention of madness, which, representing an outlaw force alien to normative 

coupling transforms the structure of sexual ‘saming’.77

 

Kaup attributes a great deal to madness here, suggesting that Woolf and Coleman’s 

textual representations of madness have the ability to overturn heteronormativity and, 

indeed, the entire social structure.  Madness is a slippery signifier, and I am not 

suggesting that its many significances need to, or even can be, pinned down and neatly 

elaborated; and this study itself turns around the multiple functions and meanings 

madness takes on in modernist texts.  I am wary, however, of overburdening madness 

and of endowing it with inherently deconstructive capabilities.  Madness, I suggest, 

benefits from being discussed in textually specific ways and contextually sensitive ways.  

The multiple resonances of madness are less a product of ‘madness itself’, than of the 

diverse ways in which it is figured in texts and produced through discourse. 

 

In reading madness as a trope, and attending to the various ways that modernist 

madnesses are taken up, contested and used in Richardson, Carrington and Nin, I am 

especially indebted to Valentine.  Valentine’s study, like Micale’s and Thiher’s, is 

historically grounded, and she considers the writing of Woolf, Emily Holmes Coleman 

and Antonia White alongside a historical analysis of the connections between 

psychoanalysis, psychiatry and modernism.  One of the reasons that this thesis does not 

address these histories in depth is the clarity and incisiveness with which they are 

addressed by Valentine.  Valentine also offers a model through which to approach 

women’s writing of madness.  She argues that the problem with the way in which 

madness has been understood, both in feminist theory and in considerations of the 

connections between modernism and madness, is the uncritical conflation of different 

epistemologies of madness, or the different ways in which madness takes on meaning.  

There are, she argues, important distinctions, though also connections, between 

experiential madness (“the lived experience of man and women called mad who for 
                                                 
77 Ibid, p. 78 
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whatever reason suffer mental distress”), culturally recognisable madness (“that 

madness which is produced in cultural texts and invested in meaning beyond the 

meaning assigned to it by clinical definitions”), and madness as a clinical construction 

(“the set of practices and discourses within institutions that produce taxonomies of 

pathology”).78  So, for instance, Valentine argues that in feminist theory there has been 

a tendency for “the experience of mental distress becomes confused with its 

metaphorical power as rebellion or oppression.”79  The experience of mental distress is 

not distinct from the cultural meanings of madness, but, at the same time, it is not 

reducible to them.  Similarly, the cultural significance of madness is tied to, but also 

exceeds, extends, mobilises, distorts and plays out its clinical meanings, while clinical 

taxonomies are themselves constructed in reference to cultural definitions of madness 

(and also ideologies of gender, class, race, and standards of normalcy and convention).   

 

The limitations of many other feminist theories of madness, Valentine argues, is that 

they tend to emphasise one of these aspects of madness at the expense of others.  Thus, 

Elaine Showalter’s influential analysis of the gendering of madness, The Female 

Malady (1985), addresses the significance of cultural representations which construct 

madness as feminine, but, Valentine suggests, in doing so, brackets madness off as 

metaphor and reduces experience (uncritically) to cultural inscription.80  Valentine also 

points to texts like Jane Ussher’s Madness: Misogyny or Mental Illness? (1991) and 

Caminero-Santangelo’s The Madwoman Can’t Speak (1998), which critique other 

feminist approaches to madness for obscuring the experiential reality of women’s 

experience of madness.  Caminero-Santangelo, for instance, argues against using 

madness as a metaphor for rebellion, asserting that in order to do so, “feminists must 

utterly unmoor it from its associations with mental illness as understood and constructed 

by discourses both medical and popular.”81   Valentine writes that this argument is 

misleading, for: 

 

the mobilisation of madness as symbol of rebellion or subversion does not unmoor 

madness from experience, or from the popular and clinical discourses producing 

madness.  Instead, this kind of move requires a movement between a number of 

different meanings: experiential, clinical, popular.  Madness obtains its power 

                                                 
78 Valentine, p. 108 
79 Ibid, p. 105 
80 Ibid, p. 17 
81 Ussher, quoted in Ibid, p. 20 
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through its multiplicity of meanings, and from its undiminished power to stand for 

something quite different from a straightforward biological illness. 

 

Neither the experience of madness nor its cultural meanings can be understood in 

isolation from each other, and psychiatric taxonomies inflect both, and Valentine writes 

that the “failure to account for the circulating meanings of madness constitutes a partial 

vision.”82  Valentine, then, distinguishes her use of madness from these earlier studies 

by emphasising the distinct yet interdependent relationship between different kinds of, 

and ways of knowing about, madness.   

 

The usefulness of Valentine’s model is its recognition of the multiplicity of madness, 

and her insistence on deploying a number of different strategies in order to read 

madness.  Valentine argues that it is important to recognise the distinctiveness of each 

of the different madnesses she identifies.  My study is less biographically based than 

Valentine’s, and I do not apply her model in any direct way to Richardson, Carrington 

or Nin.  I am concerned with literary representations of madness, and am less interested 

in tracing the experiential, cultural or clinical provenances of these representations than 

with how these various ideas of madness function, and how they are transformed, in 

these texts.   

 

Where Valentine’s emphasis is on delineating the specificities of Woolf’s and 

Septimus’s madnesses, for instance, I, however, am interested in the interdependence of 

different kinds of madness, their messy imbrication.  Each of the references to madness 

I discuss in this thesis draws from the clinical and cultural resonances that madness 

carries, without being entirely divorced from the experiential.  Even Richardson and Nin, 

                                                 
82 Ibid, p. 105.  She also notes that none of the other approaches that she discusses – Showalter’s, 
Ussher’s and Caminero-Santangelo’s, as well as Chesler’s, Sass’s and Stephen Trombley’s account of 
Virginia Woolf’s supposed madness, All That Summer She Was Mad (1981) – are incompatible with the 
model of madness she is proposing, or especially incorrect.  Valentine writes: “Each of these kinds of 
madness exist in a distinct space and cannot be reduced to another.  Each of the three are unpacked in 
various ways by the texts I have been reviewing so far, but not in ways that acknowledge their 
distinctiveness.  Chesler’s focus on clinical madness analyses the ways in which femininity is constructed 
as pathology, and the nexus between experiential madness and the performance of prescribed gender roles 
… Sass’s focus on experiential madness is bound up in its cultural representations.  Ussher’s privileging 
of experiential madness takes account of the cultural meanings invested in madness and femininity.  
Trombley’s focus on experiential distress is produced through his readings of published novels, which 
must be understood as cultural representations of madness.  Showalter’s focus on cultural representations 
of madness relies at moments on clinical discourse, and at other moments shifts into interpretations of 
individual experiences.  There is no necessary incompatibility between these or other readings, and 
nothing incorrect about focussing on one particular kind of madness.  But what I want to argue now…is 
that the recognition of distinctness can produce a more flexible and complete reading of madness.  It can 
also enable new ways of reading existing critical accounts.” (Ibid, p. 108) 
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who are not in any sense ‘clinically’ mad, fear madness or being labelled mad, such that 

cultural or clinical discourses of madness are not entirely abstract concepts for them, but 

rather carry personal, subjective resonances.  While, then, it is important not to conflate 

different kinds of madness uncritically, it is also the case the madness means in multiple 

ways, and this study is concerned with how these meanings are produced and resisted in 

modernist women’s writing.  The difference of this position from Valentine is again one 

of emphasis.  My primary concern is with how madness functions within texts, and with 

how the authors themselves respond, represent and refigure the multiple meanings of 

madness.  As literary representations, they are themselves cultural figurations of 

madness.  Central to Valentine’s argument, on the other hand, is the relationship 

between author’s lives and their texts, and while I share her concern with 

problematising this relationship, my emphasis falls more heavily upon their texts. 

 

This has been a rather lengthy excursion through previous scholarship but it has, I hope, 

helped set out the parameters of this study.  It is not a history of madness, or psychiatry, 

or psychoanalysis during the early twentieth century.  It is not a study of mad modernist 

women or the madness of modernist writing.  My interest is not in a mythical, 

metaphorical ‘madness’ but with the ways in which the idea of madness is grappled 

with textually.  Gender is a central category of analysis.  I argue that madness is 

experienced, represented and produced in diverse ways; modernism may be 

characterised by a widespread interest in madness, but there is not a characteristically 

modernist experience or writing of madness.  I am not offering a general theory of 

modernist madness.  Rather, I am concerned with how madness functions literarily and 

narratively, with Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s “creative, selective, and distortive” 

engagements with broader discourses of madness and with the many possible 

trajectories through modernist madness.  Attending to madness in Pilgrimage, “Down 

Below” and the Diary draws out unexpected readings of their texts and offers new 

perspectives on their writing of subjectivity and their engagement with modernism. 

 

Having said that my aim is not to provide another history of modernist madness, nor 

even necessarily to trace in detail the specific lineages of the various representations of 

madness in Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and the Diary, I nonetheless want to pause and 

briefly sketch out here some of the key discourses of madness circulating through 

modernism and through these texts.  For the sake of clarity, I do so in a somewhat 

schematic form, by distinguishing broadly ‘medical’ and ‘creative’ discourses.  This 
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strategy runs the risk of suggesting that these were discrete discourses rather than 

interrelated and interdisciplinary (as Micale argues, for instance), while also potentially 

homogenising the multiple and various creative engagements with madness, and the 

equally multiple and various medical approaches.  However, the chapters themselves 

deal with the specific inflections of these discourses, and my aim here is to provide a 

broad overview and set out the context that frames the particular concerns addressed in 

the chapters.  This will also, therefore, be a relatively brief survey, and I do not attempt 

to attend to all the nuances of modernist madnesses or provide overviews of fields like 

psychiatry: this has been done elsewhere (by Valentine and Micale, for instance), and 

for the purposes of this thesis, such comprehensiveness is not necessary.   

 

Before going on to outline these various discourses of madness, it is, however, 

necessary to acknowledge and justify possibly the most conspicuous absence from this 

thesis: psychoanalysis.  Valentine writes that the “importance [of psychoanalysis] as a 

century-forming cultural narrative is unquestioned.  Modernism and psychoanalysis are 

regarded as products of the same processes, emerging from the same cultural quakes.”83  

Furthermore, she suggests that “the aesthetic practices and thematic concerns critically 

important to modernism – decentring of the subject, crises in narratives of the self, 

biological and scientific knowledges, classicism, sexuality, embodiment – are also those 

of psychoanalysis.84  Psychoanalysis is one of the most prominent modernist discourses 

of madness, and there are a number of modernist women who were greatly influenced 

by psychoanalytic thought, including Nin.  Although I recognise the significance of 

psychoanalysis within modernism and, subsequently, for scholars of modernism, as well 

as the impact it had on modernist conceptions of madness, the relationships between 

modernism and psychoanalysis have already been extensively and thoroughly charted.85  

                                                 
83 Ibid, p. 31.  John Brenkman argues that Freud himself can be considered a modernist, writing that his 
modernism is characterised by “the interpretive transformation of cultural traditions into ciphers of 
personal destiny, the intellectual transformation of social crisis into individual drama, and the therapeutic 
transformation of the self through expressive experiment and mastery.” (John Brenkman (2004), “Freud 
the Modernist” in Mark S. Micale (ed.), The Mind of Modernism: Medicine, Psychology and the Cultural 
Arts in Europe and America, 1880-1940, Stanford University Press, Stanford, p. 172) 
84 Ibid 
85 Valentine and Lyndsey Stonebridge both provide solid overviews of the connections between 
modernism and psychoanalysis in England in Valentine and Lyndsey Stonebridge (2004), 
“Psychoanalysis and Literature” in Laura Marcus and Peter Nicholls (eds), The Cambridge History of 
Twentieth-Century English Literature, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 269-285.  There are a 
number of studies which discuss modernism and psychoanalysis, or alternately, perform psychoanalytic 
readings of modernist literatures, alongside innumerable psychoanalytic studies of particular modernist 
writers.  See, for instance, Peter Collier and Judy Davies (1990), Modernism and the European 
Unconscious, St Martin’s Press, New York; Jeffrey Berman (1985), The Talking Cure: Literary 
Representations of Psychoanalysis, New York University Press, New York; Clare Kahane (1995), 
Passions of the Voice: Hysteria, Narrative and the Figure of the Speakig Woman, 1850-1915, Johns 
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The influence of psychoanalysis on Richardson, Carrington and, in particular, Nin has 

also been acknowledged.86  Similarly, reading psychoanalysis in, and psychoanalytic 

readings of, the writing of modernist women more broadly are established critical 

gestures.  Analysis of the resonances of psychoanalysis within modernism has hardly 

been exhausted, but in this thesis I am interested in charting and exploring some of the 

many other ways in which madness was theorised and written about in the interwar 

period.  Micale also argues for the importance of moving beyond Freud, suggesting that, 

as influential and important as psychoanalysis was within modernism, there was also “a 

remarkably rich and diverse pool of psychological ideas, theories, and vocabularies … 

available for cultural appropriation.”87  I do discuss psychoanalytic ideas when relevant, 

but they are not a central focus of this thesis. 

 

Medical Models of Madness 

The developing discipline of psychiatry is of particular significance in terms of early 

twentieth century medical approaches to madness, as it was during this period that 

psychiatry was established as the central authority on madness.  “Down Below” is the 

only asylum narrative amongst the three, and the only one to deal substantively with 

clinical psychiatry, but both Pilgrimage and the Diary also engage, albeit less directly, 

with psychiatry and medical models of madness: Miriam fears being diagnosed as mad 

and struggles with the authority that accrues to scientific and medical epistemologies (of 

which psychiatry partakes), while Nin is appalled by a psychiatrist’s exhibition of a 

madman and, like Miriam, is sensitive about being considered mad.  This apprehension 

about the classificatory power of psychiatry is not uniquely modernist, but it was during 

the periods in which Richardson, Carrington and Nin were writing that psychiatry was 

establishing its scientific credentials and disciplinary status.88  The professionalisation 

                                                                                                                                               
Hopkins University Press, Baltimore; and Elizabeth Abel (1989), Virginia Woolf and the Fictions of 
Psychoanalysis, University of Chicago Press, Chicago. 
86 Nin scholarship abounds in psychoanalytic readings; see, Diane Richard-Allerdyce (1998), Anaïs Nin 
and the Remaking of the Self: Gender, Modernism and Narrative Identity, Northern Illinois University 
Press, DeKalb and Sharon Spencer (1981), Collage of Dreams: The Writings of Anaïs Nin, Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, New York.  Jean Radford, amongst others, draws on psychoanalytic theory in her 
reading of Pilgrimage (Jean Radford (1991), Dorothy Richardson, Harvester Wheatsheaf, Hemel 
Hempstead) and Joanne Winning traces Richardson’s awareness of and interest in Freud (Joanne Winning 
(2000), The Pilgrimage of Dorothy Richardson, University of Wisconsin Press, Madison).  
Psychoanalytic approaches to Carrington are less common, although Natalya Lusty discusses “Down 
Below” in relation to the Freudian Uncanny (Natalya Lusty (2003), “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” 
Textual Practice 17:2, pp. 335-365), and Gloria Orenstein addresses Jungian theory in her discussions of 
the mystical traditions Carrington draws upon (Gloria Orenstein (1991), The Reflowering of the Goddess, 
Pergamon Press, New York). 
87 Micale, p. 11 
88 Roy Porter and Micale write that the disciplinary origins of psychiatry “lie scattered in a multitude of 
areas of past activity and inquiry, including primitive medicine, mythology, hypnotism, theology, 
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of psychiatry is evident, Valentine argues, in the adoption of ever more sophisticated 

and elaborate taxonomies and vocabularies which “established a technical and 

specialised field” and in the fact that “the numbers and types of people of interest to 

psychiatry and the new discipline of psychology grew.”89  Emil Kraepelin’s nosological 

schema, outlined in his textbook, Clinical Psychiatry, was translated into English in 

1902, and, as Thiher writes, “much of the nosology of this book proposes is still the 

basis for contemporary works” like the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders, the DSM.  The term ‘schizophrenia’ was invented by Eugin Bleuler in 1911, 

renaming a condition that had been ‘discovered’ by Kraepelin.90   During the early 

twentieth century, madness and its treatment were reconceptualised, as new models of 

psychological dysfunction were developed and disseminated.  England’s 1913 Mental 

Deficiency Bill, for instance, “indicates the broadening of psychiatry’s attention to the 

less severely disturbed and the formation of a new social psychiatry whose field of 

interest extended over the whole population.”91   Another of the important ways in 

which this widespread pathologisation manifested was in psychiatry’s collusion with 

                                                                                                                                               
philosophy, law, anthropology, literature, and popular lay healing, all of which came together only in the 
late nineteenth century to form what we recognise today as the modern discipline of psychiatry.” (Roy 
Porter and Mark S. Micale (1994), “Introduction: Reflections on Psychiatry and its Histories” in Roy 
Porter and Mark S. Micale (eds), Discovering the History of Psychiatry, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 
p. 5)  It was, moreover, during the 1920s and 1930s that drug therapies were being developed and tested, 
leading to the electroconvulsive therapies of the 1950s (Valentine notes that the first reports of ECT 
emerged at the beginning of the Second World War, at precisely the time that Carrington was 
institutionalised).   
89 Valentine, p. 75.  Valentine notes that in 1827, 1046 people were committed to asylums in England, a 
number which grew to 140,000 by 1930. (Ibid, p. 6)  More startlingly, Edward Shorter contends that 
“between 1903 and 1933, the number of patients confined in psychiatric institutions in the United states 
more than doubled, from 143,000 to 366000. (Edward Shorter (1997), A History of Psychiatry: From the 
Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac, John Wiley and Sons, New York, p. 190) 
90 Thiher writes that “Kraepelin and his followers believed that, as they continually combined 
taxonomical entities, they increasingly revealed in positive terms the types of madness that exist in nature.  
The belief that clinical entities were ‘discovered’ by Kraepelin means that in the fifth edition of [Clinical 
Psychiatry] the psychiatrist was launched and under way to truth in nature; and in the sixth edition [the 
edition that was first translated into English] he did something akin to arriving at a new continent.  Or, to 
give a precise example: Kraepelin’s taking of Morel’s notion of dementia praecox, from roughly 1860, 
and combining it with Kahlbaum’s catatonia (1874) and Hecker’s hebephrenia (1871) resulted in the 
discovery of a ‘disease’.  Though Bleuler’s term schizophrenia came to be preferred over dementia 
praecox by the psychiatric profession, Kraepelin presumably discovered a real entity that, in some sense, 
had not been named or even known before.” (Thiher, p. 232) 
91 Ibid, p. 75.  Psychoanalysis was influential in this regard as well, as Valentine notes: “psychoanalysis 
of course explained the course of normal personality development as well as the ways in which 
interruptions to that development resulted in disordered personalities.  Physicalist approaches to 
psychiatry, and psychoanalysis, can both be held accountable for the field of psychiatry expanding to 
include just about everyone.” (Ibid, pp. 75-76)  Indeed, one of Valentine’s key arguments is that 
psychoanalysis and psychiatry were, in this period, considerably more closely entwined than is usually 
acknowledged.  She argues that during the modernist period “one of the most influential approaches to 
madness was also an approach to art, literature, anthropology, religion and language.  At a moment when 
the technical and medical vocabularies and techniques that characterise contemporary psychiatry 
emerged, establishing madness as a disease that can be known only by the medically trained, madness 
was also rendered visible by a technology now understood as loser to art than science.” (Ibid, p. 89) 
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discourses of degeneracy, which was used to classify and pathologise the socially 

deviant.92  Psychiatry was thus extending its reach and affirming its credentials during 

the early twentieth century. 

 

It was also in an experimental phase, as, for all that it aspired towards scientific and 

medical credibility, psychiatry was also marked by internal division and conflict and 

was, in fact, able to do little to actually cure madness.  Edward Shorter’s history of 

psychiatry turns around narratives of psychiatric heroism, with brave and dedicated 

psychiatrists progressively discovering new diseases and how to cure them, and Shorter 

also locates the early twentieth century as a crucial period in the development of modern 

psychiatry.  Psychiatrists, he argues, heartened by the discovery that General Paralysis 

of the Insane was caused by syphilis and therefore had a biological basis, experimented 

with an array of new techniques like the use of drug therapies, especially sedatives 

(including Luminal, which Carrington was given), sleep therapy, early drug-induced 

shock therapy (including Cardiazol, with which Carrington was also treated), induced 

comas, insulin and electroconvulsive therapy, as well as what Shorter refers to as “the 

lobotomy adventure.”93  Valentine, following Porter and Micale, argues that psychiatry 

during this period can be characterised broadly by division into somatic and mentalist 

camps: those whom insist upon the biological basis of madness, and those who argue 

for an understanding of madness as a psychological disorder.94  Thus, for instance, 

Carrington’s doctors fall under the somaticist banner, and psychoanalytically inclined 

doctors of the period (W.H.R. Rivers, for example, Siegfried Sassoon’s doctor at 

Craiglockhart hospital) under the mentalist.  There was not, however, a single, agreed 

upon approach to madness, and at the same time that psychiatry was established as a 

discipline, it was also divided, its epistemology and curative strategies contested. 

 

Feminist analyses of psychiatry and women’s madness have tended to hinge around two 

key historical moments: the epidemic of hysteria and nervous disorders of the 

nineteenth century/fin de siécle period (exemplified by and often discussed with 

                                                 
92 See, for instance: Stephen Arata (1996), Fictions of Loss in the Victorian Fin de Siécle: Identity and 
Empire, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 
93 Shorter, pp. 190-238 
94 Valentine, p. 8.  Valentine writes: “I will be representing much of the terrain of English psychiatry 
during the period under study as polarised over the broad approaches of somatic and mentalist.  This is of 
course a simplification: very few of even the most ardent somaticist psychiatrists rejected altogether any 
psychological facts; most psychoanalysts, including Freud, noted the primacy of physical processes in 
certain kids of mental distress.  But during this period the struggle for dominance between somaticist and 
mentalist approaches was important to the formation of modern psychiatry.”(Ibid) 
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reference to Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper”) and the 

Electroconvulsive Therapy (ECT) used to treat depression after the Second World War 

(for which Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar is the touchstone literary text).95  In Women’s 

Madness, Ussher, for instance, has a chapter on “The Victorian Madwoman,” which 

concentrates on hysteria, followed by a chapter on “Twentieth-Century Madness,” 

which focuses on the taxonomic schema of the DSM, and treatments like ECT.  Gilman 

and Plath’s feminist stories are both expressly concerned with the gender ideology 

underpinning the exercise of medical and psychiatric authority and dominant treatments 

of their periods (the rest cure and ECT); both texts have also generated a significant 

amount of scholarly work and have played an influential role in how feminists have 

theorised women’s madness.96  The intervening period, the 1920s to 1940s – that is, the 

period of modernism – is often discussed with reference to the emergence of 

psychoanalysis, but it might also be understood as a period of transition in which there 

was no dominant or agreed upon framework through which madness was understood.   

 

Approaches to madness in the late nineteenth century and the post-World War Two 

period were hardly univocal (Porter and Micale note that “from its earliest days, 

psychiatric medicine has been marked by the persistence of competing, if not bitterly 

opposing, schools” 97 ) but the modernist period might be thought of as especially 

polyvocal.  Thus, for instance, Pilgrimage, written during the 1920s and 1930s, looks 

back to the hysteria characterising the fin de siécle, while “Down Below” is possibly 

one of the earliest texts to respond to convulsive therapy and looks ahead to the drug 

therapies outlined by Ussher.  Hysteria and schizophrenia, psychiatry and 

psychoanalysis, drug treatments and the talking cure, the rest cure and convulsive 

                                                 
95 Showalter writes of “The Yellow Wallpaper” that “Gilman’s haunting and passionate protest against 
the rest cure has become a modern feminist classic, a paradigmatic text for critics and historians looking 
at the relation between sex roles, madness, and creativity.” (Showalter, p. 142)  Similarly, The Bell Jar 
offers “the most complex account of schizophrenia as a protest against the feminine mystique of the 
1950s” (Ibid, p. 216)  Ussher’s chapter on “The Victorian Madwoman” uses a quote from “The Yellow 
Wallpaper” as an epigraph and considers Gilman the “most notable” writer upon whom the rest cure was 
used.  She also repeatedly references Plath in her discussion of ECT and feminist critiques of psychiatry 
96 See, for example: Jane F. Thraikill (2002), “Doctoring ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’,” ELH 69:2, pp. 525-
566; Annie G. Rogers (1998), “In the ‘I’ of Madness: Shifting Subjectivities in Girls’ and Women’s 
psychological Development in The Yellow Wallpaper” in Jerilyn Fisher and Ellen Silber (eds), Analyzing 
the Different Voice: Feminist Psychological Theory and Literary Texts, Rowman and Littlefield, Lanham; 
Catherine Golden (ed.) (1992), The Captive Imagination: A Casebook on The Yellow Wallpaper, The 
Feminist Press, New York; Chris Wiesenthal (1997), Figuring Madness in Nineteenth Century Fiction, St 
Martin’s Press, New York; Maria Farland (2002), “Sylvia Plath’s Anti-Psychiatry,” Minnesota Review: A 
Journal of Committed Writing 55-57, pp. 245-256; Susan Coyle (1984), “Images of Madness and 
Retrieval: An Exploration of Metaphor in the Bell Jar,” Studies in American Fiction 12:2, pp. 61-174; 
Venla Oikkonen (2004), “Mad Embodiments: Female Corporeality and Insanity in Janet Frame's Faces in 
the Water and Sylvia Plath's The Bell Jar,” Helsinki English Studies 3. 
97 Porter and Micale, p. 5 
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therapy, women’s nervous susceptibility and male hysteria – shell shock – all overlap 

during modernism.98  Equally, there is no representative text of modernist women’s 

madness.  Woolf may be the representative modernist madwoman but Mrs Dalloway is 

about shell shock.  Other candidates might be HD’s Tribute to Freud, Rebecca West’s 

The Return of the Soldier, Coleman and White’s novels, Nadja, or, of course, 

Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s work.  None of these texts, however, has the kind of 

exemplary status as “The Yellow Wallpaper” or The Bell Jar, because of, I would like 

to suggest, the polyvalence of madness within modernism. 

 

Madness and creativity 

Another of the most significant modernist approaches to madness is the Surrealist 

investment in a vision of creative madness or, more particularly, the madwoman as 

muse.  Richardson, to my knowledge, had no interest in or interaction with the 

Surrealists, but Carrington was closely involved with them and Nin was fascinated by 

Surrealism, met André Breton and was, for a short time, good friends with Antonin 

Artaud.  The Surrealists “proposed that the unconscious and the pathologies associated 

with it are the key to all intellectual and creativity,” and Thiher writes that “madness 

and art were never more closely linked, theoretically at least, than in this moment when 

Freud’s doctrine for curing neurosis became a basis for an aesthetics that understood 

                                                 
98 One of Showalter’s most compelling arguments is that the rapid decline in the diagnosis of hysteria in 
the early twentieth century can be linked with the emergence, in large numbers, of ‘shell-shocked’ male 
hysterics during the First World War - Between 1919 and 1929, 114,600 ex-servicemen applied for 
pensions for “shell shock related disorders.” (Showalter, p. 190)  Showalter writes that: “What would 
finally change the direction of English psychiatry was not the fin de siécle epidemic of female nervous 
disorder, to which Virginia Woolf fell victim, but the experience of the Great War.  Only when hysteria, 
under the new name it was given during the war, became a widespread malady of men did the talking 
cure enter English psychiatric practice.  Not feminism but shell shock initiated the era of psychiatric 
modernism.” (Showalter, p. 164)  She suggests that the shell shocked soldier was considered “simple, 
emotional, unthinking, passive, suggestible, dependent, and weak – very much the same constellation of 
traits associated with the hysterical woman.” (Ibid, p. 175)  “The efficacy of the term ‘shell shock’,” 
Showalter argues, “lay in its power to provide a masculine-sounding substitute for the effeminate 
associations of ‘hysteria’ and to disguise the troubling parallels between male war neurosis and the female 
nervous disorders epidemic before the war.” (Ibid, p. 172)  Shell shock is an important phenomenon 
because it is one of the most recognisable forms of modernist madness, the war and its attendant traumas 
being central both to modernist literature and early twentieth century psychiatry; as Elaine Showalter 
notes, “it is ironically appropriate that in 1930, when Bethlem Hospital moved to its new facilities, its 
former buildings became the Imperial War Museum.” (Ibid, p. 194)  Clare M. Tylee notes, “although 
modernist experimentation predates the First World War, many modernist masterpieces were responses to 
at least one of the armed conflicts that so altered European culture in the first half of the twentieth 
century.”( Clare M. Tylee (2007), “War, Modernisms and the Feminized ‘Other’” in Bonnie Kime Scott 
(ed.), Gender in Modernism: New Geographies, University of Illinois Press, Urbana and Chicago, p. 19)  
Rebecca West’s The Return of the Soldier (1918) was the first novel to talk about shell shock and Woolf’s 
Septimus Smith is possibly the most recognisable modernist representation of madness generally and 
shell shock particularly.  The trauma of the war and the legions of shell shocked returning solders are 
among the cultural quakes that modernism responds to and takes as its subject.   
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itself to be a pathway to permanent revolution.”99   Madness was key to Surrealist 

conceptions of creativity; it represented, Julien Gracq notes, “a kind of imaginative 

health, or rather the boundary condition of the dreamer who judges and offers a 

corrective which the real world tries to stick to the man who offers it.”100  Breton 

defined Surrealism as “pure psychic automism with which one proposes to express the 

real process of thought, either orally or in writing, or in any other manner.  Thought’s 

dictation, in the absence of any control exercised by reason, outside any esthetic or 

moral concerns.”101  The non-rational – madness, the dream and the unconscious – gave 

access to another level of perception and was at the centre of Surrealist practice.102

 

Breton himself had worked in a neuropsychiatric hospital during the war, helping to 

treat soldiers suffering from shell shock and becoming familiar with an array of 

psychological, psychiatric and psychoanalytic texts and theories.103  Breton’s use of 

these theories was, however, notoriously partial and distortive.  Regarding the 

Surrealist’s use of hysteria, Whitney Chadwick writes that: 

 

they provided a new definition, one that raised the status of Hysteria from a mental 

disorder to a poetic precept.  ‘Hysteria is not a pathological phenomenon and can 

in every way be considered as a supreme means of expression,’ they wrote in the 

last issue of La Révolution Surréaliste.104

 

                                                 
99 Thiher, pp. 259-260 
100 Annette Becker (2000), “The Avant Garde, Madness and the Great War,” Journal of Contemporary 
History 35:1, p. 77 
101 André Breton, quoted in Gérard Durozi (2002), History of the Surrealist Movement, [trans. Alison 
Anderson], University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London, p. 68 
102 Paul Eluard, for instance, wrote that “the drawings of the insane transport us directly and unwittingly 
to cities and countrysides where the wind of revelation moves….Open your eyes, I beg you, upon this 
virgin landscape!  Accept as a postulate the principle of absolute liberty, and recognize, with me, that the 
world of the insane cannot be matched in our own age.” (Eluard, quoted in John MacGregor (1989), 
Discovery of the Art of the Insane, Princeton University Press, Princeton, p. 275)  MacGregor notes that 
of the thirteen drawings Eluard included in his article, only three were by actual asylum inmates; the other 
ten were by the Surrealist artist Robert Desnos. 
103 J.H. Matthews (1985), Surrealism, Insanity, and Poetry, Syracuse University Press, New York, p. 14.  
As Breton later reflected: “I was sent to a centre for disabled men, men sent home due to mental illness, 
including a number of acutely insane men, as well as more doubtful case brought up on charges which a 
medical opinion was called for.  The time I spent there and what I saw was of signal importance in my 
life and had a decisive influence in the development of my thought.  That is where I could experiment on 
patients, seeing the nature of diagnosis and psychoanalysis, and in particular, the recording and 
interpretation of dreams and free association.  These materials were from the beginning at the heart of 
surrealism....I took from these experiences a lively curiosity and a great respect for what is conventionally 
termed these deviations of the human spirit.” (Breton, quoted in Becker, p. 76) 
104 Whitney Chadwick (1985), Women Artists and the Surrealist Movement, Thames and Hudson, 
London, p. 35 
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Moreover, Chadwick argues, “Breton was content to maintain the identification of 

woman with this image of convulsive reality; once again, she completes the male vision 

by absorbing into herself those qualities that man recognizes as important but does not 

wish to possess himself.”105  It was “often the image of woman that mediated man’s 

encounters with the irrational,”106 and while “simulated madness is a source of man’s 

creativity, real madness the a source of women’s.  The man’s is active, the woman’s 

passive, powerless, and at the mercy of the unconscious.”107  Similarly, Lusty argues 

that “while Breton’s early psychiatric training with shell shocked soldiers had instigated 

his experiments with automatic writing, it was specifically female madness that came to 

define Surrealism’s revolt against the Cartesian subject of bourgeois, liberal 

ideology.”108  The idea of the inspired, or rather, the inspiring mad woman is thus 

central to Surrealism’s aesthetic programme.  

 

The clearest example of the Surrealist investment in the madwoman-as-muse is Breton’s 

Nadja, and Breton’s exploitation of Nadja and his callous abandonment of her when the 

extremity of her condition impaired her ability to act as his muse by offering “the 

trifling remarks which she happened to make and those which meant so much to me.” 

109  Nadja demonstrates, John MacGregor argues: 

 

a new and highly dangerous attitude towards the insane … a tendency to exploit 

and manipulate individuals who are mentally unstable or even psychotic in the 

belief that their artistic productions are far more significant than their 

psychological condition, justifying manipulating the one with a view to obtaining 

the other.  The account of Breton’s relation with Nadja provides the most detailed 

illustration of the nature of his involvement with madness and the mind.  We must 

believe him when he says, ‘I could spend my whole life prying loose the secrets of 

the insane.110

 

                                                 
105 Ibid 
106 Ibid 
107 Ibid, p. 74 
108 Natalya Lusty (2002), Surrealism, Feminism and Psychoanalysis: The Crisis of Representation in the 
Work of Leonora Carrington, Claude Cahun and Cindy Sherman, PhD Thesis, University of Sydney, p. 
49.  Lusty suggests that “in turning to the somatic language of hysteria and female madness, Breton 
displaces the traumatised body and mind of masculinity – the shell-shocked soldiers of the first world war 
– onto an image of femininity that is at once enchanting and convulsive.”  (Ibid, p. 65) 
109 André Breton (1999 [1929]), Nadja, [trans. Richard Howard], Penguin Books, London, p. 130.   
110 MacGregor, p. 276 
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As Carrington’s case illustrates, the experience of madness is somewhat distinct from 

the ways that madness functions in the Surrealist imaginary.  There is a great deal that 

can be, and has been, said about Surrealist conceptions of madness, but as my intention 

here is to provide an overview of some key modernist discourses of madness, I will now 

turn to some of the other ways in which creativity and madness were linked within 

modernism, and return to Surrealism as relevant in the chapters. 

 

The Surrealists were not the only modernists to engage creatively with madness.111  The 

German Expressionists also invested in a creative discourse of madness, viewing 

madness as a redemptive state outside of the abject and banal.112  In the modernist little 

magazine, transition, whose editor Eugene Jolas was interested in prompting a 

‘Revolution of the Word’, madness is often endowed with transgressive and 

revolutionary significance.  Furthermore, John MacGregor notes that it was during the 

early twentieth century that “European artist had become aware of the art of the 

mentally and were influenced by it.  Exhibitions of psychopathological art were held for 

the first time.”113  The 1922 publication of Hanz Prinzhorn’s book of images of insane 

art was greeted enthusiastically by the Surrealists, Ernst in particular, and points to a 

growing interest in the connections between art and madness.  Valentine points to T.S. 

Eliot’s poem “Hysteria” and the concern with hysteria evident in “The Waste Land,” 

Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway, E.M. Forster’s Howard’s End and Rebecca West’s Return of 

the Soldier as central modernist texts concerned with madness.  A preoccupation with 

madness is also evident among the Hayford Hall women; The Shutter of Snow and 

Beyond the Glass are both expressly about madness, while Barnes’s Nightwood has also 

been considered (by Kaup, for instance) a text which engages with ideas of madness.  

Valentine points to the ways that madness was evoked by Coleman and White in 

particular, and circulated through their letters to each other and in their diaries, and she 

                                                 
111 This is a discourse which has its origins in Romanticism.  John MacGregor writes that “although the 
influence of the painting and drawing of the mentally ill becomes visually and ideologically obvious 
during the first quarter of the twentieth century, the origins of this new sensibility appear very strongly as 
a fundamental aspect of Romanticism.  Within this all-pervasive movement the concept of insanity and 
the attitude towards insane people underwent a profound and permanent change, the implications of 
which are still being felt.  The madman was transformed from a mindless, unfeeling animal into a heroic 
embodiment of the Romantic ideal, his art a pure expression of the Romantic imagination unchained.” 
(MacGregor, p. 4; see also pp. 67-80) 
112 I discuss the German Expressionist writer Gottfried Benn in Chapter 6.  MacGregor writes that “the 
mental processes characteristic of psychotic illness” are “reflected in Expressionist drama, in the use of 
free-associational thought and neologisms, and in the themes of violence, torment, madness and death.  
Expressionist literature is obsessed with the cult of the irrational and the world of the dream.” (Ibid, p 
225)   
113 Ibid, p. 4 
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suggests that the idea of the ‘mad genius’ was explicitly taken up by Coleman (as well 

as by Leonard Woolf and Alix Strachey in their descriptions of Woolf).114   

 

Moreover, Valentine writes that “the connection between madness and creativity is not 

unique to modernism, but this period saw a novel aspiration to madness….Each of the 

major modernist Anglo-American networks such as Bloomsbury and the ‘geniuses 

together’ Americans in Paris was inhabited by significant numbers of people recognised 

as mad.”115  She suggests too that there is a “formal resemblance between modernist 

writing – dislocation, fragmentation, depersonalisation, dissociation – and 

phenomenological descriptions of madness.” 116   Madness and modernism therefore 

overlap in a number of ways during the early twentieth century: in the historical 

coincidence of psychiatry and experimental stance underpinning modernism, in writers 

and artists considered mad and the development of aesthetic practices resembling 

madness, and in the flourishing of a creative investment or preoccupation in ideas in 

madness.  Considering the madnesses represented in Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and 

the Diary in relation to the multiple and various figurations of madness at work 

throughout modernism opens up new readings of these texts and offers different 

perspectives on the ways in which modernist women writers grappled with ideas of 

madness. 

 

Chapter One is concerned with Pilgrimage’s engagement with fin de siécle medico-

scientific discourse and, in particular, with Miriam’s struggle with various diagnoses of 

madness.  Focussing on four key diagnostic scenes – Miriam’s response to her mother’s 

hysteria, her encounter with a social-Darwinist encyclopaedia entry on ‘Woman’, a 

scientific article with which she self-diagnoses herself as a member of “the worst of the 

four classes of humanity,”117 and the moment in which Miriam is herself diagnosed 

with a nervous breakdown – I examine the difficulty Miriam has with the fact that 
                                                 
114 Valentine, pp. 149-170 
115 Ibid, pp. 99-100.  “Restricting ourselves to the English language, and to literature,” she writes, “these 
modernist were called mad: Leonora Carrington, Emily Holmes Coleman, Nancy Cunard, Vivien Eliot, 
Zelda Fitzgerald, Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, Ezra Pound, Antonia White, and Virginia Woolf.  Djuna 
Barnes, HD, and Mina Loy were identified as mentally troubled, suffering from alcoholism, depression or 
neurasthenia.” (Ibid, p. 100) 
116 Ibid.  Similarly, Deborah Parsons writes that “the key experimental techniques with which Modernist 
writers sought to express such instability – introspective narratives full of temporal dislocations, 
associative images and ellipses- compare strikingly, for example, with the symptoms of war neurosis and 
hysteria (amnesia and repetitive memory disorders, fragmented consciousness, paralysis or loss of speech, 
hypersensitivity and emotional apathy).” (Deborah Parsons (2006), “Trauma and War Memory” in Laura 
Marcus and Peter Nicholls (eds), The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century English Literature, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 178)  
117 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1919]), Pilgrimage: Interim, Vol. 2, Virago, London, p. 325-326 
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medical science perpetually associates femininity with madness and the female body 

with fragility and vulnerability.  With the first three of these diagnoses, Miriam finds it 

difficult, if not impossible, to retain a sense of self and feminine subjectivity outside of 

the relentless scientific logic of the diagnosis.  Miriam’s recurrent fear of going mad 

would seem to be fulfilled when her friend, Dr. Densley, diagnoses her as suffering a 

nervous breakdown and prescribes a rest cure.  However, as my analysis of this final 

diagnostic scene illustrates, in this instance, Miriam is no passive victim of medical 

science as she determines to exploit “the verdict of a science she half despised” in order 

to secure a holiday to Switzerland.  Densley’s diagnosis is a scene surprisingly 

overlooked by critics, but it can, I suggest, be viewed as something of a turning point in 

the novel, and it represents an important appropriation of the conflation of femininity 

and madness. 

 

In Chapter Two I am concerned with Richardson’s representation of the city, and argue 

that Miriam’s movement through London is framed by discourses of urban pathology.  

Miriam’s fear of madness is related to her belief that her mother’s death has condemned 

her to madness, but I suggest in this chapter that it is also bound up with women’s urban 

marginality, and Miriam’s anxious and transgressive movement through the city.  I read 

the cryptic advertising sign ‘Teetgen’s Teas’ as a site which mobilises her ambivalences 

about the models of femininity available to her.  Teetgen’s Teas has generally been read 

by Richardson scholars as a site of traumatic memory, reminding Miriam of her failure 

to prevent her mother’s death, and I extend this reading by attending to the spatiality of 

these scenes and exploring the conjunction of urban space and madness.  In particular, I 

address the pathologisation of the New Woman and the discourse of degeneracy. 

 

In Chapter Three I discuss “Down Below” in relation to two pertinent discourses of 

madness, Surrealism and psychiatry.  I chart some of the intricacies of Carrington’s 

relationship with Surrealism through an analysis of André Breton’s reading of “Down 

Below” and his understanding of her madness in his introduction to Carrington in the 

Anthology of Black Humour, and I draw attention to some of the problematics of 

reading Carrington’s madness through a Surrealist framework.  I also suggest that 

Carrington’s representation of madness is distinct to some of the central ways in which 

it figures in the Surrealist imaginary.  I then argue that Carrington’s representation of 

the Santander asylum, and her engagement with psychiatric discourses of madness, are 

among the most compelling yet neglected aspects of the text.  I am interested in the 
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text’s profusion of mystical, cosmological reference, and contend that the narrative 

privileging of these delusional aspects functions as a substitute for a more conventional 

asylum autobiography, and for a psychiatric account of her madness.  Rather than 

writing of her experience of madness in a way that aligns with a psychiatric case study 

model of madness narration, she instead (re)constructs and substitutes a delusional 

narrative, in a way that undermines psychiatry’s authority of interpretation and 

representation. 

 

In Chapter Four I expand on an argument offered by Renee Riese Hubert, who writes 

that:  

 

Carrington repeatedly links personal experience to political conditions.  She never 

loses track of the presence of warfare, of fascism, of Nazi ideology, and she 

considers her internment and political repression interchangeable, mirror 

metaphors of one another.118

 

Although noted by Hubert, Lusty and Aberth, the relationship between Carrington’s 

madness and the war has not been explored in depth.  In this chapter, I argue that 

Carrington’s madness can be considered a form of civilian war neurosis, and I am 

concerned with the various ways in which the violence and trauma of the external world 

begin to be experienced both psychologically and corporeally by Carrington herself.  I 

suggest that Carrington’s madness manifests as an over-identification with the external 

world and, drawing on Jean Gallagher’s work on wartime visuality, I contend that 

Carrington suffers from an inability to find a visual or psychological perspective which 

enables her to comprehend the violence of the war.  As a result, Carrington begins to 

experience the traumatic dislocations of the war within her own body.  However, I 

suggest that Carrington also offers the possibility that such an intersubjective, 

intercorporeal merging of the body and the world represents an alternative to the 

domineering and aggressive embodiment promulgated by fascism.  “Down Below” is a 

text thoroughly preoccupied with the difficulties of the civilian response to war.  

 

I examine in Chapter Five the way in which the construction of Nin as a figure of 

pathology has turned around certain assumptions about the referentiality and 

transparency of the diary-form, and argue that attending to the way Nin herself writes 

                                                 
118 Renee Riese Hubert, p. 115 
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about the Diary, and in particular, the ways in which madness is invoked in discussions 

about the diary-form, enables a reconsideration of the ways that madness figures in her 

self-narratives.  It is my contention that Nin’s frequent invocation of madness signals an 

ambivalence about the models of subjectivity she has access to as a modernist woman 

writer, and I suggest that interrogating the alleged ‘authenticity’ of the Diary opens up a 

consideration of such complexities in Nin’s writing of the self.  I argue that madness is 

in fact a key term in Nin’s debates with Henry Miller, Lawrence Durrell and Otto Rank 

about genre, modernism, and feminine writing.  Nin’s defence of the diary form, her 

writing of feminine subjectivity, and negotiation of the discourses of modernist art that 

Miller, Durrell and Rank authoritatively invoke, occur, at least in part, in reference to 

and through ideas of madness. 

 

In Chapter Six I am interested in the proliferating significations that madness takes on 

across the Diary.  Nin’s various references to madness are characterised by 

inconsistency and contradictions, and are notable for the array of different contexts in 

which they appear.  Nin’s use of madness shifts from offhand references to the ecstatic 

hysteria of her lovemaking, to a critique of institutional psychiatry; from representing 

the source of her creative inspiration, to an indictment of the inadequacies of 

‘masculine’ art.  In order to account for these shifting significances, particularly around 

gendered models of creativity, I am concerned with placing Nin within her modernist 

context and I set Nin’s figuration of madness alongside one particular thread of 

modernist thought: the little magazine transition.  There are strong parallels between the 

model of creative madness set up in transition and Nin’s own conceptualisation of 

madness, but the idea of the mad genius is also one which Nin is denied access to; the 

tradition of feminine madness is far less enabling than the lineage of inspired madmen 

drawn upon in transition.  I argue that the shifting significances of madness in Nin’s 

discussions around creativity and inspiration signal her ambivalence about the gender of 

modernist models of creativity, and point to her attempt to negotiate, even reformulate, 

a discourse of inspired madmen for her own purposes. 
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Chapter One 
Diagnostic Discourse in Pilgrimage 

 
 

“‘Play something cheerful, chickie,’ said her mother, in a dreadful deep trembling voice.  
Suddenly Miriam knew, in horror, that the voice wanted to scream, to bellow.  
Bellow … that huge, tall woman striding about on the common at Worthing … 
bellowing … mad–madness.”1

 

“‘It’s nerves.  He says we must behave as if there was nothing wrong with her.  There is 
nothing wrong but nerves.’”2

 
“She recalled his face, its professional gravity banishing the affectionately malicious 
smile greeting his discovery of her newly dawned determination to exploit, for the sake 
of its attendant possibilities, the verdict of a science she half despised.”3

 

 

Towards the end of Honeycomb, the third volume of Pilgrimage, Miriam Henderson 

returns home, from her job as a governess, to attend her sister Harriet’s wedding.  Home, 

to this point, has represented for Miriam a space of comparative repose and sinecure.  

Although Miriam had felt compelled to seek employment – first as a teacher in 

Germany, followed by a post in a girl’s school in London, and then as the governess to 

the wealthy Corrie family – so as not to be a burden on increasingly precarious family 

finances, her holidays at home return her, with relief, to an impoverished but 

nonetheless middle class milieu.  Being with her family has its own difficulties, but it 

allows her to recover from the exhaustion of her work as a teacher, her subsistence on a 

meagre salary, and sense of alienation from others.  Approaching the family home as 

she arrives for Harriet’s wedding, she reflects that “inside was a place for her; things 

ready; a bed prepared where she would lie tonight in the darkness.”4  After the wedding, 

however, it becomes clear that her mother’s psychological state has deteriorated 

dramatically, and the security of home is, for Miriam, irrevocably disrupted.  Playing 

the piano for her mother, whose hands are twisting in her lap, Miriam realizes that Mrs 

Henderson is verging on an attack of hysteria.    

 

                                                 
1 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1917]), Pilgrimage: Honeycomb, Vol. 1, Virago, London, p. 471 
2 Ibid, p. 475 
3 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1938]), Pilgrimage: Dimple Hill, Vol. 4, Virago, London p. 443 
4 Honeycomb, p. 444 
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As my epigraph suggests, Mrs Henderson’s affectionate, maternal identity is a 

performance which conceals a voice “that wanted to scream.”5  When her request that 

Miriam “play something cheerful” is uttered in a “dreadful deep trembling voice,” 

Miriam is alarmed to discover that Mrs Henderson’s ability to maintain that 

performance is faltering.  Miriam is disturbed by the similarity she identifies between 

her mother, listening to music in the parlour of their house in a respectable middle-class 

suburb, and her memory of a “huge, tall woman striding about on the common at 

Worthing … bellowing … mad–madness.”  The difficulty that Miriam has grasping this, 

apprehending a connection between these two seemingly very different women, is 

signalled by the small breakdown of narrative, evident in the repetition of words, the 

incomplete, fragmented sentences, and the disruption of ellipses.  In particular, the 

strained repetition of “…mad–madness,” and the multiple reiteration of the word 

“bellow,” suggest Miriam’s hesitant articulation and struggle to understand what the 

‘dreadful deep trembling’ element in her mother’s voice might mean.  Madness is 

present here as a horrifying spectre, aligning her mother with a figure of anarchic, 

uncontrolled femininity.  While Miriam regards the revelation of her mother’s incipient 

madness with fear and alarm, she is also aware of the inadequacy of the doctor’s 

assurance that there is nothing wrong but nerves.  The medical discourses which 

construct Mrs Henderson’s distress as ‘just nerves’, and dictate that the family “behave 

as if there was nothing wrong with her,” function, Miriam realizes, to mask the 

suffering of this desperately unhappy woman, who has experienced a lifetime of ridicule 

from her husband and has begun to think that her life has been useless.   

 

With the doctor’s and the family’s insistence that there “is nothing wrong but nerves,” 

Mrs Henderson’s perspective is elided, and her various expressions of distress, the 

hysterical episodes in which she laughs, cries, says dreadful things and is then 

exhausted, thus remain unintelligible as anything other than the nervous susceptibility 

of women.6  Miriam is increasingly aware of the role her father’s misogyny plays in her 

mother’s hysteria, but given the weight carried by the doctor’s pronouncements, 

founded on the authority of medical discourse, Miriam has no legitimate position from 

which to contest that authority, and no language in which to formulate her (gendered) 

protest.  She is also not herself entirely immune to the authority and explanatory power 

of those discourses, especially because, at the fin de siécle, they represented one of the 

                                                 
5 Ibid, p. 471 
6 Ibid, p. 470.   
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dominant cultural narratives through which women’s madness could be understood.  

Sensing her mother’s impending “attack of hysteria” Miram wonders, with 

apprehension but also with exasperation, “was she going to have one now… laugh and 

cry and say dreadful things and then be utterly exhausted? Good lord, how fearful.”7  

Miriam vacillates between regarding her mother’s hysteria with horror and with 

frustration; between wishing her mother would simply control herself and realizing that 

she is unable to; between a forceful critique of the inadequacies of medical science and 

a recycling of the doctor’s pronouncements; and finally between a sympathetic, 

gendered reading of Mrs Henderson’s hysteria, in which both Mr Henderson and 

medical science are culpable, and taking an authoritative stance in relation to her mother, 

which places her in an awkward complicity with her father.  Particularly, Mrs 

Henderson’s madness brings to the fore Miriam’s often frustrated attempts to grapple 

with scientific and medical knowledge, and the ways that these discourses produce 

‘authoritative’ knowledge about femininity and women’s bodies.   

 

This chapter is concerned with four key diagnostic moments in Pilgrimage, and I use 

these scenes of diagnosis as points through which to trace a complicated set of 

connections between femininity, madness and medico-scientific knowledge.  Kristen 

Bluemel and Joanne Winning have provided extensive analyses of the representation of 

scientific and medical knowledge in Pilgrimage.8   My focus in this chapter on the 

diagnosis of madness builds on, and is indebted to, their work, particularly Bluemel’s 

analysis of Miriam’s “unsteady and incomplete journey in Pilgrimage from a charmed 

disciple to a sharp critic of science.”9  Bluemel writes that:  

 

In the early book-chapters of the novel, [Miriam] is attracted by scientific discourse 

– and the masculine privileges of freedom and knowledge that she associates with 

it – but most of Pilgrimage moves against the hypermasculine science Miriam 

encounters in the dental surgery, medical communities and London’s intellectual 

circles.10

 

                                                 
7 Ibid 
8 Kristen Bluemel (1996), Experimenting of the Borders of Modernism: Dorothy Richardson’s 
Pilgrimage, The University of Georgia Press, Athens and London and Joanne Winning (2000), The 
Pilgrimage of Dorothy Richardson, University of Wisconsin Press, Madison.   
9 Bluemel, p. 80.  Science and medicine form a significant part of Miriam’s London milieu, and, Bluemel 
notes, “since Pilgrimage is an encyclopaedia of Edwardian England’s passions, it is not surprising that 
Richardson incorporates the romance with science that gripped her nation.” (Ibid) 
10 Ibid 
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 Bluemel argues that representations of illness, particularly physical illness, in 

Pilgrimage work to produce a female subjectivity which is not “coterminous with an 

objective reality known by science.”11  That is, she argues that the text is concerned 

with how female illness and, by extension, feminine subjectivity, might be understood 

and lived outside of scientific definitions and models.  Illness functions in Pilgrimage, 

she suggests, “in the interests of possible feminine self-determination,” rather than “in 

the interests of a masculine plot, adventure, cure or redemption.” 12   Bluemel’s 

contention that one of Pilgrimage’s concerns is with the production of narratives of 

femininity different to the dominant scientific and medical models, and her argument 

that the text insists on the possibility of creating meaning out of women’s experience of 

disease, are ones that I take up here. 13   While acknowledging Richardson’s 

thoroughgoing critique of science and medicine, I suggest that the diagnosis of madness 

is a particularly vexed instance of the exercise of medical authority, and is a context in 

which feminine self-determination becomes an especially difficult ideal to assert. 

 

Bluemel argues that “both the means and ends of Pilgrimage’s representations of 

female illness and death are different than those adopted by the familiar discourses that 

associate the female body with disease,” an argument with which I concur.14  Bluemel’s 

focus, however, is much wider than my own; she speaks broadly to the text’s 

engagement with science and medicine, which, she argues, are continually conflated in 

                                                 
11 Ibid, p. 81 
12 Ibid.  Bluemel writes that it is the “possibility of creating meaning from disease through feminine forms 
and contexts that constitutes the novel’s less obvious move toward a ‘scientific’ vision that hovers beyond 
the horizon of Pilgrimage.”  (Ibid) 
13 Bluemel provides a persuasive discussion of the representation of science and scientific discourses n 
the text, arguing that “the failure of medicine to effect a cure is not simply a plot device dictated by 
autobiographical concerns.  It provides the materials necessary for Richardson to explore theoretical 
relations among feminine gender, the female body, and medical science.  We know that Mrs Henderson’s 
‘tragedy’ is not an arbitrary expression of these theoretical concerns because once she dies, the questions 
inspired by her situation are reformulated through the representation of other sick women in the text.  
Each case or story told about a woman in mental or physical pain complicates Miriam’s ability to come to 
a conclusion about women’s relation to their bodies and to the medical science that seeks to regulate 
them.  The one constant in all these various encounters is that even when medicine succeeds over illness, 
it seldom effects a ‘cure’ in the way its male practitioners desire. … Illness and its effects on the female 
body function as the materials of feminine subjectivity rather than the subjects of medical objectivity.” 
(Ibid, p. 91)  This is suggestive for my argument because it extends the difficulty Miriam experiences in 
articulating her opposition to her mother’s diagnosis to a difficulty which returns and is reformulated 
throughout Pilgrimage.  Bluemel writes that  she does not mean to suggest that Pilgrimage “structures a 
contest between ‘good’ feminine subjectivity and ‘evil’ masculine objectivity.” (Ibid, p. 91)  She does, 
however, suggest “that Richardson’s inability to bridge the gap represented by two gendered categories 
requires her to stage, again and again, the confrontation between female illness and masculine medicine.” 
(Ibid, p.92) 
14 Ibid, p. 81 
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Pilgrimage,15 and discusses female illness, disease and death more generally.  While 

she touches on madness, it is not central to her argument.  Mrs Henderson’s suicide, the 

encyclopaedia and the scientific article all receive attention in Bluemel’s work, and in 

focussing my discussion on these incidents, I will inevitably be treading familiar ground.  

However, by framing them more explicitly in terms of Miriam’s complicated, 

ambivalent and rather fraught response to gestures of diagnosis, I approach them from a 

different perspective, and position madness as an important point at which discourses of 

gender and medicine converge. 

 

The four diagnostic scenes that this chapter turns around represent moments in which 

the definitions and models imposed by science or medicine cannot easily be escaped, in 

which Miriam struggles to contest the conflation of femininity and madness.16  The first 

of these diagnostic moments is Mrs Henderson’s hysteria.  The second is Miriam’s 

                                                 
15 Bluemel writes that although her analysis “gestures out toward ‘real’ scientific discourses of the period, 
it is primarily concerned with the way science is represented in Pilgrimage rather than the way scientific 
thought functioned in Richardson’s culture.  Since the world in which this science operates is entirely 
fictional, in this study the word ‘science’ can be interpreted as ‘mythologies about science’ when it refers 
to Richardson’s interpretations of her culture’s conversations about science.  I take advantage of the 
fictional or mythological nature of science in Pilgrimage and assume the same freedom with my subject 
as Richardson does with hers; like Richardson, I use ‘science’ to refer to a broad range of discourses, 
including, above al, those of medicine and dentistry.  Whether or not these discourses should ‘really’ be 
classified as scientific ones, in Pilgrimage and in this book they are considered as such because they all 
lay claim to science as the source of their authority and legitimacy as social practices.” (Ibid, p. 78)  
Following Bluemel and Richardson, this study also considers the medical (including the psychiatric) as an 
element of the scientific, for the very reason that Bluemel outlines – their claim to scientific authority and 
legitimacy. 
16 References to madness are scatted throughout Pilgrimage, not always in the crippling, diagnostic way 
suggested by the encyclopaedia or Mrs Henderson’s hysteria, but more often than not, in terms of 
different conceptions of feminine identity.  Listening to Fraulein Pfaff, the headmistress of the German 
school at which she teaches, yell at the housekeeper, Miriam reflects that “it was like mad women” 
(Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1915]), Pilgrimage: Pointed Roofs, Vol. 1, Virago, London, p. 113); a group 
of friendly nuns prompt her to whisper to one of her students “are they mad?”  (Ibid, p. 121); when 
expressing her distain towards ordinary, domestic North London women, Miriam asserts that “they ought 
to be in an institution” (Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1916]), Pilgrimage: Backwater, Vol. 1, Virago, 
London p. 255); Miriam’s sister Eve suffers from nerves; Miriam’s friends Mag and Jan describe a writer 
friend of theirs as mad and “revel[ling] in being mad”, and discuss the prospect of Miriam becoming a 
writer in terms of whether she is morbid or mad (Miriam asserts that she is neither) (Dorothy Richardson 
(2002 [1919]), Pilgrimage: Interim, Vol. 2, Virago, London, p. 420); Miriam’s landlady is “quite mad, 
but a darling”(Dimple Hill, p. 426); and she describes her friend and lover Hypo’s theories of maternity as 
insane: “Hypo’s amused answer to the feminists.  The idea of having infants scooped out early on, and 
artificially reared.  Insane.”(Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1923]), Pilgrimage: Revolving Lights, Vol. 3, 
Virago, London, p. 379)  These represent just a few of the many casual references to madness in 
Pilgrimage, and I include them here in this rather schematic form in order to suggest that Richardson 
repeatedly draws connections between madness and femininity in these somewhat fleeting madness 
references as well as in the more sustained discussions of madness that form the basis of this chapter.  A 
considerable proportion of Pilgrimage involves Miriam’s various and decidedly ambivalent responses to 
the models of femininity (and masculinity) she encounters and of course not every reference to gender 
relates to madness.  I am not in any way suggesting that ‘madness’ offers the ‘key’ to the text.  It does, 
however, appear often enough to warrant my argument that madness is one of the important tropes around 
which Miriam’s ambivalence around gendered identities is articulated, and that Miriam’s negotiation of 
feminine identities is shown to be framed by discourses of madness. 
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horrified response to an encyclopaedia, containing a social-Darwinist entry on ‘Woman’ 

which pathologises the feminine and reduces women to their biology, which she reads 

at the dental surgery where she works as a secretary.  In the third, Miriam reads another 

scientific article and self-diagnoses herself as a member of the ‘lymphatico-nervous 

class’, allegedly the “worst of the four classes of humanity.”17  In these first three 

diagnostic instances, women are coupled with the pathological, and Miriam strains to 

conceptualise a gendered identity outside of the diagnostic framework they offer.   

 

These three difficult diagnostic scenes set up the significance of the final diagnosis with 

which I am concerned, in which Miriam herself is diagnosed as suffering a nervous 

breakdown and is prescribed a rest cure.  The diagnosis by her friend, Dr Ashley 

Densley, would seem to be the culmination of the Miriam’s fears about being driven or 

considered mad.  Densley considers women too delicate and frail to support the kind of 

independent, New Woman lifestyle Miriam is attempting to carve out for herself; he is a 

mouthpiece for some of the ideas that Miriam finds most intolerable, and she grapples 

for a long time with the possibility of succumbing to his view of her.  When he 

diagnoses her, however, Miriam determines “to exploit, for the sake of its attendant 

possibilities, the verdict of a science she half despised.” 18   In deciding to use his 

diagnosis for her own ends, as an excuse for a second trip to the Swiss holiday resort 

Oberland, she finds a strategy which, while not overturning the power of these deeply 

entrenched medico-scientific discourses, nonetheless enables her to appropriate them for 

her own purposes.  Miriam’s audacious response to Densley does not neatly resolve the 

anxieties and ambivalences about femininity and medicine that I trace in this chapter, 

but it is a decidedly subversive moment, which opens up several important possibilities 

for Miriam.   

 

My concentration on the diagnosis of madness emphasises Miriam’s struggle to 

formulate productive models of feminine identity by suggesting just how susceptible 

she is to those diagnostic discourses which conflate femininity and madness.  Miriam’s 

appropriation of Densley’s diagnosis has surprisingly been wholly ignored by 

Richardson scholars, and although does indeed work, pace Bluemel, “in the interests of 

possible feminine self-determination” and against “the interests of a masculine plot, 

adventure, cure or redemption,” it is a hard-won and tenuous victory, which requires 

                                                 
17 Interim, p. 325-326.   
18 Dimple Hill, p. 443 
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Miriam to concede (if only self-consciously and temporarily) to Densley’s belief that 

she is incapable of sustaining an independent life.  Diagnosis represents the reification 

of medical discourse, and the diagnostic scenes I am concerned with in this chapter are 

moments in which Miriam struggles to conceptualise women’s subjectivity in non-

pathological terms. 

 

Diagnosis 

My usage of the term ‘diagnostic’ and, more broadly, my deployment of the concept of 

diagnosis are rather loose and flexible, and thus require some explication.  In common 

parlance, a diagnosis represents both the moment and product of a doctor’s, or a 

psychiatrist’s, or any other kind of medical professional’s summation; it is their 

identification, classification and naming of a patient’s condition.  As an act of naming, 

however, and a highly authoritative form of naming at that, diagnosis involves overt 

power relations and carries significant material and ideological, practical and social 

consequences, not least of which is the construction of the subject as a ‘patient’.  Paula 

Treichler describes a diagnosis as “a ‘sentence’ in that it is simultaneously a linguistic 

entity, a declaration of judgement, and a plan for action in the real world whose clinical 

consequences may spell dullness, drama, or doom for the diagnosed.”19  Treichler also 

writes that she uses ‘diagnosis’ “as a metaphor for the voice of medicine or science that 

speaks to define women’s condition.”20  It is the sharp end of medical discourse, a 

comparatively concrete instance of the imposition of discursive knowledge.   

 

Phil Brown writes that it is the role of the diagnostician to organise, understand and 

interpret an “agglomeration of complaints and symptoms which may be unclear, 

                                                 
19 Paula Treichler (1987), “Escaping the Sentence: Diagnosis and Discourse in ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’” 
in Shari Benstock (ed.) Feminist Issues in Literary Scholarship, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 
p. 71.  Treichler, concerned with the semiotics of diagnosis, writes that it “stands in the middle of an 
equation which translates a phenomenological perception of the human body into a finite set of signs 
called ‘symptoms’ – fever, exhaustion, nervousness, pallor, and so on – which are in turn assembled to 
produce a ‘diagnosis’; this sign generates treatment, a set of prescriptions that impinge once more upon 
the ‘real’ human body.  Part of the power of diagnosis as a scientific process depends upon a notion of 
language as transparent, as not the issue.  Rather the issue is precision, efficiency, and plausibility with 
which a correct diagnostic sign is generated by a particular state of affairs that is assumed to exist in 
reality.  In turn, the diagnostic sign is not complete until its clinical implications have been elaborated as a 
set of concrete therapeutic practices designed not merely to refer to but actually change the original 
physical reality.  Charry with its diagnostic categories, medicine’s rich and intricate descriptive 
vocabulary testifies to the history of its mission: to translate the realties of the human body into human 
language and back again.  As such, it is a perfect example of language which ‘reflects’ reality and 
simultaneously ‘produces’ it.” (Ibid, p. 70) 
20 Ibid, p. 66 
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unconnected and mysterious.”21  To diagnose is thus to identify and order disease, to 

give meaning to symptoms and, implicitly, to posit causality and determine treatment.  

Furthermore, as Brown argues, diagnosis is a mechanism (or potential mechanism) of 

social control, “at very routine levels of socialization, labelling of behaviour, and 

prescriptions for medical intervention.”22  Brown suggests that: 

 

diagnosis is central to such social control, since giving the name has often been the 

starting point for social labellers…diagnosis locates the parameters of normalcy 

and abnormality, demarcates the professional and institutional boundaries of the 

social control and treatment system, and authorizes medicine to label and deal with 

people on behalf of the society at large.23

 

The diagnosis of madness is particularly significant as it demarcates the boundary of 

normal, sane and socially acceptable.  Diagnosis, Jane Ussher writes, “is seen as 

applying a label to deviancy – of categorising aliens or outsiders.”24  Moreover, “the 

aura of legitimacy given to the diagnosis of madness by the professionalisation of 

treatment” can be “seen to obscure the reality of the oppression” that such diagnoses 

potentially perform. 25   Foucault’s The History of Madness is, as I noted in the 

Introduction, the most recognisable analysis of the political and ideological operation of 

discourses of madness.  Feminist scholars, often themselves influenced by Foucault, 

have also recognised the various and multiple ways in which purportedly objective 

medical knowledge has reflected and worked to perpetuate broader gender relations, 

revealing medical discourses, and psychiatry in particular, as thoroughly gendered in 

their conception and application.26   

 

In my own deployment of the concept of diagnosis, I draw on the idea that diagnoses 

represent the reification of medical discourse, and although ‘social control’ is perhaps a 

too heavy-handed description of the influence of diagnosis, clearly it functions 

ideologically and potentially enacts social and, especially important for my purposes, 

gendered, power relations.  I am interested in diagnosis as a powerful act of naming, and 
                                                 
21 Phil Brown (1995), “Naming and Framing: The Social Construction of Diagnosis and Illness,” Journal 
of Health and Social Behaviour 35, p. 39 
22 Ibid 
23 Ibid, p. 39 
24 Jane Ussher (1991), Women’s Madness: Misogyny or Mental Illness?, The University of Massachusetts 
Press, Amherst, p. 134 
25 Ibid 
26 See, for instance: Deborah Lupton (1994), Medicine as Culture: Illness Disease and the Body in 
Western Societies, Sage, London. 
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as an identification and interpretation of traits constructed as symptoms.  In the context 

of Pilgrimage, I read scenes of diagnosis as textual fulcrums around which issues of 

science, medicine, femininity and madness turn.  With the exception of Dr Densley’s 

diagnosis of Miriam’s ‘nervous breakdown’, though, the diagnostic moments I identify 

in this chapter do not take place in a doctor’s office and do not necessarily involve the 

intervention of figures of obvious medical authority.  As Judith Felson Duchan and 

Dana Kovarsky note, “diagnoses do not exist as a piece of objective, decontextualized, 

problem solving done only by health professionals, but are deeply embedded in cultural 

practices of everyday life.”27   The encyclopaedia that Miriam reads, which reduces 

women to their biology and asserts their constitutional inferiority and innate insanity, 

can be read diagnostically because of its legitimating appeal to science, and the way it 

reads women’s bodies symptomatically and assigns meaning and significance to such 

symptoms.  Similarly, Miriam’s self-diagnosis occurs outside of a medical context, but 

nonetheless involves Miriam’s interpellation into medical discourse.  Indeed, part of the 

difficulty for Miriam is that these diagnoses surface unexpectedly and outside of a 

doctor’s office. 

 

Mrs Henderson’s ‘hysteria’, the pathologisation of women’s bodies and minds 

represented by the encyclopaedia and scientific article, and Miriam’s ‘nervous 

breakdown’ are not all the same kind of ‘madness’; ‘hysteria’ is not necessarily the 

same thing as a ‘nervous breakdown’ and Mrs Henderson’s symptoms are different 

from the symptoms Densley identifies as evidence of Miriam’s impending breakdown.  

Yet in the text, and for Miriam, there are connections between each of these diagnostic 

moments.  Her mother’s death engenders in Miriam a belief that she is destined to go 

mad, a conviction which is articulated explicitly in relation to the scientific article and 

seemingly fulfilled by Densley’s diagnosis.  The pathologisation of femininity and 

women’s bodies evident in the encyclopaedia and the scientific article echo the 

assumptions underpinning the doctors’ diagnoses of Mrs Henderson and Miriam.  Thus, 

while each of these diagnostic scenes are different, they work in similar ways, 

something which becomes especially evident when they are discussed alongside each 

other, as I do here.  Each of these scenes, moreover, is animated by similar diagnostic 

logic wherein ‘madness’ is identified, labelled and even brought into being through the 

act of diagnosis.  Mrs Henderson’s unhappiness, Miriam’s body, her loneliness, 

                                                 
27 Judith Felson Duchan and Dana Kovarsky (2005), Diagnosis as Cultural Practice, Mouton de Gruyter, 
Berlin and New York, p. 2 
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misanthropy, and later, her exhaustion and boredom with work all become encoded as 

pathological as a result of diagnostic intervention.  The classificatory imperative of 

diagnosis works, in the text, in a deterministic fashion and Miriam struggles to 

conceptualise herself, her life and her mother’s condition outside of the diagnostic 

classifications applied (admittedly sometimes by herself) to them. 

 

Pilgrimage itself, however, works according to a very different logic.  Diagnosis, as 

Brown suggests, turns around the ordering, interpreting and classifying of ‘symptoms’, 

through what might be thought of as the construction of a linear narrative of cause, 

effect, and treatment.  Pilgrimage, however, is determinedly non-linear, it repeatedly 

refuses to pin down details and provide connections between events (and indeed 

paragraphs), and is narratively and formally disjointed.  The fragmentation and 

disjuncture characterising Richardson’s ‘stream-of-consciousness’ narrative is part of 

the text’s modernist innovation and experimentation, but it also works against the 

diagnostic imperative to know and order.  One particularly clear example of this is that 

Richardson chooses not to represent the scene in which Mrs Henderson is diagnosed by 

the doctor, and in fact she never reveals precisely what she has been diagnosed with.  

This gloss over her diagnosis might be read as a resistance to the diagnostic mechanism, 

a refusal to concede to or legitimate the diagnostic label given to Mrs Henderson.  

Miriam shifts between using the terms ‘hysteria’ and ‘nerves’ to describe her mother’s 

condition, an imprecision which underscores Pilgrimage’s divergence from diagnostic 

logic.28  Mrs Henderson’s diagnosis occurs outside of the frame of the narrative, and 

even the revelation that she is unwell occurs only gradually and haltingly.  The details 

of Mrs Henderson’s life, her symptoms and her treatment are never fully elaborated.  

Rather, they are revealed in fragments, often obliquely, and in such a way that the 

reader is never given a clear picture of what happens to Mrs Henderson, or why.  This is, 

of course, exemplified by Richardson’s refusal to represent the scene of Mrs 

Henderson’s death, so that it is never stated that she kills herself.  Pilgrimage’s 

narrative therefore unfolds according to a distinctly different logic than that of diagnosis, 

and it is underpinned by a far less deterministic epistemology, one which in fact calls 

                                                 
28 To briefly read diagnostically myself, Mrs Henderson’s symptoms resemble the condition known as 
neurasthenia most closely.  These nervous conditions can, however, easily be grouped together, and the 
slippages between them in the text reflects the kind of slippages that were current at the time.  Mark 
Micale writes that “from 1895 to 1910 the hysteria diagnosis in its various nineteenth-century 
formulations underwent a process of radical nosological and nosographical refashioning – that is, a rapid 
change in what physicians interpreted as the clinical content of the diagnosis and where they placed the 
disorder in the overall scheme of medical classification.” (Mark Micale, “On the ‘Disappearance’ of 
Hysteria: A Study in the Clinical Deconstruction of a Diagnosis,” Isis 84:3, 1993, p 497, p. 502) 
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into question the possibility of authoritative knowledge and undermines the scientific 

presumptions of diagnosis. 

 

“There is nothing wrong but nerves”: Understanding Mrs Henderson’s ‘Hysteria’ 

Following on from the arguments set out above, it can be said that Miriam’s mother is 

the most important representation both of femininity and of madness in Pilgrimage, and 

I will now take some time unpacking Miriam’s response to the hysteria with which she 

is diagnosed.  Mrs Henderson epitomises an emblematic late-Victorian, middle-class, 

domestic and conventional femininity, and, at the same time, the limitations, repressions 

and potential tragedy of such a model of femininity.29  This section of the chapter is 

concerned with how Miriam understands her mother’s madness.  I argue that the 

cultural narratives of hysteria available to Miriam, while diverse themselves, are 

nonetheless so pervasive as to be difficult to contest, 30  and suggest that Miriam’s 

vacillating response to Mrs Henderson’s hysteria is bound up with her ambivalence 

about the model of domestic femininity represented by her “angel in the house” 

mother.31  I take some time to explore Miriam’s response to her mother’s hysteria, as it 

sets up a number of the concerns which animate this chapter, as well as providing 

important context for the following chapter. 
                                                 
29 Miriam’s movement away from the requirements of bourgeois femininity is necessitated by her father’s 
bad investments and loss of financial security (and thus a failure of patriarchal responsibility), and also by 
her own inability, and unwillingness, to conform with its requirements.  As the thirteen volumes of 
Pilgrimage testify, however, Miriam’s attempt to carve out a life as a ‘New Woman’ and forge a ‘new’ 
feminine identity is not an unproblematic or easily accomplished endeavour.   
30 Lyn Pykett argues that the New Woman writers of the 1890s were beginning to produce alternative 
readings of hysteria, which read the phenomenon of female nervous disorders in terms of social and 
material conditions and gendered power relations: “The New Woman writers, no less than their male 
contemporaries, habitually represent the female artist as succumbing to physical and/or mental 
breakdown.  However, whereas the male writers of the fin de siécle tend simply to reproduce 
contemporary medical discourse on hysteria and on the problems of a female physique determined by the 
reproductive function, New Woman novelists rewrite those discourses.  In the New Woman writing, 
female creativity and aesthetic production are not by-products of an excess of feminine affectivity or 
hysteria (as so many of the male reviewers of the New Woman writing stated or implied), rather it is the 
frustration of women's creative production by the circumstances of their lives which produces hysteria: 
women are not the victims of their affectivity and their inferior physical makeup but of a specific 
ideology of femininity and specific social and material conditions.” (Lyn Pykett (2000), “Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Woman”  in Nicola Diane Thompson (ed.), Victorian Women Writers and the Woman 
Question, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 144)  Miriam’s effort to generate a gendered 
understanding of her mother’s madness is coincident with the fiction Pykett identifies, but there is no 
suggestion in the text that she has access to these texts. 
31 The idea of ‘Angel in the House’, Deborah Parsons explains, “refers to a popular nineteenth-century 
poem of the same name by Coventry Patmore, which eulogises the influential Victorian ideal of 
deferential, supportive and domestic womanhood.” (Deborah Parsons (2007), Theorists of the Modernist 
Novel, Routledge, London and New York, p. 85)  Woolf described the ‘Angel in the House’ as “intensely 
sympathetic.  She was immensely charming.  She was utterly unselfish.  She excelled in the difficult arts 
of family life.  She sacrificed herself daily.  If there was chicken, she took the leg; if there was a draught 
she sat in it – in short she was so constituted that she never had a mind or a wish of her own, but preferred 
to sympathize with the minds and wishes of others.” (Ibid)  This is a surprisingly accurate description of 
Mrs Henderson. 
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Early in the text Miriam articulates her discomfort with prescribed models of femininity, 

embodied by her mother, through an identification with her father and his scathing 

dismissals of women: “I don’t like men and I loathe women.  I am a misanthrope.  So’s 

pater.  He despises women and can't get on with men.”32  She states too that “pater 

knew how hateful all the world of women were and despised them.  He never included 

her [Miriam] with them, or only sometimes, when she pretended, or he didn’t 

understand.”33  She tries to avoid being included with the ‘hateful world of women’ by 

mimicking her father’s contempt for her mother (who is clearly very much part of the 

hateful world of women, if not, for Miriam, its centre).34  Mrs Henderson accompanies 

Miriam to her job interview at the Misses Perne’s North London boarding school and, in 

a very motherly fashion, embarrasses Miriam by telling the Misses Perne that she is a 

“born teacher” and “speaks French like a Parisienne.”35  Afterwards, Miriam is furious 

with her mother for “pil[ing] it on,” and petulantly ignores her mother’s attempts to 

make conversation.36   

 

On the way home from the interview, Miriam leads her mother assertively to the seat on 

the bus that she herself prefers, explaining the benefits of the seat she has chosen (the 

view it offers, its separation from other people on the bus, and the way that “you’re not 

always falling off all the time” because the bus tilts to the left).37  She interrogates her 

mother: “‘Didn’t you ever think of that?  Didn’t you ever think of the bus tilting that 

                                                 
32 Pointed Roofs, p. 22 
32 Ibid, p. 31 
33 Ibid, p. 22 
34 However, she also resents her father’s assumptions of superiority and what she later identifies as a 
particularly masculine form of rationality, saying: “if only he would answer a question simply, and not 
with a superior air, as if he had invented the thing he was telling about.” (Ibid, p. 31)  
35 Backwater, p. 190 
36 After they leave the interview with the Misses Perne, “Mrs Henderson was looking out ahead.  The 
exhausted face was ready, Miriam saw, with its faintly questioning eyebrows and tightly-held lips, for 
emotional response.  She turned away uneasily to the spellbound streets.” (Ibid, p. 195)  Mrs Henderson 
eventually tries to find out what is wrong with Miriam, who has been ignoring her: “‘Well, Chickie?’ 
‘What’s the matter?’ ‘Why, you’ve been very funny!’ ‘How?’ ‘You’ve been so dummel.’ ‘No, I haven’t.’ 
‘Oh-eh.’ ‘How’d you mean I've been funny?’ ‘Not speaking to poor old mum-jam.’ ‘Well, you haven’t 
spoken to me.’ (Ibid, p. 197)   Mrs Henderson’s use of slang suggests she is trying to connect with 
Miriam, and in spite of Miriam’s contrariness, she is holding herself ready to absorb her emotional 
response.  Miriam responds with irritability and somewhat childish pique to these manifestations of 
motherly concern, and the strain that is evident in these passages conveys Miriam’s vexed relationship 
with her mother, who, admittedly, is also being somewhat manipulative with her plaintive reference to 
“poor old mum-jam”.  There is an early indication of Mrs Henderson’s illness here as well, as Miriam 
registers her exhausted face, and a subtle suggestion that what may be exhausting her is precisely this 
kind of self-sacrificing maternal performance, wherein she makes herself available for Miriam’s emotions 
in spite of her own exhaustion (and, quite possibly, her own sense of shame in requiring her daughter to 
seek employment).   
37 Ibid, p. 193 
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way?’ persisted Miriam to her mother’s inattentive face.  ‘Fancy never thinking of it.”38  

In response to Miriam’s interrogation and her general contrariness, her mother tells her 

that she “ought to be a man.”39  Mrs Henderson’s assertion that Miriam ought to have 

been a man is perhaps an acknowledgment of the masculinised role Miriam’s has played 

within the family, as her father’s companion and favourite, but it also suggests that 

Miriam is treating her in the way she is used to being treated by men, and perhaps by 

Mr Henderson in particular. 40   Returning home from the interview, Miriam is 

patronising, treats her mother as ignorant and in need of instruction, and is irritated by 

her well-meaning gestures of care and concern.  Miriam’s impatience and irritation with 

her mother devalues her maternal role, and Miriam takes up an authoritative position in 

relation to her mother, in much the same way it seems her father does.  She recalls, 

admittedly with contrition, “a moment where she had brought a flush of tears to her 

mother’s eyes by suddenly telling her she was maddeningly unreasonable.”41  Given 

that Miriam makes her collusion with Mr Henderson’s distain for the hated world of 

women clear in Pointed Roofs, Miriam is uncomfortably complicit in the denigration 

which she herself later suggests has produced Mrs Henderson’s hysteria.  While arguing 

that Miriam is, to an extent, complicit with her father, my position is not that Miriam is 

responsible for her mother’s hysteria.  Instead, I suggest that Miriam is herself not 

outside of the gendered power relations which produce Mr Henderson’s distain for his 

wife and which confine her in an unfulfilling and restrictive model of femininity.   

                                                 
38 Ibid 
39 Ibid   
40 Dorothy Radford reads Miriam’s masculine identifications (evident in her identification with her father, 
her position as the desired son, and the kind of masculine position she takes up in relation to her mother) 
in terms of the Freudian ‘masculinity complex’. (Jean Radford (1991), Dorothy Richardson, Harvester 
Wheatsheaf, Hemel Hempstead, p. 92)  Radford suggests that it is possible to ask “how else an ambitious 
and intellectual girl in the late nineteenth century could express herself except by the assumption of 
masculinity, but this kind of cultural interpretation, while it is allowed a certain explanatory power is not, 
however, the only one circulating in the text.” (Ibid)  I, however, do find Radford’s ‘cultural 
interpretation’ rather more convincing than her Kristevan reading, which positions Miriam’s “sexual 
ambivalence” as an “oscillation between power and denial.”  In psychoanalytic terms, Miriam’s 
‘masculinity complex’ functions, for Radford: “as an attempt to appease the mother, to reassure her that 
the daughter does not want to harm her…In Miriam’s case, there is some textual evidence to suggest that 
mother and daughter together have taken refuge in the assumed ‘masculinity’ of the daughter, and that 
this pattern was established from an early period – hence ‘You ought to have been a man, Mimmy.’  The 
masculine position releases her from an unconscious rivalry and guilt and both mother and daughter are 
protected by Miriam’s repudiation of femininity.”  (Ibid, p. 93)  I am not sure that the dynamic between 
Miriam and her mother needs psychoanalytic theory to be intelligible, however, and suggest that it is 
significant that Mrs Henderson asserts that Miriam should have been a man when Miriam is being 
particularly unpleasant and contrary, and resentful of her efforts to be appropriately maternal and 
feminine.  In this respect, it is difficult to understand Miriam’s ‘masculinity’ as a performance which 
‘protects’ Mrs Henderson.  Furthermore, assuming a masculine position, in this context, aligns Miriam 
with her father, who, as I go on to argue, is positioned as the cause of Mrs Henderson’s hysteria.  See also 
Winning, pp. 80-81 for a discussion of Miriam’s masculinity in relation to her mother. 
41 Honeycomb, p. 349 
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When Miriam first encounters her mother on the verge of madness she is simply 

irritated and she again takes up the perspective of her father.  Annoyed by disruptive 

feminine emotion, she recycles the idea that one simply “had to be firm with hysterical 

people”: 

 

Mrs Henderson was sitting stiffly in a stiff straight chair with her hands twisted in 

her lap.  ‘Oh bother,’ thought Miriam, ‘she’s feeling hysterical…and it’s my turn 

this time.  What on earth shall I do?’  The word had come up through the years.  

Sarah had seen ‘attacks of hysteria…’  Was she going to have one now … laugh 

and cry and say dreadful things and then be utterly exhausted?  Good lord, how 

fearful.  And what was the good?  She ‘couldn’t help it.’  That was why you had to 

be firm with hysterical people.  But there was no need, now.  Everything was better.  

Two of them married; the boys ready to look after everything.  It was simply 

irritating…and the sun just coming round into the green of the conservatory…She 

sat impatient, feeling young and strong and solid with joy, on the piano stool.42

 

This is a paragraph full of disjointed thoughts.  Miriam is understandably anxious about 

the possibility that her mother will succumb to an outburst of hysteria here, and it is 

possible that the tone of annoyance and distraction that pervades this passage masks that 

anxiety.   

 

It is also reminiscent, however, of the impatience that Miriam directs at her mother after 

her job interview and on the bus, such that the almost aggressive irritation directed 

towards Mrs Henderson is linked with Miriam’s fear and confusion about what her 

hysteria means.  Miriam’s irritation with her mother suggests that her hysteria is not 

only frightening but threatening.  Mrs Henderson’s hysteria would seem to confirm Mr 

Henderson’s assumptions feminine weakness and absurdity, and Miriam, who is 

unwilling to align herself with ‘the hateful world of women’, perhaps worries about to 

what she might be condemned by mother’s hysteria.  That Miriam is again taking on an 

authoritative, distanced, and perhaps masculinised, position is evident by the assertion 

that hysteria is something that requires firmness.  Richardson’s placing of inverted 

commas around the idea that Mrs Henderson ‘can’t help it’ implies Miriam’s scepticism 

about this conventional idea, or possibly her desire for her mother to have better control 

over herself.  Miriam is also impatient with and irritated by her mother, as suggested by 
                                                 
42 Ibid, p 470 
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her rather dismissive thoughts of “oh bother” and “good lord, how fearful.”  Later, again 

concerned by the prospect of a hysterical episode, she reflects that Mrs Henderson 

should try harder: “That’s naughty, thought Miriam.  She’s not trying; she’s being 

naughty and tiresome.”43  The term ‘naughty’ infantilises Mrs Henderson, while saying 

that she is being tiresome trivialises her distress and implies self-indulgence.  Miriam’s 

quotation of available discourses positions Mrs Henderson’s incipient hysteria as an 

annoying social disruption, distracting Miriam from her piano playing.44   

 

The masculinised identity Miriam takes up in relation to her mother is not 

unproblematic, however, and it does not always function to diminish her mother.45   

There is a scene in which Miriam’s assumption of a masculine role averts her mother’s 

hysteria: 

 

Her hands played carefully, holding to the rhythm, carefully avoiding pressure and 

emphasis.  Nothing could happen as long as she could keep on playing like that.  

[…]  She had a clear conviction of manhood … that strange hard feeling that was 

always twining between her and the things people wanted her to do and be.  

Manhood with something behind it that understood.  This time it was welcome.  It 

served.  She asserted it, sadly feeling it mould the lines of her face.46

 

                                                 
43 Honeycomb, p. 472 
44 Moreover, Miriam asserts that ‘everything was better’ now that her sisters are married and their 
husbands are willing to support the family financially.  The stress Mr Henderson’s bankruptcy certainly 
contributes to Mrs Henderson’s breakdown, especially as it is a struggle for the family to afford a doctor.  
Bluemel importantly notes that Richardson complicates a gendered reading of Victorian medicine “by 
showing how factors other than sexual difference influence women’s experiences of sickness and medical 
treatment.  To the extent that it is poverty as well as patriarchy that is responsible for the tragedy of Mrs 
Henderson, the question of the ‘female malady’ of Pilgrimage also becomes a question of money and 
class.” (Bluemel, p. 92)  However, in the above passage Miriam reduces Mrs Henderson’s hysteria to a 
response to the family’s financial difficulties and, in this instance, ignores the role of Mr Henderson and 
the demoralisation produced by his constant ridicule.   
45 She recalls a moment: “alone with her father, when she had stood in the middle of the hearth-rug, with 
her hands behind her, and ordered him to abstain from argument with her in the presence of her mother – 
‘because it gives her pain when I have to show you that I am at least as right as you are’ – and he had 
stood cowed and silent.” (Honeycomb, p. 349)  This assertive conversation with Mr Henderson is narrated 
with pride, although it also points to the difficulty Miriam has in positioning herself between masculine 
and feminine gender roles.  It is unclear whether it is Miriam’s unfeminine behaviour, the implicit 
emasculation of Mr Henderson, or simply the bickering over the dinner table that Mrs Henderson finds 
painful, but it does suggest that she both invests in and is battered by conventional gender relations.   
46 Ibid, p. 371.  Radford writes that “this passage implies that, for Miriam, playing the piano, like 
‘playing’ a masculine role, has a defensive function.  It intervenes between the two women, between the 
mother’s hysteria and the daughter’s fear of finding herself in the same position.” (Radford, p. 82)  She 
goes on to note that “it suggests the daughter’s need to mark her separation from the mother as well as her 
desire to appease the mother and to relieve her suffering.  As such it is ‘welcome’.  But the ‘conviction of 
manhood’ also brings with it a sense of loss.  Why?  Is it because Miriam cannot be in two places at once, 
cannot occupy a masculine and a feminine position at the same moment? (Ibid, p. 83) 
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Her confident piano playing enables Miriam to assert an authoritative, explicitly 

masculinised identity, which serves to temporarily prevent her mother’s outburst; 

masculine authority would seem to be something to which Mrs Henderson habitually 

responds.  Notably, though, the comment that “this time it was welcome” suggests that 

at other times, her mother has not welcomed Miriam’s assumption of ‘manhood’, and 

indeed, that it has been a source of difficulty.47  Miriam is also ambivalent about the 

masculine role she asserts, and is uncomfortable about the way it is moulding the lines 

of her face.  One reason for this ambivalence is perhaps that Miriam feels herself 

assuming her father’s distain for her mother’s attempt to communicate or at least to 

express herself.  Bluemel suggests that Miriam’s piano playing is intended to soothe 

Mrs Henderson, but Miriam also hopes that it will prevent her from having to deal with 

her mother’s outburst.   

 

At the same time, however, during Miriam’s first experience of her mother’s hysteria, 

Mrs Henderson seems to feel that Miriam is the only person who has any insight into 

her situation: “‘You understand me?’ ‘Of course.’ ‘You are the only one.’ […] ‘I should 

be better if I could be more with you…’”48  Miriam is positioned here as the only one 

who can understand Mrs Henderson, and the only one who can potentially save her.  In 

certain respects, this is true.  There is no evidence that anyone else except for Miriam 

has understood her mother’s distress in relation to her father’s history of expressing his 

disdain for women, and she seems to be the only one in the family who can stand up to 

Mr Henderson.  Miriam has a desultory discussion with her mother, trying again to 

prevent a hysterical scene, and when Mrs Henderson replies with an offhand “‘Oh!’,” 

Miriam realizes that this was “… Mother’s polite tone, trying to be interested.  That was 

all she’d had for years.  All she’d ever had, from him.”49  Miriam, seemingly in a 

gesture of reparation for her father’s neglect and disinterest, “sat down 

conversationally.”50   After thinking that her mother is being naughty and tiresome, 

Miriam reflects that “perhaps she’s angry with me and thinks I mean she must just go 

on enduring.”51  This is precisely what Miriam’s attempt at distraction implies, but 

clearly Miriam also wants to give her mother the understanding and sympathy she lacks.  

However, in a context in which medical discourses of hysteria holds, virtually exclusive, 

                                                 
47 That Miriam’s ‘masculinity’ has been a source of trouble is evident in Miriam’s demand that her father 
not argue with her and distress her mother. 
48 Ibid, p. 473 
49 Ibid, p. 472 
50 Ibid 
51 Ibid 
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such scientific and cultural authority, Miriam’s sympathetic, gendered understanding of 

her mother is difficult to sustain and she often resorts to a recycling of conventional 

cultural assumptions about hysteria, thinking of it in terms of uncontrolled and 

excessive feminine emotion.   

 

The narratives of hysteria culturally available and those circulated by medical science 

fail to read Mrs Henderson in a way that recognises, let alone ameliorates, her 

unhappiness.  Elaine Showalter writes that: 

 

English psychiatric treatment of nervous women was ruthless, a microcosm of the 

sex war intended to establish a male doctor’s total authority…the goal was to 

isolate the patient from her family support systems, unmask her deceitful 

stratagems, coerce her into surrendering her symptoms, and finally overcome her 

self-centredness.52

 

While Showalter’s formulation of a ‘sex war’ is perhaps a heavy-handed description of 

the gendered power relations operating through medical science, her argument that the 

treatment of hysterical women involved the assertion of the authority of the doctor and 

the isolation of the woman from familial support is a dynamic which can be seen in 

Pilgrimage.  The family, with the exception of Miriam, is relieved and satisfied that Mrs 

Henderson is under a doctor’s care, especially as they can only just afford a doctor.  The 

phrases which Miriam considers, “he says we must behave as if there was nothing 

wrong with her,” 53   “it is nothing but nerves,” 54  and you have “to be firm with 

hysterical people” 55  suggests that the doctor’s diagnosis and advice prohibits 

expressions of sympathy and makes Mrs Henderson responsible for her own ‘good’ 

behaviour. 

 

Miriam’s frustration with this diagnostic model of madness and her struggle to contest 

the very authoritative discourses of hysteria being applied to her mother is evident in the 

following passage: 

 

                                                 
52 Elaine Showalter (1985), The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture 1830-1980, 
Penguin Books, New York, p. 137.  She writes that “Physicians agreed on the benefits of ‘observant 
neglect’ in which indifference to the patient’s expectations of sympathy established the physician’s lofty 
authority.” (Ibid) 
53 Honeycomb, p. 475 
54 Ibid 
55 Ibid, p. 470 
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…  ‘Dr Ryman is giving her bromide … she can’t sleep without it.’  Sleeplessness 

insomnia … she can’t see the spring … why not?  And forget about herself. 

‘It’s nerves.  He says we must behave as if there was nothing wrong with her.  

There is nothing wrong but nerves.’ 

That fevered frame, the burning hands and burning eyes looking at everything in 

the wrong way, seeking about, thinking first this and then that … nerves; and fat Dr 

Ryman giving bromide … awful little bottles of bromide coming to the house 

wrapped up in white paper.  And everyone satisfied.  ‘She’s in Dr Ryman’s hands.  

Dr Ryman is treating her.’  Mrs Poole said Dr Ryman was a very able man.  What 

did she mean?  How did she know?  Suburban faces; satisfied.  […]  And things 

were the same and that night she could not sleep, just the same.  Of course not.  

Nothing was changed.  It was all going on for her in some hot, wrong, shut-up way.  

Bromide and prayers.56

 

Miriam is aware here that in spite of the reputedly able Dr Ryman, with his emphasis on 

nerves and strategy of sedation, it is still “all going on” for her mother in a way that Dr 

Ryman is simply incapable of comprehending, let alone intervening in.  Indeed, Dr 

Ryman insists that nothing should change, that the family must act as if nothing is 

wrong.57  The implication is that Mrs Henderson is being self-indulgent, that she just 

needs to “forget about herself.”  The insistence, perhaps of one of Miriam’s sisters, that 

“there is nothing wrong but nerves,” suggests the explanatory power of Dr Ryman’s 

diagnosis, as well as the absence of any other viable explanation, and the difficulty 

Miriam faces in articulating her sense of the insufficiency of his response.  With “little 

bottles of bromide” coming to the house wrapped discretely in white paper, there seems 

to be a widespread sense of confidence in Mrs Henderson’s diagnosis and treatment: 

“‘She’s in Dr Ryman’s hands.  Dr Ryman is treating her.’  Mrs Poole said Dr Ryman 

was a very able man.”  Miriam, however, asks “how did he know more than anyone 

else?”58  The references to Mrs Poole, who would seem to be a family friend or a 

neighbour, and satisfied ‘suburban faces’ suggest the cultural authority held by the 

doctor and the social support for his understanding of hysteria.  The comments from 

                                                 
56 Ibid, p. 475 
57 There are suggestions that Miriam, and the rest of her family, have always been peripherally aware of 
their mother’s hysteria, but that it has been a forbidden topic, and thus both unseen and unheard.  When it 
is discussed openly for the first time, Sarah, Miriam’s elder sister, reveals that Mrs Henderson is ill and 
needs an operation.  It seems that Sarah is unable to use the term ‘hysteria’, but although there is no direct 
suggestion of psychological instability in the reference to Mrs Henderson’s illness, the unspecified nature 
of the operation implies that it is some form of gynaecological treatment.  This kind of somatic 
understanding of hysteria attributes psychological distress to feminine morphology and of course 
forecloses the possibility of any kind of situational analysis of Mrs Henderson’s hysteria.   
58 Ibid 
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anonymous “suburban faces” suggest a certain ventriloquism of diagnostic and medical 

discourse.59  Not only is there widespread respect for medical diagnosis, but it is picked 

up, reproduced and, indeed, ventriloquised by others: the comment “it’s nerves” 

reinforces the doctors pronouncement, and is perhaps all the more powerful because of 

this cultural reinforcement.  Furthermore, because everyone else is satisfied with Dr 

Ryman and affirms the power carried by medical knowledge, Miriam has no position 

from which to legitimately contest his diagnostic authority.60   

 

“‘In the doctor’s hands’,” scoffs Miriam.  She attributes her mother’s worsening 

madness, not to her condition, but to the insufficiency of Dr Ryman’s diagnosis: 

“Bottles of bromide, visits, bills, and mother going patiently on, trusting and feeling 

unhelped.  Going on.  People went … mad.  If she could not sleep she would go … 

mad….  And everyone behaving as if nothing were wrong.”61  What is evident in this 

passage is the unintelligibility of Mrs Henderson’s ‘hysteria’.  In spite of bromide, 

prayers, an able doctor, the knowledge that it is ‘just nerves’, Mrs Henderson’s 

insomnia and anxiety do not abate.  These models for understanding hysteria do not 

allow her suffering to become understandable.  Miriam is trying to formulate a critique 

of Dr Ryman’s medical discourse here as she realizes that it masks the conditions that 

are causing her mother’s distress, but his cultural authority is such that she can only ask 

herself half-formed questions and regard the situation with horror.  Richardson’s 

construction of Mrs Henderson’s ‘hysteria’ as unintelligible, moreover, works against 

                                                 
59 Deborah Parsons suggests that Richardson’s tendency to leave dialogue unattributed and unclearly 
marked is both central to her conception of form and gendered.  She writes: “dialogue and reported 
speech, moreover, is set within the flow of Miriam’s consciousness rather than on separate lines of text, 
so that the reader must follow carefully to work out who is speaking.  Again, however, Richardson 
believes that she was following the requirements of her method.  The rules of punctation are only 
mechanical tools that help to make communication straightforward and easy, she argues in an essay 
‘About Punctuation’ in an article in the Adelphi in 1924, but they dull our response to the natural rhythm 
of prose and thus have ‘devitalized the act of reading; have tended to make it less organic, more 
mechanical’.  That her distinction between mechanical and organic prose is importantly gendered is made 
clear in the later ‘Foreword’ [to Pilgrimage].  ‘Feminine prose’, she states here, ‘should properly be 
unpunctuated, moving from point to point without formal obstructions’.” (Deborah Parsons (2007), 
Theorists of the Modernist Novel: James Joyce, Dorothy Richardson, Virginia Woolf, Routledge, London 
and New York, p. 33)  The unattributed recycling of diagnostic pronouncements might also, then, be 
understood as a resistance to mechanical prose (conceptualised as masculine), and the ordering imperative 
of conventions of punctuation and the laying out of text.  There are not, of course, direct or unproblematic 
equations to be made between medical discourse and the rules of punctuation, but both are identified by 
Richardson as masculine, and her narrative – formally and thematically – works against them both. 
60 In an earlier reference to the Pooles, Miriam implies they are friends from their wealthier days who 
now “look down and smirk.” (Backwater, p. 301)  They would also appear to have conventionally 
feminine daughters, as Miriam bitingly comments: “their dimples and the line of their chins; that men 
admire them looking down like that.  Isn’t it frightful.  Disgusting.  And men don’t seem to see through 
them.” (Ibid)  One of her sisters replies “It’s those kind of girls that get on best,” and Miriam sighs. 
61 Honeycomb, p. 475 
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the diagnostic presumption that ‘symptoms’ can be recognised, ordered, labelled and 

diagnosed and thus contained, resolved, or at least understood. 

 

The paragraph that follows Miriam’s anxious reflection on Dr Ryman’s treatment 

gestures towards what may be the actual cause of Mrs Henderson’s hysteria, but, again, 

Miriam is not able to form her half-grasped realisations into a coherent argument.  This 

is partly because she herself is not entirely impervious to the explanatory power of Dr 

Ryman’s discourse and diagnosis, partly because of her uncomfortable complicity with 

her father, and also because of the absence of a language or discourse capable of 

acknowledging Mrs Henderson’s distress.  In this paragraph, Mrs Henderson is allowed 

a voice, as Miriam listens to, and thinks about, what her mother says.  Although this 

marks Miriam’s difference from Dr Ryman, her interpretation of her mother’s words 

demonstrates the complexity of Miriam’s position.  Reflecting on her mother’s belief in 

her father’s superiority and desire for his self-possession –  “‘He’s one in a thousand … 

if only I could be as calm and cool as he is’” –  Miriam thinks: 

 

Why not be calm and cool?  She had gone too far … ‘the end of my tether’ … 

mother, a clever phrase like that, where had she got it?  It was true.  Her suffering 

had taught her to find that awful phrase.  She feared her room, ‘loathed’ it.  She, 

always gently scolding exaggeration, used and meant that violent word.62

 

Mrs Henderson’s expression of a sense of inadequacy in relation to Mr Henderson 

suggests her internalisation of his assumption of superiority, and implies that both of 

Miriam’s parents hold Mrs Henderson responsible for her ‘lack’ of emotional control.63   

This passage connects Mrs Henderson’s idealisation of her husband (and concomitant 

conviction of her own inferiority) with her fear and “loathing” of her bedroom, a space 

connected with wifely duties, marital intimacy and childbirth, which she cannot tolerate.  

Indeed, the implication is that it is Mrs Henderson’s fear and loathing of her bedroom 

and all it entails which lies behind her inability to be “calm and cool.”   

 

In an earlier incident, Miriam overhears her parents talking in their bedroom and 

realizes, with great distress, that her mother has been subjected to her father’s tyranny 

                                                 
62 Ibid, p. 476 
63 Mr Henderson is very much a peripheral figure in the text, even in these early volumes when Miriam 
still returns home, and it is only rarely that he is quoted or referenced directly.  At the same time, 
however, his presence is frequently recalled obliquely, like with Mrs Henderson’s mention of ‘him’.  
Even though he is not at the centre of the narrative, he still exerts influence. 
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and patronising assumption of supremacy for years: “something being argued.  A voice 

level and reassuring; going up now and again into a hateful amused falsetto […]  Of 

course they had talked all their lives; an endless conversation; he laying down the 

law…no end to it…  […] A tearful, uncertain voice.”64   The text again links Mrs 

Henderson’s hysteria to Mr Henderson’s dismissive attitudes towards women, as 

Miriam remembers, when reading a newspaper for the first time, her mother reading and 

commenting on the daily ‘leaders’ and how: 

 

her father would put down his volume of the Proceedings of the British Association, 

or Herbert Spencer’s First Principles, and condescendingly agree.  But any 

discussion generally ended in his warning her not to believe a thing because she 

saw it in print, and a reminder that before she was married she had thought that 

everything she saw in print was true, and quite often he would go on to general 

remarks about the gullibility of women…turning back to his book with the 

neighing laugh…65

 

These passages suggest Richardson’s attempt to generate a gendered and sympathetic 

reading of Mrs Henderson’s hysteria, establishing, as they do, a long history of 

denigration and ridicule and demonstrating the brutality of Mr Henderson’s articulation 

of a gender ideology which negates the possibility of feminine intellect.66   

 

                                                 
64 Ibid, p. 460 
65 Backwater, p. 234-235.  Later, Miriam goes to a scientific lecture and realizes that her father had been 
able to take her to the lectures he attended, but had deliberately excluded her from participating in the 
privileged world of the British Association: “then all these years they might have been going sometimes 
to those lectures.  Pater talking about them – telling all about Rayleigh and old Kelvin as if they were his 
intimates – flinging out remarks as if he wanted to talk and his audience were incapable of 
appreciation … light, heat, electricity, sound-waves; and never saying that members could take friends or 
that there were special lectures for children […] it seemed cruel…deprivation.” (Dorothy Richardson 
(2002 [1919]), Pilgrimage: The Tunnel, Vol. 2, Virago, London, p. 100)  As Bluemel writes, Miriam has 
learned “that scientific knowledge is in the hands of society’s fathers and that those father have the power 
to keep their daughters ‘unenlightened’” (Bluemel, p. 86)  
66 Radford reads this passage, accurately I would suggest, as the moment in which Miriam repudiates her 
identification with her father.  The passage, which is a rather lengthy one and only quoted in part here, 
continues:  “‘Don’t, mother…don’t, don’t…he can’t understand...Come to me!  Come in here... […]  She 
turned about, straining away from the wall and burying her head in her pillow.  Something seemed to 
shriek within her, throwing him off, destroying, flinging him away.  Never anything but contempt…” 
(Ibid, p. 460)  This passage, Radford argues, “dramatises with great force and economy a complex shift in 
Miriam’s relation to each parent…she is now in a position to hear [the effect of men ‘laying down the law] 
on her mother and to identify with her mother’s reaction.  The ‘precarious’ identification with the father 
breaks down at this point.”( Radford, p. 94) Moreover, as Bluemel argues, “the insight that leads to this 
rejection [of her father] is particularly painful because she identifies so strongly with her good-natured, 
dictatorial father…That Miriam’s consciousness can only record the tragic consequences of Mr 
Henderson’s authority in a fragmented, uncritical way suggests that there is too much at stake for her to 
reject his authority out of hand.  Even while submitting to the paternal law, Miriam senses that she should 
be able to take it up herself.” (Bluemel, p. 69) 
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As Mrs Henderson begins to articulate her unhappiness, Miriam’s response is less 

dismissive and she appears less frustrated with her mother: 

 

‘My life has been so useless,’ said Mrs Henderson suddenly.  Here it was…a 

jolt…an awful physical shock, jarring her body…She braced herself and spoke 

quickly and blindly…a network of feeling vibrated all over to and fro, painfully.  

‘It only seems so to you,’ she said, in a voice muffled by the beating of her heart.  

Anything might happen – she had no power…Mother-almost killed by things she 

could not control, having done her duty all her life…doing thing after thing had not 

satisfied her…being happy and brave had not satisfied.  There was something she 

had always wanted for herself…even mother…67

 

While this inclusion of Mrs Henderson’s perspective gestures towards a gendered 

critique of her hysteria, Miriam also responds to her mother’s dissatisfaction with 

surprise that her mother, who has performed her feminine, maternal role so well, has 

been left unsatisfied.  Nonetheless, this is Miriam’s clearest reflection on the power 

relations underpinning her mother’s situation, and a link is made here between Mrs 

Henderson’s hysteria and her performance of femininity, doing her duty, being brave 

and happy, doing thing after thing.  Her own desires have never found room for 

expression and she feels as though her life has been useless.  Miriam is sensitive to the 

unequal power relations which have led to mother being “almost killed by things she 

could not control.”  However, there is also a sense of incredulity expressed here, which 

suggests the extent to which Miriam still invests in the idea of the maternal role and 

desires the comfort of a stable, middle class mother.  That Mrs Henderson has found the 

performance of a conventional femininity as restrictive and unfulfilling as Miriam 

herself seems to come as a surprise to her.  Even though Miriam has already recognised 

the power dynamics that Mrs Henderson begins to articulate in this passage, the fact 

that her mother herself is beginning to express her dissatisfaction with her maternal role 

is, for Miriam, both startling and disconcerting.  This passage further underscores the 

complete inadequacy of Dr Ryman’s diagnosis of ‘hysteria’, and the inability of 

medical discourse to recognise or ameliorate Mrs Henderson’s sense of the uselessness 

of her life.  However, Pilgrimage is here performing a feminist critique of Mrs 

Henderson’s hysteria, a ‘diagnosis’ which is unavailable to Miriam.  Richardson makes 

clear the connection between Mrs Henderson’s conviction that her “life has been so 

                                                 
67 Honeycomb, p. 472 
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useless” and her hysteria, a realisation that Miriam is grasping towards but unable to 

form into words or an argument. 

 

It seems that Miriam is never able to tell her mother her belief that it is the limitations of 

bourgeois femininity and her father’s misogyny that have produced her feelings of 

worthlessness and which have prevented her from experiencing a fuller life.  When Mrs 

Henderson finally articulates what is perhaps the root of her distress, her conviction that 

her life has been useless, Miriam does allow her to talk and try and explain what she 

thinks she could have done.  Her desires, though, are wholly within the self-sacrificing 

boundaries of bourgeois femininity.  She “might have done something for the poor” or 

she “might have made clothes, sometimes…” 68   Tragically, Mrs Henderson is 

completely unable to formulate personal desires.  Miriam is aware that there is 

something her mother had “always wanted for herself,” but neither of them are capable 

of knowing what it is.  Miriam has herself fled from the kind of ‘useless’ life that her 

mother has lead, but appears here to lack a language, or perhaps just the ability, to share 

with her mother her own anger at her father’s misogyny and with the gendered social 

structures that have shaped their lives.  Miriam’s apparent inability to talk to her mother 

about these things replicates the difficulty that Miriam has in formulating and 

articulating an understanding of hysteria that contests the authority of Dr Ryman’s 

diagnosis, and points to the absence of a language capable of restoring Mrs Henderson’s 

dignity.69

 

                                                 
68 Ibid, p. 473 
69 It is after this awkward and wrenching discussion of her mother’s unsatisfied desires, however, that 
Miriam realises that “it was suddenly possible, the unheard-of, unconfessed … suddenly easy and 
possible,” and she says “Mother!  Would you mind if I smoked a cigarette?”(Ibid)  For a woman in 
Miriam’s position cigarette smoking is an assertive act that aligns her with the ‘New Woman’ and marks 
her difference from an earlier generation.  It is also an expression of personal desire, one which is 
significant because it is so scandalous: “the cigarette was divine.  It was divine to smoke like this, 
countenanced and beloved – scandalous and beloved.” (Ibid)  There are several different ways to read 
Miriam’s sudden desire to smoke in front of her mother.  Mrs Henderson’s articulation of the 
insufficiency of her feminine role confirms for Miriam her sense that bourgeois domesticity is a “fiendish 
contrivance to hide agony,” and this perhaps prompts her to mark her difference.  Miriam “blessed the 
impulse that had that morning transferred cigarettes and matches from her handbag to her hanging pocket, 
as a protection against suburban influence,” clearly suggesting that the idea of smoking acts as a talisman 
against conformity and as a marker of difference. (Ibid, p. 474)  It might also be read, however, as a 
demonstration, for her mother, of the possibility of identifying and expressing personal, even 
unconventional and scandalous, desires.  As Bluemel writes, “Miriam manages to communicate with her 
mother not through words but gestures.” (Bluemel, p. 70)  Mrs Henderson’s “flushed face crimsoned 
unresistingly.  She was shocked and ashamed and half-delighted.” (Honeycomb, p. 474)  Lacking the 
ability to, or perhaps in this instance, unwilling to explain things to her mother, Miriam instead performs 
a different kind of femininity for her mother, whether to embolden her to undertake her own rebellion, or 
to show that her daughter will not be condemned to the kind of life she has experienced. 
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This absence of a language able to address Mrs Henderson’s suffering has tragic 

consequences.  Miriam resigns her post as a governess and travels to Brighton with her 

mother, the family having pooled their funds in order to give Mrs Henderson  a short 

holiday at a cheap Brighton guest-house.  In spite of the ocean air, rest, attending public 

concerts on the pier, the beef tea brewed especially by the kindly landlady, Mrs 

Meldrum, and Miriam’s constant attendance, Mrs Henderson says that “it’s no use … 

I’m cumbering the ground.”70  On the walk home from a homeopathist, whom Miriam 

had consulted, unsuccessfully, in her desperate need for help with her rapidly 

deteriorating mother, Mrs Henderson proclaims “God has deserted me.”71  The next 

paragraph both presents and masks what is Pilgrimage’s single most traumatic event: 

 

The bony old woman held Miriam clasped closely in her arms.  ‘You must never, 

as long as you live, blame yourself, my gurl.’  She went away.  Miriam had not 

heard her come in.  The pressure of her arms and her huge body came from far 

away.  Miriam clasped her hands together.  She could not feel them.  Perhaps she 

had dreamed that the old woman had come in and said that.  Everything was a 

dream; the world.  I shall not have any life.  I can never have any life; all my days.  

There were cold tears running into her mouth.  […]  Moving her body with slow 

difficulty against the unsupporting air, she looked slowly about.  It was so difficult 

to move.  Everything was airy and transparent.  Her heavy hot light impalpable 

body was the only solid thing in the world, weighting tons; and like a lifeless 

feather.72 

  

                                                 
70 Ibid, p. 485 
71 After a particularly bad night, and after she wakes to hear her mother muttering to herself and flinging 
furniture around the room, Miriam realizes she needs help, and they visit an old homeopathic doctor.  For 
a moment, Miriam thinks that he understands and can offer something other than the dismissive platitudes 
and bromide of Dr Ryman: “here in this quiet place with this quiet old man, the only place in the world 
where any one had seemed partly to understand, mother might get better.” (Ibid, p. 488)  As the 
homeopathist talks to Mrs Henderson she “grew calm, quietly listening and accepting everything he said, 
agreeing again and again.” (Ibid)  Unlike Dr Ryman he does not “speak in [a] rallying voice” and make 
things much worse.  However, he does not offer to let them stay and, taking Miriam aside, “he told her, 
speaking quickly and without benevolence, and in the voice of a younger man, that she must summon 
help, a trained attendant.  There ought to be someone for night and day.” (Ibid)  Although the 
homeopathist seems to offer understanding and the possibility of a different approach to her mother’s 
condition, one that does not involve speaking in a rallying voice, an exhortation to “leave off worrying,” 
ineffective expressions of sympathy, or the palliative beef tea, his benevolent persona lifts as soon as they 
are out of earshot of Mrs Henderson and he insists on the conventional trained attendants, which the 
Henderson’s simply cannot afford.  Miriam, “burning with shame at the confession” explains “that it 
could not be afforded.” (Ibid)  He insists that they are absolutely necessary, and “she felt angrily for 
words to explain the uselessness of attendants.” (Ibid)  Although Miriam is mortified by the lack of 
money to provide the expected level of treatment for her mother, she is angered by the homeopathist’s 
inability to suggest anything other than the conventional medical care that she is convinced will be 
useless.   
72 Honeycomb, p. 489-490.  
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Mrs Henderson’s death is an unspeakable trauma, occurring almost entirely outside of 

the narrative frame, as if it is beyond the possibility of incorporation into the broader 

continuum of Miriam’s story; there is no language for this trauma, and it remains 

unrepresentable.73  The death, which is presumably by suicide, occurs at the end of 

Honeycomb, and the next volume, The Tunnel, opens when Miriam has been living in 

London for several months.  Mrs Henderson’s death leaves a gaping aporia in the 

narrative, signalled only by Miriam’s tears and the old woman’s insistence that she not 

blame herself.  Mrs Henderson’s apparent suicide represents the tragic failure of doctors 

and medical discourse, or for that matter, anyone else, to ameliorate her unhappiness or 

arrest her hysteria.  Miriam is aware that there is “something real” at the heart of her 

mother’s hysteria, but she does not know what it is or how to address it.74  The absence 

of a language through which to understand Mrs Henderson’s suffering and, especially, 

the inadequacy of medical discourse, insures the incomprehensibility of her condition 

and results in her death.  Mrs Henderson’s death is a lingering trauma, and Miriam’s 

belief that her mother’s suicide has foreclosed her own life returns throughout 

Pilgrimage as a fear of going mad herself.75

 
                                                 
73 Bluemel writes that “the reader’s task of creating meaning is very difficult.”  Because there is no 
description of suicide or even of Mrs Henderson at all: “we are restricted to Miriam’s perceptions of her 
immediate physical reality.” (Ibid, p. 122)  Bluemel argues for the significance of this lack of 
narrativisation, and suggests that it is problematic to map Richardson’s biographical experiences onto the 
text.  She writes: “if fiction is read as autobiography, what happens to Mrs Henderson and Miriam is what 
happened to Mrs Richardson and Dorothy.  Those readings of Pilgrimage that emphasise its ties to 
Richardson’s life history suggest that what we don’t see represented in the text can be recovered by 
reading the text of Richardson’s biography.  Mrs Henderson, like Mrs Richardson ‘before’ her, must have 
slit her throat with a kitchen knife when her daughter left her alone for an hour.  Just like Dorothy 
discovered Mrs Richardson’s body on the floor of their boardinghouse room, so must Miriam have 
discovered her mother’s body on the floor of their boardinghouse room.  Using Richardson’s life history 
to interpret Pilgrimage at those moments it stubbornly refuses to give us the ‘true’ or ‘real’ story 
according to representational devices brings us back to the question of Pilgrimage’s relationship to 
conventional fictional modes.  …  Treating Richardson’s life as the interpretive key to her novel limits 
possible readings and denies the fictional status of Pilgrimage.” (Ibid, p. 124-125) 
74 “There was something …” Miriam reflects, “if she could leave off worrying.  But that had been pater’s 
advice, al his life, and it had not helped.  It was something more than leaving off … it was something real.  
It was not affection and sympathy.  Eve gave them; so easily, but they were not big enough.  They did not 
come near enough.  There was something crafty and worldly about them.  They made a sort of prison.” 
(Honeycomb, p. 486)  Miriam is aware that there is something real at the heart of her mother’s distress, 
and that she can't, like her husband insists, just forget.  It is also something beyond Miriam’s sister Eve’s 
kindness, and because the inscrutable ‘real’ thing goes unrecognised, the exhortations to forget and to be 
cheerful, and Eve’s uncomprehending sympathy make, Miriam recognises, a sort of prison.  Although she 
has been diagnosed as hysterical, Mrs Henderson’s profound unhappiness is unintelligible, even for 
Miriam.   
75 One of the tragedies of Mrs Henderson’s suicide is that Miriam’s lament that her mother “blamed 
herself.  If only she would not blame herself,” recurs, as the bony old woman who holds Miriam, 
presumably after she has found her mother’s body, says: “You must never, as long as you live, blame 
yourself my gurl.” (Ibid, p. 489)  Miriam does, however, blame herself and as the repeated references to 
Teetgen’s Teas, the teashop that reminds Miriam of her mother and which forms the basis of the 
following chapter, illustrate, Miriam’s guilt and distress about her mother’s death recurs repeatedly 
throughout her life. 
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“Science is scandalmongering; gossip about the universe”: Femininity and 

Madness in fin de siécle Scientific Texts 

In this section, I want briefly to discuss the scene in which Miriam is given access to an 

encyclopaedia, “a liberal education in twelve volumes, with an index,” by Mr Leyton, 

one of her employers, and a later incident in which Miriam again reads a scientific 

treatise and is prompted to diagnose herself, an impulse which is itself telling.76  These 

scenes replay, in different forms, Miriam’s anxieties around and difficulties with the 

diagnosis of madness.  Mrs Henderson’s suicide engenders in Miriam a belief that her 

own life has ended and a fear that she has been bequeathed her mother’s hysteria.  One 

of the ways that Miriam responds to her mother’s suicide is, then, with a sensitivity to 

diagnoses of feminine pathology.  Together, these diagnostic moments further set in 

motion the issues around femininity, madness and diagnosis, as well as domesticity and 

marriage, present in Miriam’s ambivalences regarding her mother’s madness, and 

worked through in the scene from Clear Horizon in which Miriam herself is diagnosed 

with a nervous breakdown.  Winning and Bluemel have both identified the 

encyclopaedia and the scientific article as important texts for Miriam’s negotiation of 

scientific discourse, although neither identifies them as diagnostic moments.  I situate 

my discussion, and my attention to these moments of madness in the text alongside 

Bluemel and Winning’s arguments, as another element of Miriam’s vexed relationship 

with scientific and medical understandings of women.  Bluemel contends that “science, 

and particularly medical science, poses special problems for the twentieth-century 

woman writer attempting to disprove and replace her culture’s misogynistic 

mythologies about women.”77  My interest is in the role that madness plays in both 

those scientific and medical discourses and in the woman writer’s attempt to contest 

them. 

 

Miriam’s reading of the encyclopaedia takes place after a humiliating rejection by Mr 

Hancock, her employer, with whom she had been contemplating the possibility of 

marriage.  He withdraws from their prospective romantic relationship on the basis of her 

class, and as Winning notes: “in her effort to ‘read’ herself, she turns to [the 

encyclopaedia] for an answer to the dilemmas about the terms of womanhood, 

femininity, and sexuality which she faces.”78  The crisis provoked by the encyclopaedia 

                                                 
76 The Tunnel, p. 219.   
77 Ibid, p. 80 
78 Winning, p. 51.  Mr Hancock’s invites Miriam to scientific lectures and asks her advice about oriental 
art, and Miriam begins to think, as she does repeated throughout Pilgrimage, that the security of marriage 
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is bound up with her exclusion from middle-class domestic femininity, a role she is 

ambivalent about (although often openly hostile towards), but deeply humiliated to be 

barred from.  Miriam craves both security and freedom, but as Mr Hancock’s rejection 

and the encyclopaedia make clear, neither marriage nor independence are unproblematic 

options for Miriam.  Underlying the anxiety and sense of madness provoked by the 

encyclopaedia, then, is a concern with the models of feminine identity open to her. 

 

The “five or six […] entries under ‘Woman’” that distress Miriam so much when she 

reads the encyclopaedia are reflective of the dominant scientific, medical and gendered 

discourses of the period.79  Influenced by social Darwinism and bearing the authority of 

scientific legitimacy, the texts Miriam reads reduce women to their bodily functions and 

seem to regard these functions as fundamentally pathological.  Miriam’s response to the 

encyclopaedia’s definition of ‘Woman’ is central to her difficult negotiation with 

scientific discourse and it precipitates a crisis of near-madness for Miriam.  Miriam’s 

encounter with the encyclopaedia, and its aftermath, occupies a number of pages and 

thus cannot be quoted in full, but I will pull out some of the ideas important for my 

argument.  Miriam is offered access to the encyclopaedia, which seems to be a new 

acquisition, by Mr Leyton.  Richardson writes that “her miserable hand reopened the 

last page of the index.  There were five or six more entries under ‘Woman.’”: 

 

And the modern men were the worst… ‘We can now, with all the facts in our 

hands, sit down and examine her at our leisure.’  There was no getting away from 

the scientific facts … inferior; mentally, morally, intellectually, and physically … 

her development arrested in the interest of her special functions … reverting later 

towards the male type […] If that is true everything is as clear as daylight.  

‘Woman is not undeveloped man but diverse’ falls to pieces.  Woman is 

undeveloped man … if one could die of the loathsome visions … I must die.  I 

can’t go on living in it … the whole world full of creatures; half-human.  And I am 

one of the half-human ones, or shall be, if I don’t stop now.  Boys and girls were 

                                                                                                                                               
and a comfortable income might be welcome.  When his family visit, meet Miriam, and realize the 
intimate terms upon which they stand, he is recalled to the imprudence of an alliance with a woman of, 
but no longer in, his own class.  When he begins to reassert a professional, rather than friendly, 
relationship, she is both outraged and humiliated: “the insolence of it.  Her position had been identical 
with theirs and his” (The Tunnel, p. 196); “how dare he?  It was deliberate.  A brusque casual tone, 
deliberately put on; a tone he sometimes used to the boys downstairs, or to cabmen.  How dare he use it to 
her?” (Ibid, p. 196); “any fair-minded onlooker would condemn him.  Any one could who could have 
seen the way he broke through resistance to social intercourse outside the practice.” (Ibid, p. 205) 
79 Winning, pp. 49-58 
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much the same … women stopped being people and went off into hideous 

processes.80   

 

The conviction that Miriam confronts here of women’s inferiority, and, in particular, the 

reduction of women to their biology, is deeply disturbing for her.  She registers these 

scientific discourses, not inaccurately, as a kind of dehumanisation: “the whole world 

full of creatures; half human.”  The encyclopaedia connects women directly with 

reproduction, and it suggests that women who do not fulfil this “sacred function” are 

liable to become dehumanised: “reverting later towards the male type … old women 

with deep voices and hair on their faces.”81  Miriam fears becoming one of the “half-

human ones,” especially if she does not “stop now” her independent, ‘unfeminine’ life.  

At the same time, the encyclopaedia asserts that women’s “development [is] arrested in 

the interest of her special functions,” suggesting that even following the approved 

course of feminine identity, that is, maternity, condemns her to developmental 

retardation.  Miriam is aware of the regulatory nature of these discourses.  She reflects 

that “they invent a legend to put the blame for the existence of humanity on woman and, 

if she wants to stop it, they talk about the wonders of civilisation and the sacred 

responsibilities of motherhood,” and she resents the smug satisfaction of doctors who 

“with all the facts in [their] hands, sit down and examine her at [their] leisure.”82  But 

Miriam is in the same kind of bind here as she was with her mother, recognising the 

interpretive authority of medicine but unable to contest it.83   

 

The encyclopaedia can be understood as performing a diagnostic function because of its 

claim to scientific legitimacy and because it seems to use diagnostic logic, interpreting 

women in symptomatic terms (that is, reading their difference as a symptom of 

something wrong) and organising those symptoms by positing causes and meaning.  

The encyclopaedia does not state directly that the feminine is pathological, and it does 

not overtly equate women with madness but, I would suggest, Miriam’s sense that 

women emerge as figures of grotesquerie from these articles associates them with the 

                                                 
80 Ibid, pp. 219-220 
81 Ibid, p. 220 
82 Ibid, p. 221 
83 Radford writes that the encyclopaedia causes Miriam to lose her appetite for reading and, Radford 
writes, she “enters into a depression of spirits – a veritable slough of despond – which is traced through 
The Tunnel and subsequent volumes.  The effects of this reading are presented in some detail.  She takes 
refuge from her depression in anger with the male writers, but also with the women who share her fate as 
‘undeveloped man.’…Her reaction to the narratives of Huxley, Spencer, Geddes and Maudsley and the 
Social Darwinians is typical of the intellectual women of her generation…Women’s progenerative role 
seemed to leave no space for individuality.” (Radford, p. 10) 

 89



pathological.  That women’s bodies are aligned, in Miriam’s encyclopaedia, with 

psychological instability is made clear by a reference identified by Winning.  She reads 

this section of the text alongside the editions of the Encyclopaedia Britannica that 

would have been available in the 1890s and finds a number of striking parallels between 

the two texts, to the extent that it seems as though Pilgrimage is quoting, or at least 

directly referencing, the Britannica.84   

 

An entry from the Britannica on menstruation notes that with menopause “in many 

cases secondary resemblances to the masculine type may supervene.”85  As Winning 

notes, Richardson seems to reference this idea when she writes “…reverting later to the 

male type … old women with deep voices and hair on their faces.”86  Winning puts this 

model of menstruation in a broader context, arguing that the article: 

 

makes certain assumptions about the centrality of menstruation to femininity [and] 

must be seen in the larger context of scientific discourses about menstruation and 

the linkage between women’s sexual organs and their mental health.  The widely 

held scientific view was that menstruation caused mental imbalance; in his Clinical 

Lectures on Mental Diseases T.S. Clouston identifies the ‘disturbances’ that 

menstruation causes in the female psyche, which are sufficiently severe as to ‘lie 

on the borders of pathology.’87   

 

The pathologisation implied by the extracts of the encyclopaedia the reader is given 

access to in Pilgrimage is made more explicit in this broader context. 
                                                 
84 Winning, pp. 53-59.  The Encyclopaedia Britannica entry on ‘Insanity’ (from 1875, updated in 1901) is 
similarly suggestive, and it indicates that Miriam’s fears, both that she has inherited her mother’s hysteria, 
and that her ‘eccentric’ lifestyle condemns her to madness, are grounded in the popular science of the 
time.  Drawing on degeneracy theory (which I discuss further in the following chapter), the author of the 
entry for Insanity states that: “however unsatisfactory from a scientific point of view it may appear, the 
general statement must stand – that whatever tends to lower the nervous energy of a parent may modify 
the development of the progeny.  It is merely a matter of probabilities in a given case.  Constitutional 
tendency to nervous instability once established in a family may make itself felt in various directions, - 
epilepsy, hysteria, hypochondrias, neuralgia, certain forms of paralysis, insanity, eccentricity.  It is 
asserted that exceptional genius in an individual member is a phenomenal indication.  Confined to the 
question of insanity, this morbid inheritance may manifest itself in two directions,  - in defective brain 
organization manifest from birth … or in the neurotic diathesis, which may be present in a brain to all 
appearances congenitally perfect, and may present itself merely by a tendency to break down under 
circumstances which would not affect a person of originally healthy constitution.” (J. Batting Tuke 
(1875), “Insanity” in Encyclopaedia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences and General Literature, 
Volume 9, Adam and Charles Black, Edinburgh, p. 96 [emphasis added])  This emphasis on the 
susceptibility of children to their parents nervous weakness – manifesting in eccentricity and genius – 
resonates strongly with Miriam’s fears of madness, and her sense that her mother’s hysteria and death 
condemns her to insanity.  
85 Patrick Geddes, quoted in Ibid, p. 57 
86 Ibid, p. 55 
87 Ibid, pp. 55-56 
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Miriam’s response to the encyclopaedia also permits my discussion of this section of the 

text in terms of madness, and the fact that Miriam is so personally affected by the 

conclusions the encyclopaedia makes further underscores its diagnostic status.  It is 

clear that reading these misogynistic and pathologising theories about women propels 

Miriam into a state of crisis.  Richardson writes: 

 

The torment grew as the August weeks passed.  […] Torturing thought ranged 

there unsupported, goaded to madness, just a mad feverish swirling in the head. […]  

Sleeplessness, and every day a worse feeling of illness.  Every day a new torture.  

Every night the dreaming and tossing in the fierce, stifling, dusty heat, the awful 

waking, […] the solitary torment of leisure to read again in the stillness of the 

office, the moments of hope of finding a fresh meaning; hope of having misread.88  

 

Miriam feels as though she cannot go on living once confronted with the ‘facts’ which 

assert her mental, moral, intellectual, and physical inferiority and reduce women to their 

biological function, their intellectual capacity restricted by the maternal imperative.  She 

is aware of the power relations at work in the ideology of sacred motherhood, but this 

does not allow her to escape them.  As Bluemel writes, “the commonplace misogyny 

that creates and confirms scientific facts about the inferiority of women becomes for 

Miriam a self-loathing that dictates her dissolution.”89  Similarly, and more explicitly in 

terms of madness, Winning argues that: 

 

the result of this expedition into the scientific discourses of ‘woman’ is an 

alienation and sense of social displacement in which Miriam is ‘goaded to 

madness’; her reading produces a ‘mad feverish swirling in the head’ …When 

Miriam turns to ‘Science’ to clarify her confusion about her sexual and social roles, 

the shock of identifying her own mind and body with an objectified cultural 

symbol precipitates an intense psychic and physical trauma experienced as a kind 

of breakdown.90

                                                 
88 The Tunnel, p. 219-222 
89 Bluemel, p. 77.  “The fragmented form of this diatribe, its broken sentences, isolated paragraphs, and 
wandering logic, conveys the reader along the whirl of Miriam’s contradictory emotions…The desperate 
intensity of Miriam’s reaction to that trap is in part a result of her recognition of her complicity in its 
construction.  Regardless of what complex scientific truths her mind might grasp her body necessarily 
betrays her as the passive subject, rather than active participant, in the creation of scientific knowledge.  
The resulting tension between Miriam’s intellectual respect for science and her instinctual disagreement 
with its truths threatens, quite literally, to undo her.” (Ibid) 
90 Winning, pp. 51-52 
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It is not just the shock of ‘recognising’ herself in the encyclopaedia’s representations of 

pathological femininity that leads Miriam to a sense of near-madness.  It is a diagnostic 

logic which compels Miriam to apply the ‘science’ of the encyclopaedia to her own 

body, and the diagnosis of the encyclopaedia renders her body pathological.  The 

madness associated with this passage is also produced by Miriam’s fear of being 

compelled to conform with the ideal, intellectually inferior model of femininity the 

encyclopaedia privileges, and by her sense of being trapped within these horrifying 

visions of feminine identity, to which her body itself purportedly condemns her. 

 

This encounter with scientific discourse revisits the connection between scientific 

knowledge, bourgeois domesticity and madness represented by the tragedy of Mrs 

Henderson. 91   Miriam’s desperate struggle with the authority embedded in the 

encyclopaedia, her sense that “there is no getting away from the scientific facts,” recalls 

the difficulty she has contesting the authority of her mother’s doctors.  Her acts of re-

reading, searching for fresh meaning and hoping to discover her misreading, also 

suggest the way she grappled with her gendered understanding of Mrs Henderson’s 

condition and struggled to formulate and express her alternative ‘diagnosis’.92  The 

‘symptoms’ Miriam experiences, her anxiety, sleeplessness and restlessness, are similar 

to what Mrs Henderson experienced.  Although Mrs Henderson is rarely mentioned 

again throughout the remaining ten volumes of Pilgrimage, it is possible to read 

Miriam’s extended debate with science and medicine as the re-emergence, throughout 

the rest of Pilgrimage, of her perceived failure to save her mother.  This is not by any 

means the definitive meaning of the text’s engagement with science, and I am not 

arguing that all of Miriam’s anxieties, ambivalences, and intellectual issues are 

reducible to the unreconciled trauma of her mother’s hysteria death.   

 

I want to turn now to the third diagnostic scene that I discuss in this chapter, Miriam’s 

self-diagnosis as a member of a pathologically nervous ‘class’ of humanity.  This 

relatively brief section of the text reveals the significance that Mrs Henderson’s hysteria 

plays in relation to the text’s negotiation of issues of diagnosis.  This scene, in which 

Miriam responds to a scientific article she comes across at work, makes it particularly 
                                                 
91 Bluemel, p. 83 
92 Pilgrimage itself is characterised by a kind of epistemological uncertainty which works against the 
classificatory and taxonomic logic of the encyclopaedia.  Whereas the central conceit of the 
encyclopaedia is that it contains all of the facts, Pilgrimage explicitly muddles the facts and leaves 
important details outside of the narrative frame. 
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clear that there is a connection, or set of connections, between Miriam’s difficulties with 

science and medicine, her mother’s death, and bourgeois domesticity: 

 

Here it is.  She glanced through the long article, reading passages here and there.  

There seemed to be nothing more; she had gathered the gist of it all in glancing 

through it at Wimpole Street.  There was no need to have brought it home.  It was 

quite clear that she belonged to the lymphatico-nervous class.  It was the worst of 

the four classes of humanity.  But all the symptoms were hers.  She read once more 

the account of the nervo-bilious type.  It was impossible to fit into that.  […]  She 

was useless; an encumbrance; left out of life forever, because it was better for life 

to leave her out….She sat staring at the shabby panels of her wardrobe, hating them 

for their quiet merciless agreement with her thoughts.  To stop now and come to 

and end would be a relief.  […]  Why did life produce people with lymphatic-

nervous temperaments?  Perhaps it was the explanation of all she had suffered in 

the past; of the things that had driven her again and again to go away and away, 

anywhere.  […]  She had no right to anything.  She ought to be branded and go 

about in a cloak.  […]  She wondered that she had never put it to herself before.  It 

must always have been there since her mother’s death.  […]  She had gone on 

being happy exactly in the same way she had forgotten there were people in the 

house; just going lymphatico-nervously about with her eyes shut.93

 

Miriam’s loss of her characteristic ironic perspective on science seems so extreme here 

as to be nearly comical.  Miriam’s assertions that she “ought to go about in a cloak,” 

and that she has been going “lymphatico-nervously about with her eyes shut” almost 

suggest that she is not in earnest, although she is.  In her alarm at what she has read, she 

has smuggled the article home in order to confirm her status as a member of the 

seemingly fundamentally pathological lymphatico-nervous class. 

 

It is a particularly morbid moment, however, in which Miriam is unable even to be 

angry with this rather absurd classificatory system.  Whereas Miriam was incensed, 

frustrated and distraught by the encyclopaedia, she seems to internalise this similarly 

prescriptive scientific model of the four classes of humanity, to the extent that she uses 

it to diagnose herself, fitting herself into its schema.  The classificatory model is not 

explicitly gendered, but the symptoms of the ‘lymphatic-nervous class’ – “no energy, no 

                                                 
93 Interim, p. 325-326 (emphasis added) 
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initiative, no hopefulness, no resisting power; and sometimes bilious attacks”94 – align 

with Mrs Henderson’s symptoms, and the lack of initiative and resisting power reflect 

the passivity supposedly characteristic of conventional femininity.  Miriam’s sense of 

herself as an outsider, her unconventionality and inability to conform to the attitudes 

and behaviours expected of a woman of her social class, confirm and support her 

diagnosis.  She even thinks that it is perhaps her lymphatico-nervous temperament that 

has led her to abandon her attachments to people and places, rather than her search for a 

productive feminine identity. 

 

It is also Mrs Henderson’s death which underpins Miriam’s belief that she belongs to 

the lymphatico-nervous class.  As Winning writes, “behind this newly discovered illness 

[her ‘lymphatico-nervous’ condition] is the haunting image of her mother and the 

suggestion that the suicide has either ‘infected’ her with her mother’s illness or 

provoked one that was latent within her.”95  Miriam’s relegation to the “worst of the 

four classes of humanity” comes about, she supposes, through her mother’s death, as 

though, like Winning suggests, she has been infected by her mother’s madness.  There 

is a sense of fatality in the idea that Miriam is destined to follow her mother into misery 

and madness.  The encyclopaedia and this scientific article show Miriam struggling to 

maintain a sense of her identity outside of their diagnostic frameworks.  Miriam is 

overwhelmed and deflated by the diagnostic logic operating though of each of these 

texts.  The encyclopaedia constructs femininity as pathological, while the scientific 

article compels Miriam to register her life in diagnostic terms, such that she identifies 

herself as a member of the worst class of humanity: neither text allows her to 

conceptualise a productive feminine identity and they seem to condemn her to the 

hysteria that purportedly killed her mother.   

 

“‘I shall go away,’ she said, ‘but I don’t promise to rest.’”: Dr Densley’s Diagnosis 

The very authoritative medical discourses that Miriam encounters are concerned with 

deviations from a prescribed feminine identity.  Dr Ryman’s diagnosis of hysteria 

medicalises feminine emotion, the encyclopaedia pathologises women’s bodies, and 

Miriam’s self-diagnosis is predicated upon her difference from other people.  In these 

three central encounters, Miriam struggles to deal with the conflation of femininity with 

pathology and the way that the different models of gendered identity available to her 

                                                 
94 Ibid, p. 326 
95 Winning, p. 73 
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seem always to be framed by the prospect of madness.  A different dynamic is evident 

with Densley’s diagnosis of a nervous breakdown, however, as Miriam is able to draw 

upon, and appropriate, his diagnosis for her own benefit.  The significance of this scene 

is the audacity of Miriam’s reaction to Densley’s diagnosis, and her ability, finally, to 

find a productive response to the conflation of madness and femininity that she 

struggles with throughout the text.  I am not suggesting that the Densely incident 

resolves Miriam’s ambivalences about science, femininity or madness, or that it 

represents a wholesale overturning of the authority these discourses carry: Pilgrimage is 

not a text, and mine is not an analysis, which invests in resolution and neat endings.  

Miriam is, however, able to find a small strategy of subversion, and in appropriating 

medical discourse for her own ends, she opens up some important new possibilities for 

herself.  This surprisingly neglected moment sits suggestively alongside the three other 

scenes of diagnosis I have discussed in this chapter and represents a significant and 

ostensibly small moment of triumph for Miriam. 

 

The compassionate, good-humoured and intelligent Densley is Miriam’s most eligible 

suitor, but he is also a mouthpiece for some of the ideas that Miriam finds most 

intolerable.  Miriam’s relationship with him involves a series of debates and 

disagreements which revolve around his status as a doctor and his thoughts about 

women, and she finds him both compelling and frustrating.  As a prestigious Harley 

Street doctor, and because he is in many ways an admirable character, Miriam is 

strongly drawn to Densley.  Through much of the text, he is presented as a somewhat 

remote but potentially viable source of social and financial security.  His interest in her 

helps secure her middle-class identity, and he offers the possibility of returning to her 

former class status.  It is for these reasons, perhaps, that she treats his attitudes towards 

women with far less hostility than those articulated by other men in the text.  Explaining 

her meeting with him to Miss Holland, with whom she shares lodgings, Miriam explains 

that: 

 

‘He’s been reading Shaw.  Can’t believe that women really think about anything 

but capturing a man for life.  He wound up by imploring me not to miss marriage, 

and what of all things do you think is his idea, or at least the idea that most appeals 

to him in marriage?  The famous ‘conflict for supremacy’!’ 

[…] 
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‘That’s not all.  Talk about women getting hypnotised by ideas!  His mind, his so 

scientific mind – is putty.  With immense solemnity he informed me, ‘No Woman, 

dear girl, is truly happy until she is the loser in that supreme conflict.’’96

 

Bluemel writes that “unless we keep in mind how marginal and vulnerable Miriam is in 

her urban poverty and solitude, it would impossible to imagine her considering marriage 

to a man who believes his wife will be happy once she submits to his supremacy.”97  It 

is also hard to imagine Miriam treating anyone else who conveyed such ideas with the 

tolerance and good humour she shows here.  Densley’s conception of marriage is treated 

as an amusing anecdote, but his belief in the necessity of wives acknowledging their 

husbands’ supremacy recalls Mrs Henderson’s wish to be as calm and cool as her 

husband.  Mrs Henderson’s internalisation of her own inferiority is connected with her 

hysteria and suicide, and thus it is hard indeed to imagine Miriam humouring, let alone 

contemplating marrying, someone who believes that such unequal power relations are a 

necessary foundation for marriage. 

 

In addition to Bluemel’s suggestion that it is Miriam’s vulnerability that leads to this 

surprisingly tolerance of Densley, it may also be that in debating with him she feels a 

sense of agency and a degree of control.  When Miss Holland, who has considerably 

more respect for male opinions than Miriam, says that she hopes Miriam didn’t argue 

with him, Miriam replies “‘Oh, but I did […] Anything to break up addlepated 

masculine complacency.  Not that it matters a toss to women, but because it’s all over 

the world like a fungus, hiding the revelations waiting on every bush.’”98  Miriam’s 

assertion that it doesn’t ‘matter a toss’ to women is somewhat disingenuous, because 

she is constantly frustrated by masculine complacency, and was, moreover, concretely 

affected by her father’s assumptions of superiority, especially given that her mother was 

very much a loser in their marital ‘conflict for supremacy’.  After Miriam has attempted 

to disrupt Densley’s ‘addlepated masculine complacency’, she explains to Miss Holland 

that he looked ill for a moment, and then “laughed his laugh and began repeating 

himself.”99  The status of Densley’s laugh is ambiguous.  It may be defensive, but it 

might also be dismissive or even derisive, and it recalls the “neighing laugh” with which 

Mr Henderson ridiculed Miriam’s mother’s newspaper reading.100  It would seem to be 

                                                 
96 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1925]), Pilgrimage: The Trap, Vol. 3, Virago, London, p. 468 
97 Bluemel, p. 95 
98 The Trap, p. 468 
99 Ibid 
100 Backwater, p. 234-235 
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a laugh that Miriam is familiar with, and it functions to undermine and negate whatever 

arguments Miriam has put forward, so that Densley can begin repeating himself.  In 

spite of the moment in which he looks ill, the fact that Densley laughs and continues 

propounding his dubious ideas suggests that Miriam does not really disrupt his 

complacency at all.  Retelling the story to Miss Holland as an amusing anecdote is a 

perhaps a way of reclaiming the authority that Densley’s laugh undermines.101

 

In the same conversation, Densley also lectures Miriam about working too hard and 

warns of dire consequences should she overdo it, a lecture which she has evidently 

received numerous times before.  Miriam says to Miss Holland that he: 

 

‘Said Densleyish things.  A number of old saws.  Over-work, late hours, heading 

for a crash.  Said that for a New Woman I am disquietingly sane, and that my 

criminal carelessness about things that most women are in a reasonable hurry over, 

may possibly mean that I’m in for a long life’.102

 

Densley is perhaps being disingenuous himself, the joke that she is in for a long life 

failing to counterbalance the fact that he has just allied her New Woman lifestyle with 

insanity and criminality.  Showalter writes that the diagnosis of feminine madness was 

explicitly linked with women’s movement beyond the domestic sphere:  

 

at the same time that new opportunities for self-cultivation and self-fulfilment in 

education and work were offered to women, doctors warned them that the pursuit 

of such opportunities would lead to sickness, sterility and race suicide.  They 

explicitly linked the epidemic of nervous disorders – anorexia nervosa, hysteria, 

and neurasthenia – which marked the fin de siécle with to women’s ambition.103

                                                 
101 It is not until later that Miriam realizes that after “all their meetings and conflict all over London, since 
the day she has lectured him, with Veresief’s Confessions of a Doctor as text, on the inevitable ignorance 
of the high priests of Medicine; and all his kindly sympathy with her Socialists and Anarchists and 
Suffragists … and his belief that their hold on her was only a makeshift…” (Dorothy Richardson (2002 
[1931]), Pilgrimage: Dawn’s Left Hand, Vol. 4, Virago, London, p. 146)  Moreover, there is also a 
suggestion that Miriam relinquishes her usual intellectual rigour and incisively gendered perspective in 
order to secure social approbation.  She does not refer specifically to Densley here, but throughout The 
Trap she seems to be socialising most frequently with him.  She seems disconcerted to realize that she has 
become “capable of concealments in the interest of social joys,” and thinks: “And thought was still there, 
a guilty secret, quiet as a rule.  Sometimes inconveniently obtrusive at the moments when she most 
wished to approximate to the approved pattern of charming femininity.” (The Trap, p. 482)  She is 
contemplating marriage with Densley at this time, a prospect with seems to require her to abandon 
“thought” and perform a conventional and charming feminine role. 
102 Ibid, 467 
103 Showalter, 1985, p. 121.  I discuss the pathologisation of the New Woman in greater depth in the 
following chapter. 
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This is precisely what Densley is doing.  He suggests that the kind of independent, 

active, intellectually engaging and unmarried course that Miriam is pursuing ought to 

cause madness, that her sanity is an aberration.  He is performing much the same kind 

of regulatory function, and diagnosis, as the encyclopaedia and scientific article, 

insisting on the essential frailty of women, their biological unfitness for exertion or 

intellectual development and constructing women who diverge from his normative ideal 

of femininity as both mad and criminal.   

 

His words have a definite effect on Miriam.  Reflecting on the “ease of mind” she 

currently has, Miriam realizes that:  

 

Life flowed in a new way.  Many of the old shadows were gone; apprehensions 

about the future had disappeared.  Side by side with the weariness, and with 

nothing to explain it, was the apprehension of joy.  Wearily she tumbled her happy 

self out of bed, feeling, as her feet touched the floor, the thrill of the coming day 

send a small current of strength through her nerves.104

 

A moment later, however, she thinks: “but there is this terrible tiredness.  Densley may 

be right.”105  She shifts from feeling energised to feeling tired, and recalls Densley’s 

argument that she is not strong enough to support her lifestyle, and that she ought to be 

mad.  Like with her mother’s diagnosis, Densley’s assumption that her tiredness is the 

product of her ‘unfeminine’ pursuits represents the imposition of a predetermined 

assumption about feminine nature.  Miriam is, therefore, still struggling to find a way 

out of the madness that medical discourse imposes upon her.  Although, at this 

relatively late stage in the novel, Miriam is much better equipped to contest Densley’s 

diagnostic gestures than Dr Ryman’s, Densley’s words still interpellate her into the 

belief that perhaps he is right, and it is ‘overwork’ that is draining her (rather than, for 

instance, her boredom with work and the difficulties of living with the exceedingly 

proper and conventional Miss Holland).   

 

At the end of The Trap, the volume in which these conversations with Densley take 

place, Miriam does relinquish the idea of ever marrying him, saying “farewell to [her] 

                                                 
104 The Trap, p. 478 
105 Ibid, p. 479 
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one chance of launching into life as [her] people have lived it.”106  She also has what 

has been interpreted by some scholars as a small nervous breakdown; the following 

chapter opens with Miriam travelling to Oberland, in Switzerland, and the absence of an 

explanation for this sudden overseas trip has been understood as a sign that she has 

suffered a nervous breakdown.107  The last few pages of The Trap are a mass of tangled 

thoughts, as Miriam is wakened at midnight by a domestic disagreement between her 

drunken and acrimonious neighbours.  The disjointed sentences and narrative 

fragmentation characterising these pages lead Carol Watts to conclude that Miriam 

“succumb[s], at the end of The Trap, to exhaustion,”108 and Lynette Felber to suggest 

that Miriam is compelled to “[repress] madness, even during the breakdown which 

precedes her trip to Oberland.”109  Bluemel also suggests that Miriam is significantly 

unwell at this point of the text, writing that: 

 

In this case, the female body, in its overworked, broken-down state, would be 

better under the care of a medical practitioner.  Miriam’s decision against a life 

spent under that kind of attention requires her to seek its good effects without 

conceding to its intolerable forms.  Travel to Switzerland becomes the answer to 

the exhaustion of a single life and the oppressions of marriage, although even this 

is made possible through male intervention.  Miriam is dependent on Dr. Densley’s 

diagnosis and Mr Hancock’s money in order to make her escape into freedom.110

 

The Trap does end with Miriam’s exclamation “Away.  Away…” and the next volume 

opens with Miriam’s arrival in the Swiss alpine resort, Oberland.  What happens 

                                                 
106 Ibid, p. 495 
107 Ibid, p. 495 
108 Carol Watts (1995), Dorothy Richardson, Northcote House, Plymouth, p. 64 
109 Lynette Felber (1995), Gender and Genre in Novels Without End: The British Roman-Fleuve, The 
University Press of Florida, Gainesville, p. 93.  Howard Finn also assumes that Miriam suffers “her own 
nervous breakdowns,” referring  (I gather, given that he provides no evidence of these breakdowns) to 
this incident at the end of The Trap, and Densley’s diagnosis. (Howard Finn (2007), “Writing Lives: 
Dorothy Richardson, May Sinclair, Gertrude Stein” in Morag Shiach (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 
the Modernist Novel, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 192)  Finn also suggests that 
Pilgrimage “tends to put the reader in the position of analyst, determined to reconstruct the text in such a 
way that its displacements are interrelated and its underlying meanings are understood.”  (Ibid, p. 194)  
Pilgrimage certainly demands a lot from its readers, but it is perhaps this kind of determination to anneal 
the text’s displacements and unearth its ambiguities (a function, I would suggest, of how the text is 
approached rather than an innate requirement of reading Pilgrimage) which leads Finn to infer Miriam’s 
breakdowns – which, in the case of The Trap, occur wholly outside of the narrative frame (if at all), and 
in the case of Densley’s diagnosis, self-consciously, strategically, and performatively. 
110 Bluemel, p. 96.  Bluemel may be mixing Miriam’s ‘first’ and ‘second’ alleged breakdowns here: there 
is no information in the text about how Miriam secures the money or the time off work to allow her to go 
to Switzerland (and it is clear that it is her ‘first’ breakdown that Bluemel is discussing).  The argument 
that Miriam is dependent upon Densley’s diagnosis and Hancock’s money is, moreover, one that I contest 
in this chapter. 
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between the chaotic expression at the end of The Trap (by no means the most chaotic 

expression seen in the text) and the beginning of Oberland is unclear.  Certainly, the 

text itself gives insufficient ‘clues’ to allow the ‘diagnosis’ of a nervous breakdown.  

Just how exhausted Miriam is at this juncture in the text is also open to question.  

Miriam admittedly makes several references to an enervating exhaustion.  She notes 

waking and finding “a head too heavy to lift from the pillow and weariness in all my 

frame, that is unwilling to endure the burden of work to be done before the evening can 

come again bringing strength.”111  Yet this expression of fatigue comes on the same 

page as the above quote, in which Miriam tumbles wearily but happily out of bed and 

experiences a current of strength, and in fact worries that she is too happy.112   

 

The significance of the section of the text which I will now turn to, the second of 

Miriam’s alleged ‘nervous breakdowns’, is that Miriam self-consciously and rather 

craftily manipulates Densley into diagnosing her with a nervous breakdown so that she 

can access her insurance money and go on another holiday to Oberland.113  Miriam is 

still framed by medical discourse as she sits in Densley’s office, and Densley continues 

to be ‘disquieted’ regarding Miriam’s aberrant sanity, but in this instance, she is able to 

turn his patronising solicitude to good account.  This represents, I argue, a significant 

appropriation of medical discourse, and suggests that Miriam has at last found a way of 

responding productively to the gendered ideologies, so often for her conflated with 

madness, that have caused her such difficulty.   

 

This is a particularly important and decidedly enjoyable moment in the text, so I will 

quote it at length, and take some time unpack its significances.  It occurs towards the 

end of the suggestively titled Clear Horizon, the volume in which Miriam divests 

herself of numerous encumbrances, marrying off her two intense and exhausting 

romantic interests, Michael and Amabel (to each other), for instance, and, after the 

difficulty of an unexpected pregnancy and miscarriage, finally ceasing to care about her 

                                                 
111 The Trap, p. 478 
112 Ibid, p. 479.  “Why me?” she asks, “What have I done?  Why is it that something seems to be looking 
after me? […] there is a sense of guilt in finding things so easy. […] I shall go on getting happier and 
happier.” (Ibid) She is confident that “while she lived thus sunnily, all difficulties in the daily routine 
would solve themselves under her hand.” (Ibid, p. 482) 
113 The assumption that Miriam suffers nervous breakdowns at the end of The Trap and again in Clear 
Horizon is perhaps another instance of mapping Richardson’s life onto Pilgrimage’s narrative.  While it is 
unclear what happens at the end of The Trap, in Clear Horizon it is strikingly evident that Miriam is far 
from succumbing to psychological disintegration (whatever may have happened to Richardson).  
Furthermore, the power relations in the diagnostic scene from Clear Horizon are considerably more 
complex than a simple recognition, on Densley’s part, of Miriam’s exhaustion or impending breakdown. 

 100 



lover Hypo.  Miriam goes to visit Densley because her sister Sarah has been unwell 

(with another unspecified, perhaps nervous, illness) and, having asked him to attend 

Sarah, she goes to hear his diagnosis.114  He has, in his usual fashion and to Miriam’s 

sincere gratitude, taken care of things, having arranged an operation (again unspecified) 

for Sarah, and her convalescence in a Florence Nightingale Home.   

 

Towards the end of their meeting, however, he asks, with some urgency, how it is that 

she has “managed to get so pulled down.”115  Miriam responds at length, surprised by 

his urgency and perhaps motivated by her appreciation for his care of her sister, but he 

still seems unsatisfied.  Densley proceeds to launch into his usual lecture, but Miriam is 

now rather more interested in her own thoughts: 

 

And when he began yet again and seemed now to be going leisurely towards the 

expression of his borrowed dogma as to the evils, for women, of intellectual 

pursuits, she assumed a listening attitude, hunted swiftly for what had occurred to 

her since last they discussed the subject, found, rising to the surface of her mind, 

the useful indictment of the limitations of abstract reasoning, and the glowing 

certainty that the deranging and dehumanising of women by uncritical acceptance 

of masculine systems of thought, rather than being evidence against feminine 

capacity of thought, is a demand for feminine thinking, and retired to the 

background of her being, where, she found, like a third person looking on and 

listening while she talked, some part of her self had been piecing things together 

and was now eager to discus the situation, so unexpectedly created, with herself 

alone.  But Densley’s voice, emerging from its meditative sing-song, interrupted 

the colloquy, from which she turned with a vision of Oberland before her eyes, to 

find him saying, in the despairing tone of one contemplating a vexatious 

unalterable phenomenon: “spend themselves so recklessly!116

 

                                                 
114 Bluemel reads Miriam’s response to Sarah’s diagnosis really interestingly.  She writes that Miriam 
“finds herself desiring medicine’s power to cure while despising medical claims to power and knowledge 
based on that curative potential.  Miriam’s scorn for ‘medical facts’ is not inconsistent with her hope for 
her sister’s recovery.  Even if Densley saves Sarah’s life, Miriam will still be able to regard medical facts 
as misreadings of female bodies and hold in contempt the greater culture that validates medicine’s 
misinterpretations as truthful ‘facts’… For Miriam to have faith in Densley’s medical facts she must 
discount the power of his knowledge and position and instead convince herself htat Sarah is responsible 
for the possibility of her own recovery.  In other words, Miriam convinces herself that medical facts are 
true insofar as the object of the medical gaze – here, her sick sister –  grants the medical examiner his 
vision of her body and her ailment.” (Bluemel, p. 94) 
115 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1935]), Pilgrimage: Clear Horizon, Vol. 4, Virago, London, p. 377 
116 Ibid 
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This very long sentence is densely packed with suggestive ideas, not all of which I am 

able to attend to in sufficient depth.  However, Miriam is clearly no longer particularly 

interested in engaging with Densley.  The relentless length of the sentence shuts out his 

perspective entirely and insists that the reader focus on Miriam’s thoughts; the passage 

rigorously foregrounds Miriam’s “feminine thinking,” as she rises to the challenge of 

contesting the limitations of “masculine systems of thought.”  Having politely assumed 

a listening posture, she reverts immediately to her own thoughts, not even listening to 

Densley’s recycled dogma.  Having assumed her own intellectual armour, she finds that 

it is with herself that she wishes to discuss this issue of women’s capacity for thought.  

It is as if she has recognised that Densley, and the medical discourses he holds and 

represents, have no bearing on the questions she is concerned with.  There is a clear 

articulation here of the idea that it is “masculine systems of thought” that derange and 

dehumanise women (these particular terms recalling quite specifically the 

‘derangement’ of her mother and the ‘dehumanisation’ of the encyclopaedia).  Women’s 

madness, Miriam suggests, is not the product of their diseased bodies or psychological 

weakness, but of masculine knowledge.  Here, Miriam is generating the kind of critique 

that she was unable to formulate in relation to her mother, and, with confidence in her 

capacity for thought, she is gesturing towards an alternative, feminine way of thinking.  

The feminine perspective Miriam is formulating is contrasted to a masculinised form of 

abstract thought, and might be thought of, then, as a situated, personalised an 

experiential model of knowledge.  Miriam’s opposition of gendered forms of 

knowledge is itself potentially and problematically essentialist, but in the context in 

which Richardson is writing, and the context in which Miriam is formulating this idea, 

it is a radical and strategic move. 

 

Having had the sudden vision of Oberland, which she initially dismisses as “useless, 

since it would mean waiting for the winter,” Miriam finds that it is “pulling her up, 

marking time, keeping her watchful for something yet to emerge.”117  Miriam has had 

the stirrings of an idea.  Densley asks her what she is going to do to “get the better of 

her seriously run-down condition,” a question which makes Miriam feel “trapped,” and, 

“knocking at the door of her mind, his gravely spoken words released and confirmed her 

intermittent conviction of being vaguely ill and getting, progressively, a little worse.”118  

This vague conviction of illness is perhaps also a little disingenuous, as she then reflects 

                                                 
117 Ibid, p. 378 
118 Ibid 
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that “the state Densley was considering was the result of the past year and could now 

gradually improve,” that “life had become more manageable and had, again, beneath it, 

enriched by all that had happened, its earlier inward depth.”119  Knowing exactly the 

kinds of assumptions that Densley is making, and choosing not to contradict him, she 

manipulates him – and I use term ‘manipulates’ to suggest Miriam’s agency and the 

way that she uses Densley’s diagnostic intent against him –  into prescribing a rest cure: 

 

controlling face and voice against the onslaught of the emotions raised by a vision 

forming itself within, impossible to realise, yet dictating, as a move in its favour, 

that she should make him say, unenlightened, the whole of his say and give a 

definite verdict.  She asked him what he proposed […] and waited guiltily; 

breathlessly watching this unconscious assistant who was to put the weight of an 

opinion in which she could not quite believe at the service of a scheme that could 

not be realized and that yet was sending through her wave upon wave of healing 

joy and making this grim, dim enclosure, from which he, poor dear, could not 

escape, the gateway to paradise. 

 

The grim, dim enclosure is ostensibly Densley’s office, but it might just as easily be 

read as the dim enclosure of science from which he is unable to escape.  Miriam’s 

gateway to paradise is her ability to appropriate and subvert the medical discourses by 

which Densley is defined.  The fact that she feels guilty is evidence that she is, quite self 

consciously, manipulating him into prescribing the holiday to Oberland she began 

fantasising about as he went on about the danger of intellectual pursuits for women. 

 

Miriam is still, of course, unavoidably framed by medical discourse and diagnosis here, 

and the possibility of a holiday is predicated upon the set of (problematic) assumptions 

about women that form the basis of Densley’s “borrowed dogmas,” their incapacity for 

intellectual pursuits, their physical fragility and lack of stamina, their proper place in the 

home and on the arm of a respectable man.  Miriam is not escaping these assumptions 

here, and it could be argued that her tacit agreement with them, no matter how self-

conscious and provisional, represents their power over her.  It is, moreover, a modified 

rest cure that Densley is prescribing, the treatment which has come to figure as the 

archetypal instance of the gendered exercise of fin de siécle psychiatric and medical 

authority.  The rest cure, which, in its proper form, involved prolonged bed rest, 

isolation, excessive feeding and the prohibition of activities like reading or writing 
                                                 
119 Ibid, p. 379 
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(even sewing), has been understood as the infantilization of women and as the 

inculcation of a dependent femininity, which places the woman under the complete 

control of the doctor.120  Michael Blackie writes that: 

 

The rest cure has been interpreted primarily as a symptom of the male Victorian 

medical establishment’s desire to ‘reorient [female neurasthenes] to a domestic 

life’ – that is, as a ‘cure’ to pacify active female imaginations at odds with 

dominant male codes.121

 

The rest cure is, therefore, a powerfully symbolic diagnosis, one which has been taken 

by feminists as representative of the gendered operation of medical discursive power.  

Although Densley is not prescribing a full rest cure, his assertion that Miriam needs at 

least six months holiday, the first part to be spent resting (and she notes later that he 

suggested Crowborough, a rather more prosaic location than her beloved Oberland), still, 

as I have suggested, involves the exercise of medical authority and certain gendered 

assumptions. 

 

While she is inevitably framed by these discourses, however, they do not cause the sort 

of panic (and sense of madness) the scientific texts produce for her.  This is because, I 

argue, she has found a way of avoiding and contesting the implications of this diagnosis.  

Miriam says to Densley: 

 

‘I see, a rest-cure,’ she said judicially, to cover the sacred tracks and keep his 

thought-reading at bay.  ‘And only the other day I read somewhere that that big 

                                                 
120 The rest cure has such a significant place in feminist histories of madness largely because of Charlotte 
Perkins Gilman’s protest against Silas Weir Mitchell, the author of the rest cure, in her semi-
autobiographical story, “The Yellow Wallpaper.”  Virginia Woolf was also subject to a rest cure, and 
“under such care, she became utterly depressed and demoralised.” (Roy Porter (1987), A Social History of 
Madness: Stories of the Insane, Weidenfeld and Nicholson, London, p. 119)  Weir Mitchell invested 
strongly in an idealised femininity, and as Michael Blackie argues, for Weir Mitchell, “Woman were 
more than angels of the house, they embodied home itself: ‘Most folks think vaguely of home as meaning 
marriage, husband, wife, children; but for me, it foremost and most beautiful human necessity is a 
woman; and, indeed, this is of her finest nobleness, to be homeful for others, and to suggest by the honest 
sweetness of her nature, by her charity, and the hospitality of her opinion, such ideas of honour, truth, and 
friendliness as a cluster, like porch roses around our best ideas of home.’” (Michael Blackie (2004), 
“Reading the Rest Cure,” Arizona Quarterly 60:2, pp. 57-58).  See Showalter; Porter; Chris Wisenthal 
(1997), Figuring Madness in Nineteenth Century Fiction, MacMillan, Hampshire; Blackie. 
121 Blackie, pp. 59.  Blackie, however, disagrees with this common reading of the rest cure, suggesting 
that Gilman’s writing of the rest cure is not necessarily representative of the experience of all women who 
underwent Weir Mitchell’s extremely popular rest cure.  However, although Blackie suggests that 
Gilman’s representation of the rest cure does not in fact align with Weir Mitchell’s treatment regime, 
Blackie’s own description of the assumptions underlying Weir Mitchell’s practices, particularly regarding 
women’s bodies, does little to undermine the perception that Weir Mitchell’s treatments were based on 
dubious gendered ideologies. 
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neurologist, I forget his name, the one who is always sending people to rest-cures, 

had himself broke down and gone into a nursing-home to take his own cure.’122

 

Here, Miriam’s debate with Densley is actually only the performance he expects from 

her; she no longer feels the need to argue with him or defend herself from his 

pronouncements.  Her riposte regarding the ‘broken down’ neurologist serves the 

purpose of shielding her real thoughts and maintaining her imposture.  Her story about 

the neurologist also implicitly challenges Densley’s gendering of her condition, 

however, and contests the authority and complacency of doctors.  Anticipating “the 

flood of his inevitable laughter,” in response to her critique: 

 

her thoughts went their way, beating against the last barrier, and leaped, rushing 

ahead into the open even as they leaped, and stood still upon the blessed fact of her 

hoard, the thirty pounds saved towards her old age years ago at Mag’s instigation 

and systematically forgotten until it had faded from her mind.123

  

The energy of this passage, and its emphasis on movement, contrasts dramatically with 

her dreary acceptance of the “lymphatico-nervous” label and the disabling anxiety 

produced by the encyclopaedia.  Again Miriam ignores Densley’s laughter and 

“inevitable” response to her assertion of equality, as she is preoccupied by her own 

thoughts, and, significantly, it is while he is laughing at her that she remembers that she 

does have the financial power to facilitate her holiday plan.  Moreover, while Bluemel 

suggests that Miriam was dependent on Densley’s diagnosis and Hancock’s money for 

her earlier trip to Oberland, here she procures the diagnosis for herself, and it is her own 

money, saved through the agency of one of her female friends, to which she has access.   

 

Miriam views her sudden relegation to patient status in unabashedly strategic terms: 

“she had unexpectedly and innocently become a patient provided with a diagnosis, and a 

prescription that in the eyes of both the worlds to whom explanation was due would be 

a passport to freedom.”124  Although she is rather less than innocent, it is significant that 

Miriam positions her diagnosis as a passport to freedom.  The strategic nature of her 

acceptance of her diagnosis is reinforced later, when Sarah explains to old friends from 

their more prosperous days that she has had a nervous breakdown and Miriam decides 

                                                 
122 Clear Horizon, p. 380 
123 Ibid 
124 Ibid, p. 379 
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that “whatever a nervous breakdown might or might not be, it would henceforth serve as 

a useful answer to the demands for more specific information.”125  Densley’s diagnosis 

is clearly something that Miriam is using, and her disinterest in what a nervous 

breakdown actually is or means reinforces the fact that in performing the role of patient, 

she has managed to avoid interpellation into medical discourse. 

 

The importance of this passage is not just that Miriam secures for herself a holiday.  It is 

also significant that she finds a productive way of responding to the medical and 

scientific pathologisation of femininity and a successful rejoinder to Densley’s 

construction of her as “disquietingly sane.”  Furthermore, Miriam reflects that: 

 

But the really strange thing, after all, was not that she had suddenly become an 

invalid under sentence in spite of herself, but that it had never before occurred to 

her that well or ill she had within her hands the means to freedom.126

 

It is not the diagnosis that is in itself significant, but Miriam’s discovery that she is 

capable of procuring her own freedom, well or ill.  The other references to freedom 

across these few pages seem to refer fairly specifically to freedom from work and the 

monotony of Wimpole Street.  This particular reference to freedom, however, implies 

several broader concerns.  It is not just the money that she is referring to, because 

presumably she would require a legitimate diagnosis to access her insurance fund.  In 

the context of my argument in this chapter, Miriam’s reference to freedom is also about 

her freedom from being determined, constrained and silenced by scientific and medical 

discourse.  Her audacious manipulation of Densley allows her to realise a way out of the 

double bind of the association between madness and femininity, and the difficulties of 

Miriam’s admiration for science and desire for masculine privileges.   

 

Also important are the things that result from Miriam’s holiday.  As I have argued, this 

moment of subversiveness does not resolve all of Miriam’s difficulties, and this is 

especially evident in that she becomes involved in yet another disastrous romantic 

entanglement with Richard Roscorla, the son of the Quaker family with whom she stays 
                                                 
125 Ibid, p. 390.  Miriam also realizes that Sarah has been showing off to their friends, the Babingtons, 
about her association with Densley, and that this is the reason for their deferential interest in her.  She 
participates, somewhat ironically, in Sarah’s “fond pride in the younger sister exhibited as destined to be 
a queen in Harley street, before the eagerly interested eyes of the two who considered, as would any of 
their neighbours, the wife of a general practitioner in the suburbs as very well placed indeed […] and 
accepted perforce the character of heroine of romance […]” (Ibid, p. 392-393) 
126 Ibid, p. 380 
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before going again to Switzerland.  As Bluemel argues, Miriam “cannot find an 

adequate answer to the complexity of her life within the scope of Pilgrimage’s many 

pages.”127  That struggle, and her exploration of feminine identities is always ongoing.  

In securing herself six months of holiday, Miriam does open up a number of new 

possibilities.  It represents the end of her tenure as a dental secretary and, more 

importantly, it brings her into contact with Jean, the subject of possibly her most 

enigmatic but most transcendent love affairs.  Miriam’s relationship with Jean largely 

takes place outside of the narrative frame, related only retrospectively (as many of the 

most significant events in Pilgrimage are), but they clearly meet in Vaud in Switzerland, 

where Miriam travels after a period spent in rural Sussex with Roscorlas.  Jean is, then, 

very much a product of the holiday that Miriam secures for herself.  Jean is not 

Miriam’s first lesbian relationship, but the ecstatic terms in which she is described sets 

her apart from the charming but emotionally draining Amabel.  Indeed, Jean is 

positioned as the woman who will provide Miriam with “the clue to the nature of 

reality,” and as Winning argues, she takes on a kind of spiritual significance.128  The 

serene and wise Jean offers a possible alternative to the security that she has perpetually 

associated with men like Densley and Hancock.129   

 

More importantly, however, is that after experiencing the serenity of the Quaker farm, 

and following another exhilarating trip to Switzerland, Miriam begins to write.  I am not 

arguing for a direct connection between Miriam’s subversion of medical discourse and 

sudden ability to write.  Writing is something that Miriam fantasises about throughout 

Pilgrimage, and something that she heads progressively towards.  Her encounter with 

Densley is also not the only event in Clear Horizon which gives Miriam the 

psychological clarity with which to begin writing.  In marrying Amabel and Michael to 

each other, she secures her independence, and the end of her relationship with Hypo 

(and, concomitantly, the end of her reliance on his opinion of her) are both incredibly 

                                                 
127 Bluemel, p. 10 
128 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1967]), Pilgrimage: March Moonlight, Vol. 4, Virago, London, p. 612.  
See Winning, p. 144-145 for a discussion of how Jean has been read.   
129 Bluemel importantly points out that Miriam’s relationship with Jean is not an end point or resolution 
of the difficulties of sustaining her lesbian desire.  The last line of Pilgrimage references Jean’s 
impending marriage with a man called Joe Davenport, such that “Jean’s status as the unselfish, saintly 
(lesbian) lover who makes good the impossible excesses of Amabel, is contested by Miriam’s (and our) 
knowledge that Jean, like Amabel, accepts marriage and (we surmise) children…Rather than suggesting 
that Miriam’s love for Jean or Amabel (or its displacement onto their children) is the solid destination of 
Pilgrimage’s quest, the last paragraph of March Moonlight insists that the quest is still ongoing, that it 
has no known destination.” (Bluemel, p. 133) 
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important events.  It is, however, her manipulation of Densley which provides the 

practical conditions that allow her to begin writing. 

 

The significance of Miriam’s appropriation of Densley’s diagnosis becomes clear when 

read alongside the other diagnostic scenes I discussed in this chapter.  With Mrs 

Henderson’s hysteria, Miriam struggles with the insufficiency of available discourses, 

none of which seem capable of recognising, let alone ameliorating, her suffering.  

Medical science can only identify Mrs Henderson’s tearful, emotional outbursts as 

typically feminine ‘nerves’, and Dr Ryman’s injunction that the family should act as if 

nothing were wrong perpetuates the silencing of Mrs Henderson.  Miriam comes to 

understand that “doing thing after thing had not satisfied her” and that “there was 

something she had always wanted for herself.”130  This realization is not enough to save 

her mother, however, and the trauma of her suicide leaves an indelible mark.  The 

encyclopaedia and scientific article show Miriam completely overwhelmed by their 

diagnostic logic; replaying her attempts to understand her mother’s hysteria outside of a 

medicalised framework, in these scenes, she struggles to understand herself, her body 

and her femininity in terms other than a seemingly relentless discourse of feminine 

pathology.   

 

She has not escaped these discourses when, in Densley’s office, she receives a diagnosis 

of nervous exhaustion; indeed, it would seem to be the culmination of what she fears.  

Her exercise of agency and her determination “exploit, for the sake of its attendant 

possibilities, the verdict of a science she half despised” represents an important shift.  

She is able to retain a sense of herself outside of Densley’s diagnosis and, significantly, 

she does not accede to his belief in feminine incapacity.  Her appropriation of Densley’s 

diagnosis does not represent a resolution of Miriam’s struggle with diagnosis, or with 

the issues of femininity, domesticity and madness she grapples with throughout 

Pilgrimage.  She must affirm his diagnosis, albeit self-consciously and strategically, and 

figure amongst her family, friends and employers as (another) woman succumbing to 

her nervous susceptibility, ostensibly unable to withstand the rigours of an independent, 

urban existence.  When considered in relation to the text’s other diagnostic scenes, 

however, its significance is evident.  Moreover, while Jean and Miriam’s decision to 

start writing are not direct products of Densley’s diagnosis, her realization “that well or 

                                                 
130 Honeycomb, p. 472 
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ill she had within her hands the means to freedom” certainly is.131  If Miriam’s response 

to Densley’s diagnosis does not fully resolve her difficulties with the conflation of 

madness and femininity and the authority of medico-scientific discourse, it is 

nonetheless an enabling moment for her.   

 

 

                                                 
131 Ibid, p. 380 
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Chapter Two 
The Madness of Urban Space 

 
 
 
“ Always hurrying along seeing nothing and then, suddenly, Teetgen’s Teas and this 
row of shops?  I can’t bear it.  I don’t know what it is.  It’s always the same.  I always 
feel the same.  It is sending me mad.  One day it will be worse.  If it gets any worse I 
shall be mad. […] Other people would know the streets apart.  I don’t know where this 
bit is or how I get to it ... Something that knows brings me here and is making me go 
mad because I am myself and nothing changes me.”1

  
 
 
There is a street in the middle of London which, for Miriam Henderson, is encoded as a 

space of madness.  Miriam repeatedly but always unexpectedly finds herself in this 

particular unnamed and ‘unlocated’ street; and in the state of panic and uncontrolled 

emotion produced in/by this street, she states what is only ever implicit elsewhere: her 

belief that she is destined for madness.  There is a sign advertising ‘Teetgen’s Teas’ 

over one of the shops in the street, and it is the associations carried by this rather cryptic 

yet multiply signifying sign that precipitates Miriam’s sense of incipient madness.  For 

reasons that are always unclear, Teetgen’s Teas reminds Miriam of her mother and her 

traumatic death.  It is a site of painful remembrance.  However, the Teetgen’s Teas sign 

also, I would like to suggest, mobilises some of the tensions which attend Miriam’s 

peripatetic movement through London, her cherished but nonetheless uneasy position 

on the street as an independent ‘New Woman’.  Miriam’s negotiation of the various 

spaces open to women in fin de siécle London has been the subject of much of the 

recent critical work on Richardson, 2  and this chapter contributes to that ongoing 

                                                 
1 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1919]), Pilgrimage: The Tunnel, Vol. 2, Virago, London, p. 136 
2 See: Jean Radford (1991), Dorothy Richardson, Harvester Wheatsheaf, Hemel Hempstead; Pilar 
Hidalgo (1993), “Female Flânerie in Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage,” Revista Alicantina de Estudios 
Ingleses 6, pp. 93-98; Carol Watts (1995), Dorothy Richardson, Northcote House, Plymouth; Elizabeth 
Bronfen (1999), Dorothy Richardson’s Art of Memory, [trans. Victoria Apelbe] Manchester University 
Press, Manchester and New York; Scott McCracken (2000), “Embodying the New Woman: Dorothy 
Richardson, Work and the London Café” in Avril Horner and Angela Keane (eds), Body Matters: 
Feminism, Textuality, Corporeality, Manchester University Press, Manchester; Deborah Parsons (2000), 
Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, the City and Modernity, Oxford University Press, Oxford; 
McCracken (2001), “From Performance to Public Sphere: The Production of Modernist Masculinities,” 
Textual Practice 15:1, pp. 47-65; Jane Garrity (2003), Stepdaughters of England: British Women 
Modernists and the National Imaginary, Manchester University Press, Manchester and New York; 
Nadine Attewell (2004), “A Risky Business: Going out in the Fiction of Virginia Woolf and Dorothy 
Richardson” in Lawrence Phillips (ed.), The Swarming Streets: Twentieth Century Literary 
Representations of London, Rodopi, Amsterdam; Peter Brooker (2004), “‘Our London, My London, Your 
London’: The Modernist Moment in the Metropolis” in Laura Marcus and Peter Nicholls (eds), The 
Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge; McCracken (2005), 
“Voyages by Teashop: An Urban Geography of Modernism” in Brooker, P. and Thacker, A. (eds), 
Geographies of Modernism: Literatures, Cultures, Spaces, Routledge, London and New York; Lois 
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conversation by considering Miriam’s movement through the city in terms of the 

madness and spatial disorientation that the sign for Teetgen’s Teas produces.  While 

Teetgen’s Teas is mentioned only three times throughout the thirteen novel-chapters 

that make up Pilgrimage, during Miriam’s first few years in London she is drawn to it, 

she says, on a daily basis, suggesting that madness is in fact a constituent, if hidden and 

almost secret, part of her experience of the London streets. 

 

It is a distinct connection between urban space and psychological disorientation that is 

set up by Pilgrimage’s three references to Teetgen’s Teas.  The unexplained 

relationships between a city street, a sign, a loss of spatial orientation and psychic 

disintegration are perplexing, but this does not mean the Teetgen’s Teas passages are 

unimportant or incidental aspects of the text.  Although three isolated paragraphs in a 

novel which runs to over 2000 pages may not seem especially significant, the first 

reference to Teetgen’s Teas is possibly the single most forceful and dramatic paragraph 

in the whole of Pilgrimage, and there are few incidents or issues which reoccur through 

the text, and none which do so with the intensity of Teetgen’s Teas.3  Furthermore, the 

representation of Miriam’s consciousness and the space of the city (and particularly 

Miriam’s consciousness in and of the city) can be considered the centre points of the 

novel.  The sign for Teetgen’s Teas produces, in the space of a city street, an experience 

of near-madness and a confession of a fear of madness.  These passages are, therefore, 

incredibly resonant textual moments, important for considering madness, femininity and 

space.   

 

Pilgrimage is a text dominated by movement, but Miriam’s encounter with the 

Teetgen’s Teas sign represents a moment in which her movement through the city is 

rendered suddenly problematic.  The delight she usually associates with the “wide 

golden streaming” pavements of London is disrupted, her progress hindered, when she 
                                                                                                                                               
Cucullu (2006), “Over-Eating: Pilgrimage’s Food Mania and the Flânerie of Public Foraging,” Modernist 
Cultures 2:1, pp. 42-57; McCracken (2007), Masculinity, Modernist Fiction and the Urban Public Sphere, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester; and Peter Brooker (2007), “The Modernist Moment in the 
Metropolis” in The Cambridge History of Twentieth Century Literature, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. 
3 Richardson’s references to Teetgen’s Teas occur in The Tunnel (1919), the fourth volume, Deadlock 
(1921), the sixth volume, and Dawn’s Left Hand (1931), the tenth volume.  The Tunnel is the volume in 
which Miriam moves to London and away from the more conventionally feminine roles of daughter, 
teacher and governess which occupy her in the first three volumes, taking up instead a position as a dental 
secretary and securing a room in a Bloomsbury boarding house.  In Deadlock, Miriam meets, and is 
intellectually and emotionally entranced, by Michael Shatov, and it is a volume in which she engages 
with a broad range of new ideas and interests.  Dawn’s Left Hand, is a dramatic volume, in which Miriam 
returns from her trip to Oberland, begins a love affair with Hypo, her friend’s husband, meets Amabel and 
begins the first of her lesbian relationships.   
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is confronted with Teetgen’s Teas.4  Miriam is constantly moving between spaces: from 

her family home in suburban London to a girls school in Germany, to a North London 

boarding school, to a governess position in the country, to Bloomsbury, the mountains 

of Oberland, a rural Quaker community.  Within these spaces there is further movement, 

between Miriam’s private room and the spaces that belong to others, dining rooms, 

school rooms, and communal spaces.  In London, Miriam is constantly on the move, 

walking through the streets of Bloomsbury and the West End, from her job as a dental 

secretary to her room in Mrs Bailey’s boarding house, through cafés and tearooms, and 

always from identification with and enthusiasm for new people, ideas, books, 

organisations, jobs and spaces to alienation and restlessness and further movement.  

Jean Radford, amongst others, has noted Miriam’s penchant for moving between public 

and private spaces, for transgressing spatial (and gendered) boundaries, writing that 

“‘space’ and ‘spaciousness’ are terms used throughout Pilgrimage to refer to the 

character’s aspirations, her desire for growth or self-realization.”5  Miriam’s movement 

through the space of the city both mirrors and actively constitutes her search for a 

productive feminine identity.6

 

                                                 
4 Miriam’s love of London is frequently figured, synecdochically, in terms of the quality of the pavement.  
During one of Miriam’s early solitary walks through London, she reflects that: “the wide golden 
streaming Regent Street was quite near.  Some near narrow street would lead into it.  Flags of pavement 
flowing–smooth clean grey squares and oblongs, faintly polished, shaping and drawing away – sliding 
into each other….I am part of the dense smooth clean paving stone … sunlit; gleaming under dark winter 
rain; shining under warm sunlit rain, sending up a fresh stony smell…always there…dark and 
light…dawn, stealing…”  (Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1917]), Pilgrimage: Honeycomb, Vol. 1, Virago, 
London, p. 417)  
5 Radford, p. 60. 
6 The London volumes of Pilgrimage form the core of the text, and it is the various social, intellectual and 
geographical spaces of fin de siécle London which provide the conditions for Miriam’s search for a 
productive and independent feminine identity.  Miriam’s economic and emotional independence, and the 
delight she experiences in living in the heart of London, mark her as a New Woman.  Pilgrimage is set 
between 1891 and 1912 and Miriam is firmly located within the social tumult of this period, including, as 
many critics have noted, the Wilde trial; debates over socialism, feminism, and especially the New 
Woman; and women’s increasing mobility and proclivity towards asserting various forms of masculine 
privilege.  Watts argues that Miriam is very much located in a historical moment, and that Miriam’s 
experiences are in many respects characteristic of the place of the New Woman within the “intellectual 
and political milieu of the day.”  (Watts, p. 39)  She writes that “we are often presented with half-worked 
encounters with ideas, fragments of quotations, isolated moments of argumentative exchange, name-
dropping, and lists of texts.  We range through a narrative rich in allusions to science, philosophy, art and 
religion.”  (Ibid)  London therefore provides the context in which Miriam is able to move beyond the 
boundaries of her middle class background and the ideologies of femininity it inculcates, and The Tunnel 
is the novel-chapter in which Miriam begins to explore the possibilities and limitations offered by London.  
See Tamar Katz’s discussion of feminine subjectivity and “ women’s new movement out of a single, 
limiting domestic context into circulation between public spaces and confining social categories” in 
Pilgrimage. (Tamar Katz (2000), Impressionist Subjects: Gender, Interiority and Modernist Fiction in 
England, University of Illinois Press, Urbana, p. 21) 
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This is not, however, a search which occurs in a progressive, developmental trajectory, 

resulting in ‘self-realization’.7  Miriam is attempting to carve out a life beyond the 

confines of middle class feminine respectability, something required by both her 

father’s bankruptcy and her own frustration with the models of femininity and feminine 

existence open to her, which her mother comes to represent.  This is an ambition beset 

with difficulties though.  Forging a radically new and unconventional path for herself, 

there is no end-point to Miriam’s ‘search for identity’, but in her relentless walking 

through the city and movement through different spaces, Miriam learns and changes, 

and is able to perform and try out different kinds of feminine identities and desires.8  It 

is for this reason that Teetgen’s Teas is important.  It is a moment in which Miriam’s 

movement is arrested, and the difficulties and contradictions of her peripatetic 

negotiation of feminine identities erupt.  For Pilgrimage is set in a context in which 

movement, whether literal or metaphoric, is, for women, neither unproblematic nor 

necessarily freely chosen.  Both Miriam’s movement through the space of the city and 

her movement away from bourgeois domesticity are difficult, discursively mediated 

trajectories.  I argue in this chapter that Teetgen’s Teas can be read as a site which sets 

in motion the tensions between Miriam’s desire for independence and her longing for 

security; between her love of walking the streets and the possibility that this will be read 

as evidence of her (social and psychological) aberrance; between her grief, guilt, relief 

and confusion over her mother’s suicide and her deep ambivalence about the 

conventional femininity that her mother both represents and is failed by.  The ‘madness’ 

of Teetgen’s Teas is also related to Miriam’s anxieties about degeneration, and her fear 

of devolving into an old woman she meets on the street, a figure of grotesque urban 

pathology.  These tensions frame her negotiation of the city, and the fact that they 

engender in Miriam a conviction that she is going (or will go) mad underscores their 

significance. 

 

                                                 
7 Such an argument is evident in Esther Klein Lebovitz’s analysis of Pilgrimage as a woman’s 
Bildungsroman.  (Esther Klein Lebovitz (1986), The Myth of the Heroine: The Female Bildungsroman in 
the Twentieth Century: Dorothy Richardson, Simone de Beauvoir, Doris Lessing, Christa Wolf, Peter 
Lang, New York) 
8 Watts notes the discursive framing of the different spaces Miriam moves through, arguing that each of 
them requires a different performance from Miriam:  “An explanation for Miriam’s presence on these 
stages is demanded in different and often contradictory ways.  Some confirm her in an already established 
role, according to accepted convention or tradition.  This she can assume like comfortable clothing, and, 
in doing so, register it, perhaps for the first time, as a form of subjection [...] other spaces challenge her 
even more fundamentally, forcing a transformation in her identity or in her perception of those around 
her.” (Watts, p. 48)  The various spaces that Miriam moves through bring her into contact with diverse 
discursive formations, and Miriam’s negotiation of a new sense of self occurs in her resistance to, 
complicity with and acknowledgement of these discourses.   
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To read Miriam’s spatiality from the perspective of the Teetgen’s Teas incident and in 

terms of madness is not to suggest that all of her experiences in the city are reflective of 

her fear of madness, or that the text itself is in any sense primarily about madness.  Scott 

McCracken writes that Pilgrimage “is not only one of the greatest achievements of 

modernist prose” but also “a philosophical reflection on urban modernity.” 9   He 

discusses Miriam’s experience of London in terms of class and the kind of life her 

pound-a-week salary can facilitate, arguing that her performance of a New Woman 

identity is conditioned and constrained by her financial resources.10  Similarly, Lois 

Cucullu has written about how the imperative to eat, and the class and gendered aspects 

of eating in fin de siécle London, shapes Miriam’s flânerie.11  Jane Garrity discusses the 

imperialist tropes Richardson draws upon in her representation of Miriam’s spatial 

relations, and Deborah Parson’s reads Pilgrimage in terms of its representation of a 

female flâneur and in relation to other late nineteenth century and modernist texts of 

flânerie. 12   McCracken, Cucullu, Garrity and Parsons, amongst others, point to the 

discourses and material conditions which shape Miriam’s movement through the space 

of the city.  My discussion of Miriam’s fear of madness, and my interest in how 

discourses of madness circumscribe her experience of the city, complement their 

analyses and illuminate another aspect of the text’s representation of urban space.  One 

of the key arguments I want to make in this chapter is that the ‘madness’ of Teetgen’s 

Teas is not just an expression of a private trauma, but is, rather, bound up with the way 

that Miriam’s negotiation of urban space is circumscribed by discourses of madness, 

femininity and degeneracy.   

 

A City Sign and Modernist Madness 

The question of why a particular advertising sign in a London backstreet leads Miriam 

to experience a moment of near-madness, and why this sign prompts her to articulate 

her belief that she is destined to go mad, remains unresolved through each of the text’s 

references to Teetgen’s Teas.  The Teetgen’s Teas sign would seem to be related, 

somehow, to Mrs Henderson, and thus it functions as a trigger, reminding Miriam of her 

mother’s death.  Why this is the case, however, is something that Miriam herself cannot 

fathom, as she asks: “why must I always think of her in this place?”13  Moreover, what 

Teetgen’s Teas is and precisely why it holds, triggers or produces madness for Miriam 
                                                 
9 McCracken, 2007, p. 3 
10 See McCracken, 2000, 2001, 2005 and 2007  
11 Cucullu, pp. 42-57 
12 Garrity and Parsons. 
13 The Tunnel, p. 136 
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is never made clear, perhaps not even for Miriam herself.  In historical terms, William 

Teetgen, owner of Teetgen and Co., was a dealer of tea and coffee and a manufacturer 

of chocolate and cocoa.  But as George Thompson notes, although there were a number 

of outlets for Teetgen and Co. in London, none of them were in central London, “where 

Miriam would be likely to encounter [them].”14  Thompson also draws attention to a 

comment made by Rose Odle, Richardson’s sister-in-law, in which Odle suggests that it 

was impossible for Richardson to “walk in a street in London where she has been for 

the last time with her mother.”15  This may be speculation on Odle’s part, as Richardson 

was with her mother in Hastings, on the East Sussex coast, when she died; although 

William Teetgen himself lived in Brighton, which is where, in the novel, Mrs 

Henderson dies.16  It may be that the street in which the Teetgen’s Teas sign is situated 

was the last place in London that Richardson was with her mother, but this does not 

necessarily explain the significance that the street or, especially, the sign, hold for 

Miriam.   

 

Recourse to this kind of historical or biographical information cannot explain or resolve 

the inherent ambiguity of the Teetgen’s Teas passages.  There is a disjunction between 

this seemingly ordinary tea company and the madness that the sign advertising it 

engenders in Miriam.  Even if we were to read autobiographically, Odle’s hint that the 

street may have been the last place in the city that Richardson spent time with her 

mother does not quite explain the intensity of Miriam’s reaction: why this street, and 

what does Teetgen’s Teas have to do with having been in that street with her mother?  If 

the sign itself is incidental, why is it that “Teetgen’s Teas and this row of shops” are 

things that Miriam “can't bear”?  When Miriam encounters this sign, moreover, she 

loses any sense of spatial orientation and is completely psychologically invaded by the 

space of the Teetgen’s Teas street.  The sign might be said to organise the space of the 

street, to produce the spatial meanings that, for Miriam, dominate the street.  Certainly, 

for Miriam, the sign and everything it signifies overshadows this particular space, 

determining the meaning and her experience of the space of the street.  Her gradual 

                                                 
14 George H. Thompson (1996), A Readers Guide to Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage, ELT Press, 
Greensboro, p. 91.  The London Post Office Directory of 1895 lists eight locations for Teetgen and Co.: 
29 and 67 Bishopsgate Street, New Street, Finchley Road, Camden Town High Street, Old Kent Road, 
New Cross Road and the factory, in Darwin Street.  By 1914, Teetgen and Co. were still in business, but 
only had premises on The Green at Ealing.  (Kelly’s Ealing, Hanwell, Brentford and Southall Directory, 
1914, p. 144) 
15 Rose Olde, quoted in Thompson, p. 91. 
16 The Kelly’s Directory of Kent, Surrey & Sussex, 1891, mentions William Teetgen and an advertising 
calendar from 1900 suggests that Teetgen’s Teas operated out of both London and Brighton 
(http://www.tea.old-tins.com/index-Dateien/page0197.htm). 
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reassertion of spatial orientation is figured by her ability to apprehend the lettering of 

the sign in aesthetic, rather than psychological, terms: “she glanced back over her 

shoulder at the letters now away behind her and rejoiced in the freedom that allowed her 

to note their peculiarities of size and shape.”17  The sign itself would therefore seem to 

be central to Miriam’s spatial and psychological experience of this particular 

“unlocated” street; and in referencing ‘Teetgen’s Teas’ throughout this chapter I refer 

specifically to the sign, but also connote the space surrounding the sign, the street in 

which it is located and even, though more distantly, the tea or tea shop signified by the 

sign.  The relative incomprehensibility of Teetgen’s Teas suggests that something other 

than historical or biographical detail is needed to read the function and significance of 

this ambiguous sign. 

 

In Moving Through Modernity: Space and Geography in Modernism, Andrew Thacker 

argues for the importance of (re)considering how space produces, and is produced by, 

modernist literature. 18   Thacker, who is particularly interested in the manifold 

significances of specific sites and spaces represented in modernist texts, usefully sets 

out a number of ways of thinking about modernist space and the ‘literary geography’ of 

modernism. 19   I want to take up one of Thacker’s preoccupations as a framework 

through which the Teetgen’s Teas passages might usefully be discussed.  Thacker writes 

that “thinking spatially about modernism involves recognition of the diverse ways in 

which ‘space’ might be applied to modernist texts.”20  One such approach to modernist 

space, he suggests, would be to “consider how the interiority of psychic space is often 

profoundly informed by exterior social spaces.” 21   Thacker notes that modernist 

narrative techniques like stream of consciousness (a term first applied by May Sinclair 

to Richardson’s writing 22 ) represent “a model to explore the psychic spaces of 

character,” as well as a method for “moving between inner thoughts and outer reality.”23  

                                                 
17 Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1931]), Pilgrimage: Dawn’s Left Hand, Vol. 4, Virago, London, p. 155 
18 Andrew Thacker (2003), Moving Through Modernity: Space and Geography in Modernism, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester. 
19 It is one of Thacker’s central contentions that “modernist writing is about living and experiencing ‘new 
times’, not in the abstracted location of literary history, but in specific spatial histories: rooms, cities, 
buildings, countries and landscapes.” (Ibid, p. 13) 
20 Ibid p. 5 
21 Ibid.  Thacker is drawing upon Freud and Lefebrve (among others) in his use of the terms ‘psychic 
space’ and ‘social space’.  “We can consider,” Thacker writes, “psychic space, taking Freud’s 
topographical model of the mind as one starting point for understanding how our inner life can be 
imagined as a set of spaces that must be related and connected in a way that is meaningful to ourselves, 
much as a house must have rooms and spaces that connect in some purposeful way.” (Ibid)  His model of 
social space is more directly drawn from Lefebvre.  (Ibid, pp. 16-22) 
22 May Sinclair (1918), “The Novels of Dorothy Richardson,” The Egoist, April, pp. 57-59 
23 Thacker, p. 5 
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The interplay between external and internal is a characteristic of Richardson’s prose, 

and an understanding that social space informs, impacts on, even produces psychic 

space (and, conversely, that psychic space informs, impacts on, and produces social 

space) is useful for thinking about the Teetgen’s Teas passages, which involve a radical 

collapse of interior and exterior, of subject and space.   

 

Read in terms of spatiality, and a dynamic of spatial projection and introjection, the 

questions provoked by Teetgen’s Teas shift.  Rather than asking why the Teetgen’s Teas 

sign takes on for Miriam the meanings it does, or why it resonates with the trauma of 

her mother’s death (something for which there does not seem to be an answer), the 

question instead becomes one of  how this projection of personal distress, and 

simultaneous internalisation of external space, functions in the text.  Thacker’s interest 

in the psychic resonances of external, and in this case, a specifically urban, space 

prompts further questions.  What is modernist about Richardson’s representation of 

Teetgen’s Teas?24   How does this ostensibly private moment of Miriam’s relate to 

broader issues of modernist spatiality?  How do the characteristics of external, social 

space impact upon Miriam’s private distress, and indeed, how private is that distress if 

experienced in (and because of) public space?  I suggest that the madness Miriam 

associates with Teetgen’s Teas reveals the complexities and contradictions of modernist 

urban social space.  McCracken argues that teashops offer Miriam “a new way of 

becoming a woman in the city,” but that they also figure in modernist literature “as 

examples of women’s assertive presence in London’s new public sphere.”25  The sign 

                                                 
24 If I am talking about fin de siécle London (as this is, after all, the historical framework in which 
Miriam’s urban negotiations take place) and the fin de siécle discourses of madness, gender and 
degeneracy which frame the place in the city of the New Woman, and Miriam in particular, then the 
question of the text’s modernism is an important one.  In what sense can the Teetgen’s Teas passages be 
understood as modernist, and what do they have to do with the modernist city?  Pilgrimage is set between 
1891 and 1912 and was written between 1915 and 1938, suggesting that while these two literary/historical 
periods (modernism and the fin de siécle) are distinct, they are not discontinuous.  This complicated 
temporal positioning is, as Jacqueline Rose argues, one of the challenges of the novel: “one of the 
difficulties, and interests, for the reader of Pilgrimage is the double or even treble time-scale of the work 
–historical, referential time (the events from Richardson’s life on which the novel is closely but 
transformatively based), the time of the narrator (Miriam Henderson always present inside her experience 
but only emerging as writer at the end of the thirteen-volume work), the time of writing (the phases in 
which Richardson often painfully and laboriously completed her text).” (Jacqueline Rose (1998), States of 
Fantasy, Oxford University Press, Oxford, p 121)  Pilgrimage is a modernist novel about the fin de siécle, 
and the result of this complex time-scale is that the text bears the imprint of multiple intellectual and 
historical contexts.  It is, however, the narrative form of Richardson’s novel which most clearly marks its 
modernist lineage, and there is, I would suggest, something recognisably modernist in the fragmentation 
and discontinuity of the Teetgen’s Teas passages.  The way that they produce an imbrication of subject 
and space, the concern they reveal with the material spaces of the city, and the propensity of the city to 
hold multiple meanings, from private significances to public discourse, are thematic concerns which 
resonate with other modernist writers, perhaps especially Woolf.  
25 McCracken, 2007, p. 3 
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for Teetgen’s Teas is, then, I would suggest, an exemplary site at which to consider how 

(gendered) subjectivity is inflected, mediated and produced by the space of the city. 

 

James Donald draws a connection between modernist aesthetics and the experience of 

the modern metropolis. 26   He writes that with modernism, the “discontinuity and 

complexity of the metropolis had become so intense as to defy narration 

in …conventional form.” 27   Writing of Mrs Dalloway and Berlin Alexanderplatz, 

Donald suggests that: 

 

these two novels attempt to reproduce the inner speech of the metropolis, the 

mental life stimulated by its size, speed and semiotic overload.  In their different 

ways, each of them is modernist both in the way it sees the metropolis and in the 

way it narrates the experience of the metropolis.28

 

Donald’s identification of a modernist, metropolitan sensibility is a useful approach for 

thinking about Pilgrimage, for while Richardson may be writing fin de siécle London, 

she too sees and narrates with modernist eyes.  One of the modernist attributes of Woolf 

and Döblin’s metropolitan writing that Donald notes is a montage aesthetic, 

“reproducing the multifaceted, disjunctural experience of time and space, the shocks 

that characterise metropolitan life.” 29   Montage is evocative of Richardson’s 

representation of Teetgen’s Teas, which recurs in fragments of sharp imagery. 30   

Donald also writes that what is striking about Mrs Dalloway is “its introversion, the 

experience of London as a psychic space.”  He argues that “the boundary between inner 

and outer” is “blurred and uncertain.”31   The interaction between social space and 

                                                 
26 James Donald (1997), “This, Here, Now: Imagining the Modern City” in Sallie Westwood and John 
Williams (eds), Imagining Cities: Scripts, Signs, Memory, Routledge, London and New York, p. 188 
27 Ibid 
28 Ibid 
29 Ibid 
30 Richardson was a particular fan of the cinema.  From 1927 til 1933 wrote a column, “Continuous 
Performance,” for Bryher’s film journal, Close Up, and Susan Gervitz argues that Richardson adopted a 
spatial cinematic model, drawn from cinema, in the writing of Pilgrimage. (Susan Gevirtz (1996), 
Narrative's Journey: The Fiction and Film Writing of Dorothy Richardson, New York: Peter Lang, p. 7)   
Gervitz discusses at length the connections between Richardson’s interest in film and Pilgrimage.  See 
also: Rebecca Egger (1992) “Deaf Ears and Dark Continents: Dorothy Richardson's Cinematic 
Epistemology,” Camera Obscura, 30, pp. 5-33; Radford, pp. 58-82; Laura Marcus (1999), “Continuous 
Performance: Dorothy Richardson” in James Donald, Anne Friedberg and Laura Marcus (eds), Close-Up, 
1927-1933: Cinema and Modernism, Princeton University Press, Princeton. 
31 Donald, p. 190,  Similarly, Thacker contends that Woolf’s writing: “constantly plays across the spatial 
borders of inner and outer, constructing a fiction that shows how material spaces rely on imaginative 
conceptualisation, and how the territory of the mind is formed by an interaction with external spaces and 
places.” (Thacker, p. 152)  
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subjective interiority that is evident throughout Pilgrimage and particularly in relation 

to Teetgen’s Teas is, therefore a particularly modernist mode.32

 

Thacker’s use of the concept of ‘social space’ is drawn from Henri Lefebvre’s work on 

urban space and serves as a reminder that the space Miriam moves through is not 

neutral or transparent.  There are multiple discourses and other meanings at work when 

Miriam is confronted with the sign for Teetgen’s Teas and plunged, headlong and in the 

middle of a London street, into a panicked state of near-madness.  In Lefebvre’s model 

of social space, “space is not a vacuum merely containing other objects and 

practices.”33  Rather, for Lefebvre, “(social) space is a (social) product,” it “implies, 

contains and dissimulates social relationships,” and is “political and ideological.” 34   

Lefebvre also writes that “the illusion of transparency [of space] goes hand in hand with 

a view of space as innocent, as free of traps or secret places.  Anything hidden or 

dissimulated – and hence dangerous – is antagonistic to transparency…”35   With this 

Lefebvrian model of social space, which acknowledges the possibility of hidden and 

secret pockets of space, the space of, or produced by, the Teetgen’s Teas sign (itself 

hidden in an ‘unlocated’ backstreet) can be understood as ‘hypercomplex’ and 

multifaceted, as a space of discursive interplay.  As Thacker writes, Lefebvre’s 

“principle of the ‘interpenetration and superimposition of social spaces’ entails that any 

‘fragment of space’ under analysis will reveal not one but many social relationships.”36  

                                                 
32 However, Donald’s reading of Mrs Dalloway suggests that the kind of imbrication of subject and space 
described by Thacker and characterised by himself as distinctly modernist might itself actually produce 
madness.  This is a distinctly different position to my own argument, which contends that the madness of 
Teetgen’s Teas is not a response to the city itself, but to the discourses of femininity and degeneracy 
which pathologise her movement within it.  In attending to moments in which the contradictions and 
complexities of urban space erupt into madness or a fear of madness, my position is not that the city 
causes Miriam’s madness.  Donald, writing that Clarissa Dalloway projects her past, future and imagined 
selves onto the cityscape (in a process of spatial projection and introjection), argues that “this tangled 
temporality also suggests why the experience of the modern city has so often produced hallucination [and] 
new types of mental illness.” (Donald, p. 192)  Donald links Septimus Smith’s hysteria and Clarissa 
Dalloway’s experience of a “panic fear” in the city with a failure to “draw a line between inner and outer 
states.” (Ibid, p. 193)  Thus, for Donald, the kind of interplay between social and psychic spaces that 
Thacker discusses is itself a symptom, or at least a harbinger of madness.  More problematically, Donald 
also suggests a connection between the neurasthenia of urban spaces and modernist aesthetics: “once such 
phobias were recognised and acknowledged as a feature of modern experience and its modernist 
representation, argues Anthony Vidler, ‘neurasthenia found its role as a veritable stimulus for aesthetic 
experiment’.  The forms it took were those of ‘stream of consciousness, of entrapment, of intolerable 
closure, of space without exit, of, finally, breakdown and often suicide.” (Ibid, p. 194)  That is, he 
suggests that Woolf’s stream of consciousness narrative techniques are connected with urban 
psychopathology, a position which comes perilously close to the kind of diagnostic reading of Henke’s 
that I outlined in the Introduction. 
33 Lefebvre, quoted by Thacker, p. 17 
34 Ibid 
35 Henri Lefebvre (1991[1974]), The Production of Space, [trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith], Blackwell, 
Oxford, p. 28.  
36 Thacker, p. 19 
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I trace some of these social relationships, in order to suggest that Miriam’s fear of 

madness is produced by fin de siécle discourses of urban madness and degeneracy, 

discourses which are themselves fundamentally gendered. 

 

Walking as a New Woman 

Miriam’s independent movement through the city marks her as a New Woman, a 

particularly urban phenomenon of the fin de siécle period.37  It is in large part through 

her physical negotiation of the city that Miriam performs a New Woman identity, and, 

relishing the transgression of proper gendered boundaries, she identifies the space of the 

street as a kind of spiritual home.  Watts notes that “it is the city landscape that provides 

the most powerful precondition for this New Woman’s freedom, making possible her 

encounter with these different kinds of knowledge, different temporalities.”38  At the 

beginning of The Tunnel, while siting in an ABC café, one of the other significant city 

spaces in the text, Miriam reflects on the manifold wonders of London: 

 

The strange, rich, difficult day and now her untouched self here, free, unseen, and 

strong, the strong world of London all around her, strong free untouched people, in 

a dark lit wilderness, happy and miserable in their own way, going about the streets 

looking at nothing, thinking about no special person or thing, as long as they were 

there, being in London […] No one who had never been alone in London was quite 

alive….I’m free – I've got free – nothing can ever alter that, she thought […] A 

strength was piling up within her.  She would go out unregretfully at closing time 

                                                 
37 Miriam, always resistant to aligning herself with any particular idea, group or organisation, expresses 
an ambivalence toward the title, asserting, as she smokes a cigarette: “‘I suppose I’m a New Woman – 
I've said I am now, anyhow.’” (Honeycomb, p. 437) While the New Woman was most prominent during 
the fin de siécle, when Pilgrimage is set, Lyn Pyket points to a number of ‘New Woman novels’ 
published in the early twentieth century, suggesting that she was also a modernist preoccupation.  Pykett 
lists Elizabeth Robins’s The Convert (1907) and H.G. Wells’s Ann Veronica (1909) as New Woman 
novels, and points to New Women characters in Pilgrimage; E.M. Forster’s Howard’s End (1910); D.H. 
Lawrence’s The Rainbow (1913), Sons and Lovers (1915) and Women in Love (1920 ); and in Woolf’s 
The Voyage Out (1915) and The Years (1937). (Lyn Pykett (1995), Engendering Fiction: The English 
Novel in the Early Twentieth Century, Edward Arnold, Sydney, p. 16).  McCracken’s discussion of 
Richardson and New Woman fiction also points to the proto-modernism of key New Woman texts by 
Sarah Grand, George Egerton and Olive Schreiner.  He notes too that “Dorothy Richardson was…within 
a traceable tradition.”  “The cultural politics of modernism,” he argues, “extend directly from the cultural 
politics of the fin de siécle.  Modernist writers responded to the same sense of crisis.”  (McCracken, 2007, 
p. 24)  McCracken adds that “the sections of Pilgrimage that cover the 1890s read like a deliberate 
performance of the public image of the New Woman, even while the text itself is an early and indeed 
pioneering example of stream of consciousness.  Long passages are devoted to the joys of the cigarette 
and the bicycle.” (Ibid, p. 25) 
38 Watts, p. 40 

 120 



and up through the wonderful unknown streets, not her own streets, till she found 

Holborn then up and round through the squares.39

 

London is imagined here as a space of freedom (the word ‘free’ is mentioned four times) 

in which Miriam is able to gather strength and confidence, and a new way of ‘being’.  

The space of London is actively involved in constituting the new form of identity she is 

attempting to forge. 

 

The significance for Miriam of walking through the streets of London is perhaps 

illuminated by Michel de Certeau’s well-known discussion of “Walking in the City” 

from The Practice of Everyday Life.40  It is de Certeau’s argument that walking is a 

“space of enunciation,” that it communicates in ways that undermine the attempt to 

impose a rationalistic order on the city and confound the operation of regulatory 

discourses.41  Walking is given this power of resistance because, for de Certeau, the 

walker maps out alternative trajectories.  The “crossing, drifting away, or improvisation 

of walking privilege” works in such a way that different possibilities in the spatial order 

are actualised (other than those that are ‘officially’ authorised).42  Walking is, therefore, 

an act which “affirms, suspects, tries out, transgresses, etc. the trajectories it 

‘speaks’.”43  As a transgressive act, walking, in de Certeau’s argument, is capable of 

resisting the discourses which organise spatial relations.  In this sense, Miriam’s delight 

in walking through both familiar and unfamiliar spaces can be understood in terms of an 

appropriation of space, as the actualisation of alternative spatial trajectories, as a 

feminist remapping of the city.   

 

The gendered nature of Miriam’s spatial transgressions does, however, point to the 

limitations of de Certeau’s argument.44  Disregarding gender entirely, his analysis does 

                                                 
39 The Tunnel, p. 76.  McCracken argues that cafés and tearooms, particularly the ABC café in which 
Miriam is here contemplating the wonders of London, function as urban spaces in which “Miriam is able 
to imagine the possibility of subjecthood through her perception of the café as a space in which an 
independent femininity might be performed.”  “As spaces of consumption in which new social boundaries 
could be explored,” he writes, “ABCs, J. Lyons coffeehouses and later Soho cafes and restaurants figure 
as key sites for the performance of new gendered identities.”  (McCracken, 2000, pp. 63-64)  
40 Michel de Certeau (1984), The Practice of Everyday Life, [trans. Steven Rendall], University of 
California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles. 
41 Ibid, p. 98 
42 Ibid 
43 Ibid p. 99 
44 The regulatory discourses that de Certeau refers to are those which order and rationalise the city, rather 
than those which gender it.  He argues that “the city serves as a totalising and almost mythical landmark 
for socioeconomic and political strategies,” and that an attempt is made for it to be “a field of 
programmed and regulated operations.” (de Certeau, p. 95)  Walking is understood as transgressive 
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not take into consideration the different ways in which spatiality is organized for men 

and women.45  This is a particularly pressing concern in Pilgrimage, given the cultural 

anxieties generated by women’s increased access to city spaces which impinge upon 

Miriam’s mobility.  While, as Watts notes, the city is an important precondition for the 

freedoms of the New Woman, the New Woman was also a decidedly overdetermined 

figure, and her representation in the literature and popular press of the 1890s, most 

notably in middle-class publications like Punch, situate her as a locus for a number of 

cultural anxieties, especially to do with femininity, the city, degeneracy and madness.46  

Part of the threat of the New Woman was her visibility in the formerly masculine terrain 

of the city, and both the popular press and medical science linked the New Woman 

explicitly with madness and hysteria: “as women sought opportunities for self 

development outside of marriage, medicine and science warned that such ambitions 

                                                                                                                                               
because of its potential to subvert this rationalistic, ostensibly totalising order, because the exercise of 
“walking privilege” transforms the spatial order.  ‘Walking privilege’ is, however, considerably more 
complicated for women than it is for men, particularly in fin de siécle London.  Miriam’s position on the 
street is framed by discourses of femininity and degeneracy and, lacking ‘walking privileges’, her 
ambulatory acts are not unproblematically libratory, and while they certainly are resistant, they are not 
without cost.  In her discussion of the politics of eating in Pilgrimage, Cucullu writes that: “for Miriam, 
eating out effectively registers the social contexts, strata, and relations of the city against which she 
asserts her own distinctive individuality.  As such, the text puts into relief one underlying assumption that 
scholars applying Certeau’s socioethnography of the ordinary to other fields fail to engage fully, and that 
is, all practices are not created equal or even practiced equally.  For Miriam, we have to be attentive not 
just to opportunities and circumstances but how this pilgrim to the city perceives and experiences them.” 
(Cucullu, p. 47)  That is, Miriam’s spatial practices occur in a context of discursive (and gendered) 
stratification.  Such stratification does not always produce madness, and the discourses which frame 
Miriam’s movement through the city are not necessarily formulated or responded to in terms of madness 
or pathology.  Indeed, one of the clearest examples of the complexities of Miriam’s movement through 
the city has little to do with madness, but the kinds of tensions it sets up are those which Miriam struggles 
with in the more overt scenes of madness, the Teetgen’s Teas passages, which I discuss later in the 
chapter.   
45 There is now a considerable body of theory addressing the gendering of spatial relations and, of 
particular relevance here, gender of the flâneur, the archetypal male walker of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century.  See: Janet Wolff (1985), “The Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of 
Modernity,” Theory, Culture & Society 2:3, 37-45; Susan Buck-Morss (1986), “The Flâneur, The 
Sandwichman and the Whore: The Politics of Loitering,” New German Critique 39, pp. 99-140; Elizabeth 
Wilson (1991), The Sphinx in the City, Virago, London; Deborah Epstien Nord (1991), “The Urban 
Peripatetic: Spectator, Streetwalker, Woman Writer,” Nineteenth Century Literature 46:3, pp. 351-375; 
Elizabeth Wilson (1992), “The Invisible Flâneur,” New Left Review 19, pp. 90-110; Judith Walkowitz 
(1992), City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London, Virago, London; 
Deborah Epstein Nord (1995), Walking the Victorian Streets: Women, Representation and the City, 
Cornell University Press, Ithaca; Parsons. 
46 Pykett argues that: “the New Woman, as represented in fiction and journalistic accounts, was a creature 
of contradictions.  She reproduced and was reproduced by a complex network of social tendencies and 
anxieties.  The New Woman was represented by turns, as either a cause or symptom of cultural 
disintegration and social decline, or as the cure for current social ills.” (Pykett, 1995, p. 17)  Similarly, 
Elaine Showalter writes that in the mainstream press the New Woman was represented as an “anarchic 
figure who threatened to turn the world upside down and to be on top in a wild carnival of social and 
sexual misrule.” (Elaine Showalter (1990), Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siecle, 
Viking, New York, p. 38) 
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would lead to sickness, freakishness, sterility and racial degeneration.”47  The New 

Woman was also discussed in terms of a popular discourse of degeneracy, which 

understood New Women as “freakish sports of nature – regressive or degenerative 

forms.”48  Urban degeneration, one amongst many manifestations of degeneracy theory, 

was a particular source of anxiety, and William Greenslade argues that “symptoms of 

the city ‘condition’, such as neurasthenia and hysteria” were understood to have become 

hereditary, and were “observable states of disorder and generalised symptoms of the 

prevailing urban condition.”49   Throughout the fin de siécle, then, it is possible to 

identify a prevailing set of anxieties about the New Woman, deviance, madness and the 

city, and the connections between them.  I discuss the pathologisation of the New 

Woman, and her connections with contemporary theories of degeneracy in more detail 

later in the chapter, but want to signpost here that these discourses of urban madness are 

constitutive of the social space of fin de siécle London, and that they frame Miriam’s 

movement through the city. 

 

Exemplifying the difficulties of Miriam’s movement through the city is a scene in 

Revolving Lights in which Miriam encounters at night Tommy Babington, an 

acquaintance from her youth, while walking through Piccadilly Circus.  He is 

disconcerted to see her in such a situation: a solitary, ostensibly middle class woman, on 

the London streets at night, where only men and prostitutes should be.50  As Joanne 

                                                 
47 Ibid, p. 39.  Moreover, “the New Woman was also the nervous woman.  Doctors linked what they saw 
as an epidemic of nervous disorders, including anorexia, neurasthenia and hysteria, with changes in 
women's aspirations.” (Showalter, Sexual Anarchy, p. 40) 
48 Pykett, 1995, p. 25.  Pykett notes that the debates over culture and civilisation which lay at the heart of 
degenerate discourse was a central component of Dorothy Richardson’s, as well as other modernist 
writers, “cultural formation,” arguing that the fiction and thinking of these modernist writers “were 
pervaded by the language of evolution, regression, and degeneration.” (Ibid, p. 28) Max Nordau, author of 
the classic and notorious text Degeneration (translated into English in 1895), is referenced in Deadlock, 
as Miriam learns that he “was something more than the author of Degeneration” when Mr Shatov praises 
one of his earlier books and tells of his meeting with the “truly marvellous white-haired old man.” 
(Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1921]), Pilgrimage: Deadlock, Vol. 3, Virago, London, p. 29) These are 
clearly discourses which both Richardson and Miriam are familiar.  Mark Micale argues that Nordau’s 
Degeneration was “one of the most widely read pieces of cultural criticism in western and central Europe 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centureies,” and that his main diagnostic categories, 
hysteria and degeneration, “run in close, if wholly confused, relation to one another.” (Mark Micale 
(2004), “Discourses of Hysteria in Fin-de-Siécle France” in Mark Micale (ed.), The Mind of Modernism: 
Medicine, Psyhology and the cultural Arts in Europe and America, 1880-1940, Stanford University Press, 
Stanford, p. 78)  Degeneration is, Micale explains, “essentially an extended anti-Modernist diatribe,” 
displaying a bracing medical literalness (in which “hysteria” is applied to artists, their work and their 
style). (Ibid)  These are clearly discourses which both Richardson and Miriam are familiar.  
49 William Greenslade (1994), Degeneration, Culture and the Novel,1880-1940, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, pp. 18. 
50 Parson’s positions Babington as a typical, masculine flâneur, “dandical in his ‘dapper’ dress and ‘pince-
nez’, and standing in solitude.”  (Parsons, p. 78)  Miriam thinks that “he was obviously embarrassed by 
the sense of having placed her amidst the images of his preoccupation,” suggesting that she thinks he has 
been classifying and judging the people passing him.  (Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1923]), Pilgrimage: 
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Winning notes, “for women, being alone at night on the streets often meant being 

mistaken for a prostitute selling sex.”51  Although women achieved increasing levels of 

access to the space of the city throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, 

an “urban iconography of tainted female sexuality” rendered their urban presence 

continually problematic.52  The prostitute, moreover, was one of the archetypical figures 

of urban degeneracy, allied with disease, contamination and syphilitic insanity; an 

exemplary figure of urban pathology.53  Tommy is clearly discomforted to find Miriam 

on the street at night, but for Miriam the encounter is “epical,” and she feels that she and 

Tommy “had met equally at last.” 54   She has transgressed the gendered spatial 

arrangements of fin de siécle London and in doing so, has been able to assert a 

relationship of equality.  For Miriam, the encounter is “perfectly staged”: 

  

Tommy of all people wakened thus out of his absorption in the separated man’s life 

that so decorated him with mystery in the feminine suburbs; shocked into helpless 

inactivity; glum with an irrevocable recognising hostility.  It had been arranged.  

Silent acceptance had been forced upon him, by a woman of his own class.  She 

almost danced to the opposite pavement…55

 

The transgression is represented as one of both gender and class: middle-class Miriam 

in the masculinised city, overturning Tommy’s complacency and sense of spatial 

mastery, and, as Parsons notes, “Miriam is the active, moving figure, Babington the 

passive one.” 56   Miriam affirms the legitimacy of her place on the street, and is 

delighted to that she has confronted the stolid Tommy Babington with the reality of the 
                                                                                                                                               
Revolving Lights, Vol. 3, Virago, London, p. 277) Critics tend to make a connection between the flâneur 
and the prostitute, and suggest that the flâneur is interested in observing and writing the urban scene in 
order to contain its chaotic irrationality and promiscuous sexuality (embodied in the prostitute).  Miriam, 
as a ‘respectable’ woman risking identification as a prostitute, is an unruly figure.  For further discussion 
of the uneasy position of women on the Victorian streets, see: Buck-Morss; Nord; Parsons; and Judith R. 
Walkowitz (1992), City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London, The 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago. 
51 Joanne Winning (2000), The Pilgrimage of Dorothy Richardson, University of Wisconsin Press, 
Madison, p. 47.   
52 Walkowitz, p. 21 
53 See: Walkowitz, Nord, Showalter, and Pykett, 1995, p. 33 
54 Revolving Lights, p. 277 
55 Ibid 
56 Parsons, p. 78.  Parsons places Miriam in the position of the passante of Baudelaire’s “A un passante,” 
in which the flâneur is confronted with a woman who returns his look, preventing his objectifying and 
eroticising gaze and unsettling his anonymity and privileged status as observer.  (Ibid, pp. 72-73) Reading 
Pilgrimage as a text told from the perspective of the passante, Parsons suggests that “it is in the passante 
that it is possible to find one female alternative to the public urban observer of the flâneur.  It is also with 
the idea of the passante that early twentieth-century women writers pose a challenge to the exclusivity of 
the male artist-personas in the city of canonical modernism…Dorothy Richardson and Virginia Woolf 
[are] both writers manipulating the image of the passante to express a female perspective on the city.” 
(Ibid, p. 73)  
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New Woman.  That this small encounter is described as ‘epical’ underscores the 

significance Miriam attributes to her transgression. 

 

While Miriam imagines that her meeting with Tommy Babington on the street at night 

places them in a relationship of equality, his confusion and embarrassment suggest that 

something more complex is going on.  Parsons writes that “despite achieving her own 

right to the night streets, Miriam realizes that Babington’s reaction will be to reassert his 

male, bourgeois authority and emphasise her position as an unmarred woman out night 

alone.”57  Miriam reflects that: “already in his mind was one of those formulas that 

echoed about in enclosed life …. ‘Oui, ma chère, little Mirry Henderson, strolling, at 

midnight, across Piccadilly Circus.’”58  Miriam imagines herself turned into a story, one 

which diminishes her (“little Mirry Henderson”) and places her within the established 

formulas which ‘explain’ (and thus circumscribe) women on the streets at night. 59   

There is an important difference between Tommy’s inhabitation of the street and 

Miriam’s, and it is this difference which de Certeau fails to acknowledge.  There are 

gendered discursive operations which frame, complicate, and even pathologise 

Miriam’s spatial relations, and while I do not wish to undermine the genuine pleasure 

that she experiences when walking through Bloomsbury and shocking her former friend, 

I am concerned with the difficulties that structure her movement through the city.  It is, 

I argue, possible to uncover the challenges and tensions of these social relationships in 

Richardson’s representation of the Teetgen’s Teas street.  

 

Teetgen’s Teas 

Richardson marks the significance of the first Teetgen’s Teas passage by thematically 

and structurally isolating it from the main body of text.  It bears no narrative or linear 

relationship to either the preceding or the subsequent chapters, and this disjointedness is 

reinforced though the placing of the paragraph within a separate chapter, so that it 

                                                 
57 Ibid, p. 78 
58 Revolving Lights, p. 278 
59 Cucullu also draws attention to the contradictions embedded in this encounter with Tommy Babington.  
Noting that before seeing Tommy, Miriam had been identifying herself, somewhat ecstatically, with the 
space of London and revelling in the possibility of an amorphous, collective urban identity, Cucullu 
writes that: “In putting Tommy on equal footing, which is proof of her city entitlement, she exposes her 
latent class and gender resentments that more than dispel her euphoric identification of her self with 
London, the universalism of belonging that is embedded in ‘we’.  She cannot consciously occupy both 
positions at once, the ‘we’ of London, anonymous and free of class and gendered entanglements, 
stretching in all directions, and the aggrieved and triumphant ‘I’ on the street corner, harbouring 
resentments against a man of her social class and demanding acknowledgement of her new status.” 
(Cucullu, p. 51) The inconsistency that Cucullu identifies here is between Miriam’s desire to traverse the 
streets as an unmarked, universalist subject and to belong, unproblematically, to a London collectivity. 
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stands by itself in both a narrative and visual sense.  As Bluemel notes, it is a long 

paragraph but a short chapter, the shortness of the chapter underscoring its significance: 

“a single paragraph with its own numerical heading, it interrupts The Tunnel’s more 

leisurely chapters on Miriam’s life at the dental surgery in the same way that the 

Teetgen’s Teas shop intrudes upon Miriam’s wanderings.”60  Pilgrimage is a text with a 

comparatively steady emotional register and, driven by the density and richness of 

Miriam’s consciousness rather than the mechanics of narrative and plot, there are few 

moments of dramatic or psychological intensity.  Indeed, most of the significant textual 

events occur outside the frame of the narrative and are made available to the reader only 

through Miriam’s invariably casual and usually retrospective comment.  This is the case 

with Mrs Henderson’s suicide, which is implied rather than narrated.  The emotional 

impact of her death is evident only through this silence and the brief eruptions of 

distress evident in the Teetgen’s Teas encounters.  In contrast to much of the rest of the 

text, the first of the Teetgen’s Teas incidents is extremely and pointedly dramatic.  

Through its textual positioning, the force of Richardson’s writing, and the rare and 

evocative use of first person narration, this moment of incipient madness is more clearly 

delineated than almost any other incident in the thirteen volumes that constitute 

Pilgrimage.   

 

Given their centrality to this chapter, it is worthwhile quoting each of the Teetgen’s 

Teas passages at length, although I will take some time to unpack this first and probably 

most significant encounter before moving on to the two subsequent references.  Isolated 

from the narrative surrounding it, the passage reads thus: 

 

Why must I always think of her in this place?  …  It’s always the worst just along 

here….Why do I always forget there’s this piece…always be hurrying along seeing 

nothing and then, suddenly, Teetgen’s Teas and this row of shops?  I can’t bear it.  

I don’t know what it is.  It’s always the same.  I always feel the same.  It is sending 

me mad.  One day it will be worse.  If it gets any worse I shall be mad.  Just here.  

Certainly.  Something is wearing out of me.  I am meant to go mad.  If not, I should 

not always be coming along this piece without knowing it, whichever street I take.  

Other people would know the streets apart.  I don’t know where this bit is or how I 

get to it.  I come every day because I am meant to go mad here.  Something that 

                                                 
60 Kristin Bluemel (1997), Experimenting of the Borders of Modernism: Dorothy Richardson’s 
Pilgrimage, University of Georgia Press, Athens and London, p. 128 
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knows brings me here and is making me go mad because I am myself and nothing 

changes me.61

 

The paralysing fear of madness expressed in this passage marks the Teetgen’s Teas sign 

as a highly significant site.  Given the force of the anxieties and distress it provokes, it is 

a site that seems highly overdetermined, and it is clearly laden with complex and 

disturbing associations.62  This is a moment of crisis in the text.  Richardson is known 

for her generous use of ellipses, and here they signify a breakdown in the narrative, 

gesturing towards “the repressions and gaps in consciousness, or that which is left 

unsaid or unsayable.”63  Richardson’s prose borders on the frenetic.  Bluemel draws 

attention to the effect of the repetition of single syllable words, which creates a staccato 

rhythm at odds with the rest of the text and is indicative of Miriam’s sense of 

disorientation.64   

 

The ‘her’ that is referenced in the first sentence is undoubtedly Mrs. Henderson, but as 

Bluemel notes, it is difficult to tell whether the first-time reader of this passage would 

be able to make such an identification, or if this reading only becomes possible when 

the three Teetgen’s Teas references, spread over six novel-chapters, are read in 

conjunction.65  The subject of the passage is therefore simultaneously signalled from the 

outset and only discernable retrospectively.  This concurrent offering and undermining 

                                                 
61 The Tunnel, p. 136 
62 There is a scene in Mrs Dalloway in which Septimus hears a car backfire, and is propelled, psychically 
and with anguish, back into his memories of the war: “And there the motor car stood, with drawn blinds, 
and upon them a curious pattern of a tree, Septimus thought, and this gradual drawing together of 
everything to one centre before his eyes, as if some horror had almost come to the surface and was about 
to burst into flames, terrified him.  The world wavered and quivered and threatened to burst into flames.” 
(Virginia Woolf (1996 [1925]), Mrs Dalloway, Penguin, London, p. 13)   Septimus’ reaction is 
conceptually similar to Miriam’s response to Teetgen’s Teas, as a feature of the urban landscape carries 
personal significance.  Thacker writes that Woolf shows this one moment to have or, rather, produce, 
multiple meanings.  It startles Clarissa Dalloway, “resurrects the violence of the war,” resonates with 
English national and imperial power, and produces a ‘shindy’ in a nearby public-house.  Thacker writes: 
“In revealing a spatial image of depth, Woolf then notes how ‘the surface agitation of the passing car as it 
sunk grazed something very profound.’  The horizontal movement of the car turns into a vertical 
exploration of deeply hidden psychic and national spaces.  Again, the most interesting point for a literary 
geography of modernism is the way that multiple spaces are crossed in a few brief paragraphs – from the 
psychic space of Septimus’s shell shock to the identification of Londoners with Empire and Englishness.” 
(Thacker, p. 165)  This depth of space, wherein the urban environment can trigger Septimus’s madness 
and reflections on the nation, is useful for reading Teetgen’s Teas as a site of spatial complexity.  Such 
multiple resonances are also produced by Teetgen’s Teas, although this is a private moment for Miriam, 
not a communal response. 
63 Radford, p. 69.  Parsons writes that Richardson’s ellipses “convey the associative flow of her mind, but 
also  the wordlessness of moments that remain untranslated into either the language of thought or external 
imagery.” (Deborah Parsons (2007), Theorists of the Modernist Novel: James Joyce, Dorothy Richardson, 
Virginia Woolf, Routledge, London and New York, p. 59) 
64 Bluemel, p. 128 
65 Ibid 
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of meaning structures the entire paragraph.  Richardson locates Teetgen’s Teas as the 

site at which Miriam might go mad, but does not disclose why.  Miriam’s revelation that 

she “come[s] here every day” indicates that her apprehension of madness is in fact a 

daily occurrence, but this is the first time it is mentioned in the text, and even the 

subsequent references are retrospective recollections, not direct experiences like this 

first passage.  The use of first person narration gives the illusion of direct access to 

Miriam’s thoughts, but many more questions are raised than answered, and in spite of 

the pretence of openness, the reader realises in this passage that something significant 

has been hidden from them.  Moreover, the specific naming of the catalyst, Teetgen’s 

Teas, and the emphasis on the significance of this particular space (“Just here.  

Certainly.”), would seem to offer context, detail and meaning, but ‘Teetgen’s Teas’ 

remains an oblique, cryptic signifier, undermining meaning rather than producing it. 

 

Miriam shifts between contradictory conceptions of madness, which contributes to the 

disorientation produced in and by her encounter with Teetgen’s Teas.  Miriam asserts 

that something (else) is sending her mad, that something innately mad is ‘wearing out of 

her’, that she herself is wearing out, that madness is her destiny, that she is on the edge 

of madness, and that her madness is a form of geographical dislocation.  In the last 

sentence, several of these rather different ways of conceptualising madness are brought 

together: “something that knows brings me here and is making me go mad because I am 

myself and nothing changes me.”  Miriam’s shifting understanding of madness further 

underscores this moment as one of crisis, and positions Teetgen's Teas as a site at which 

different discourses of madness are set in motion.  It also contributes to the ambiguity 

and imprecision that the entire passage expresses. 

 

It is also a decidedly spatial moment, as Miriam’s subjectivity and spatiality are 

inextricably imbricated and mutually constitutive at this juncture.  Teetgen’s Teas has 

been identified by a number of scholars as an expression of Miriam’s grief and guilt 

about Mrs. Henderson, but, with the exception of Elisabeth Bronfen’s 

phenomenological analysis of the spatiality of Teetgen’s Teas, its particular and 

suggestive representation of space has been largely overlooked.66  There are as many 

references to space as there are to madness: “this place,” “along here,” “this piece,” 
                                                 
66 See: Bronfen, Bluemel, Radford, McCracken, and John Mephen (2000), “Dorothy Richardson’s 
‘Unreadability’: Graphic style and Narrative Strategy in a Modernist Novel,” English Literature in 
Transition 43:4, pp. 449-464.  These scholars often identify Teetgen’s Teas as a significant site, but have 
not (with the exception, as noted, of Bronfen) discussed the spatial terms deployed by Richardson in her 
representation of Teetgen’s Teas. 
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“Just here.  Certainly,” “Other people would know the streets apart,” “I don’t know 

where this bit is or how I get to it,” “I come here every day,” “I am meant to go mad 

here,” “Something that knows brings me here…”  This is not just a passage about 

madness, but also about space, and the amalgamation of them both, the spatiality of 

madness and the madness of spatiality.  Miriam’s inability to locate herself spatially 

even comes to stand as a symptom of her incipient madness.  Again, however, in spite 

of this emphasis on space, and the density of meaning that is attributed to this particular 

space, Teetgen’s Teas remains inscrutable, unspecified and unlocated.  Teetgen’s Teas 

is a space of ambiguity, as is evident in the absence of an explanation of why it reminds 

Miriam of her mother, the lack of clarity as to what kind of material space it represents, 

whether it is a tea supplier, teashop or an advertising sign, its geographical 

‘unlocatability’, the mysterious pull it seems to exercise on Miriam, and its surprise 

reiteration throughout the text. 

 

In reading Teetgen’s Teas as ambiguous, and arguing, as I do, that it reflects and 

produces the tensions and contradictions that shape Miriam’s negotiation of city spaces, 

I am approaching it in a rather different way than how it has generally been read in 

Richardson scholarship.67  This is not to say that critics have understood the Teetgen’s 

Teas passages in simplistic terms or as an uncomplicated aspect of the text.  They have, 

                                                 
67 In her discussion of imperialist tropes in modernist women’s writing, Jane Garrity also discusses space 
in relation to Pilgrimage.  Although Garrity does not address the Teetgen’s Teas passages directly, my 
contention that Teetgen’s Teas represent moments in the text in which Miriam’s movement through space 
is rendered problematic, even hindered, complicates Garrity’s argument.  Garrity constructs Miriam as an 
authoritative occupier of space, arguing that “as she psychically maps her surroundings, Miriam 
appropriates and takes possession of new territory.” (Garrity, p. 86)  It is Garrity’s contention that 
Richardson’s representation of space and vision draws upon an imperialist discourse of spatial domination.  
Garrity is interested in how Richardson’s feminist project, her representation of “the female appropriation 
of space as a resistance to the territorial boundaries that have historically impeded women’s mobility,” is 
compromised by its complicity with the “rhetoric of British territorial domination. (Ibid, p. 90)  This is, in 
many ways, a compelling argument, and importantly attends to the politics of Miriam’s movement 
through space; Miriam does indeed draw on imperialist discourse.  However, Miriam is not always, 
perhaps even ever, able to achieve an authoritative possession of space.  Miriam’s ambivalent and 
fundamentally marginal position within urban space is particularly evident in her encounters with 
Teetgen’s Teas, moments at which Miriam loses any sense of spatial orientation, let alone mastery.  
Garrity suggests that “ultimately what Pilgrimage privileges is Miriam’s topographical journey through 
imaginative space.  As she walks through London ‘the streets…arranged themselves in her 
mind…making a neat map’…”(Ibid, p. 86)  Garrity aligns Richardson’s reference to mapping with an act 
of imperialist spatial appropriation.  The quote Garrity uses, wherein the streets arrange themselves in 
Miriam’s mind, is, however, from the third Teetgen’s Teas passage and is a reference to the ‘unlocated’ 
status of Teetgen’s Teas and the spatial disorientation that the sign engenders.  Richardson’s reference to 
mapping takes place, in this instance, in the context of Miriam’s remembrance of an extreme spatial 
dislocation, and the mapping reference functions here as an indication of Miriam’s increased 
psychological and spatial orientation.  The greater spatial orientation that Miriam achieves in relation to 
Teetgen’s Teas is indicative of her resistance to the discourses of madness that so affect her in the first 
passage.  Richardson may draw on the rhetoric of mapping, but Miriam is always a marginal figure in the 
city.  Attending to how madness is figured in Pilgrimage complicates Garrity’s reading of Richardson’s 
use of imperialist tropes, whilst also opening up some of the broader significances of ‘Teetgen’s Teas’. 
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however, read Richardson’s references to Teetgen’s Teas fairly exclusively in terms of 

Miriam’s unresolved and otherwise unarticulated grief over her mother’s death.  Lynette 

Felber, for instance, writes that: 

 

Miriam’s repressed memory and guilt over [Mrs Henderson’s] death return 

periodically throughout the roman-fleuve … The seventh chapter of The Tunnel 

consists of only one paragraph, surrounded by blank space, which visually evoke 

the suppressed trauma surfacing from the depth of Miriam’s psyche.68

 

The Teetgen’s Teas passages figure in the critical literature in much the same way that 

Felber is suggesting, as the resurgence of an otherwise hidden trauma, the return of a 

traumatic memory, and as evidence of Miriam’s grief and guilt.69  Radford notes that 

“specific areas of the city may be associated with specific events, as is ‘Teetgen’s Teas’ 

with her mother’s suicide…”70  McCracken writes that “the sign of a tea company, 

Teetgen’s teas, … reminds Miriam of her mother’s suicide… Miriam is drawn back 

unconsciously to the company’s sign and the repressed memory of her mother’s 

death.”71  John Mepham writes that Mrs Henderson’s death is repressed, until “one 

comes to view Miriam as deeply traumatised and psychologically damaged by the 

incident (in the short chapter VII she remembers her mother and feels that she might go 

mad).”72  More explicitly, Bronfen suggests that Teetgen’s Teas is a space dominated 

by Miriam’s despair, “her sense of trauma and guilt in relation to her mother’s death.”73  

I do not take issue with these arguments, and I certainly concur that the distress 

expressed in and by these passages is largely connected to the tragedy of Mrs 

Henderson’s death.  It may be the case, however, that this emphasis on Mrs Henderson 

has obscured some of the other resonances carried by the sign for Teetgen’s Teas, 

particularly the emphasis on space and spatiality.  It is not only the difficulty of Mrs 

Henderson’s death that Teetgen’s Teas triggers, but Miriam’s ambivalence about the 

                                                 
68 Lynette Felber (1995), Gender and Genre in Novels Without End: The British Roman-Fleuve, The 
University Press of Florida, Gainesville, p. 92 
69 The anxiety that Teetgen’s Teas prompts for Miriam is certainly strongly anchored in her memories of 
her mother and the trauma of Mrs Henderson’s suicide.  The way in which a particular space triggers the 
onrush of a disturbing and strongly repressed memory suggests that the Teetgen’s Teas incidents could be 
productively read in terms of traumatic memory and the critical frameworks offered by the recent work in 
trauma theory.  This is not my strategy here, however, as I wish to suggest that the enigmatic sign 
‘Teetgen’s Teas’ holds significance beyond its association with Mrs Henderson’s suicide. 
70 Radford, p. 61 
71 McCracken, 2007, p. 124 
72 Mephen, p. 456 
73 Bronfen, p. 54 
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model of femininity that she represents, which, given the fact of her suicide, is itself 

replete with contradictions.   

 

Even Bronfen, who is the only critic who has discussed the Teetgen’s Teas passages in 

terms of their spatial representation, confines their significance to the trauma produced 

by Mrs Henderson’s death.  Bronfen argues that in the first Teetgen’s Teas passage, “the 

absence of any self-reflexive orientation in space foregrounds…the utter lack of 

distance between subject and world.”74  Bronfen is suggesting, usefully, that there is no 

distance between Miriam and the space that surrounds her, such that the space of 

Teetgen’s Teas becomes saturated with what Bronfen terms Miriam’s ‘mood’.  As a 

result of this saturation, Bronfen argues, Miriam is “compelled to experience the space 

around Teetgen’s Teas as relating solely to herself and to this suffering [about Mrs 

Henderson’s death].” 75   There is, though, an implication embedded in Bronfen’s 

argument that the imbrication of subject and space represents itself a kind of pathology, 

given that it is produced by Miriam’s uncontained and unresolved grief.  Moreover, 

while Bronfen interestingly suggests that space becomes saturated with Miriam’s 

emotions, Mrs Henderson’s death seems to be the only meaning that the space takes on.  

The static immediacy attributed to what Bronfen calls ‘atmospheric space’ would seem 

to prevent an understanding of Teetgen’s Teas as a site of tension, contradiction, 

overlapping discourse and meanings.76

 

However, the very indeterminacy of the sign ‘Teetgen’s Teas’ opens the Teetgen’s Teas 

passages up to multiple kinds of meanings, enabling me to read them as suggesting 

more than Miriam’s unresolved distress about her mother’s death.  In reading 

‘Teetgen’s Teas’ as an unstable signifier, and attempting to position it as a site at which 

public and private meanings collide in complex and evidently unstable ways, I draw 

again on de Certeau, who also writes about the way in which names and symbols, or, for 

instance, signs, shape the spatial field of the city.  He argues that signs are sites at which 

the walker can overlay personal meaning on the otherwise impersonal city space.  

Thinking mostly of street signs, de Certeau is interested in the ways in which these 

signs “make themselves available to the meanings given them by passers-by,”77 and 

therefore come to signify more than is authorised.  He writes: 

                                                 
74 Ibid 
75 Ibid, p. 55.   
76 I return to Bronfen and the phenomenological model of spatiality she draws on later in the chapter. 
77 de Certeau, p. 104 
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Linking acts and footsteps, opening meanings and directions, these words operate 

in the name of an emptying-out and wearing-away of their primary role.  They 

become liberated spaces that can be occupied.  A rich indetermination gives them, 

by means of a semantic rarefaction, the function of articulating a second, poetic 

geography on top of the geography of the literal, forbidden or permitted meaning.  

They insinuate other routes into the functionalist and historical order of 

movement.78

 

For de Certeau, then, the appropriation of public signs for private significances is both a 

political and a liberating act, a ‘poetic’ and personalised re-mapping of the space of the 

city.  The sign becomes a repository of significance, its apparently innate 

indetermination giving it the ability to hold diverse and multiple meanings, and, by 

doing so, opening up alternative trajectories. 

 

de Certeau could be seen to give theoretical justification (if such a thing were needed) to 

the way that the sign for ‘Teetgen’s Teas’ comes to stand in metonymically for Mrs 

Henderson.  I am more interested in the capacity for the sign to carry diverse and 

multiple forms of meaning, for its significances to proliferate.  That is, I am concerned 

with the rich indetermination of ‘Teetgen’s Teas’.  Again, however, I want to 

complicate de Certeau’s assumption that a personal appropriation of a space or, in this 

case, a sign, results in a “liberated space that can be occupied.”  For the opposite is the 

case in relation to Teetgen’s Teas, as the multiple significances and associations that it 

triggers actually work to produce space that is dense, paralysing and demanding.  

Teetgen’s Teas is overlaid with the memory of Mrs Henderson, but this engenders 

despair rather than liberation.  Furthermore, it produces tensions between Miriam’s 

(improper) place on the street and the (exceedingly proper) feminine domesticity 

signified by tea; between inside and outside, public and private; Mrs Henderson’s 

bourgeois conventionality and her suicide; Miriam’s desire for independence and her 

longing for security and a return to the milieu in which she grew up.  These are tensions 

that are present throughout the rest of Pilgrimage, but they are crystallised in this 

particular moment.  Teetgen’s Teas is a sign, then, which hinders movement and 

occupies space with complex and contradictory discourses of femininity, urban space 

and madness, rather than creating a liberated space.  That the tensions between these 

                                                 
78 Ibid, p. 105 [emphasis added] 
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discourses generated by Teetgen’s Teas induce in Miriam a fear of madness suggests 

that the regulatory discourses at work for women in the space of the city are far from 

benign and less easily circumvented than de Certeau would suggest.  While Miriam’s 

exploration of the city is constitutive of her attempt to construct an independent 

subjectivity, this exploration is bounded, at all times, by discourses and assumptions 

about both madness and femininity.  Teetgen’s Teas’ might, then, be read (to draw 

again on Lefebvre) as a “fragment of space” which “implies, contains and dissimulates 

social relationships” of urban madness. 

 

Mrs Henderson, Tea and Femininity 

Miriam claims that “a woman’s way of ‘being’ can be discovered in the way she pours 

out tea.”79  Given this linkage of tea and femininity, it is especially significant that it is 

the sign for a tea shop that prompts Miriam’s memory of her mother.  In his discussion 

of the history of tea in England, James Walvin points to the centrality of women in 

practices of tea consumption, arguing that “tea-drinking formed the centre of female 

entertainment and discussion.” 80   Similarly, Julie Fromer writes that “a woman’s 

position at the tea table became a locus of traditional moral values, the emotional centre 

of the household, and thus was crucial to the construction of both feminine and 

masculine identity in Victorian culture.” 81   Moreover, she argues that “the ideal 

domestic setting evoked by many depictions of the tea-table reflects a particular insular, 

enclosed, ‘English’ sense of boundaries between self and other, between inside and 

outside, private and public, middle class and other less culturally and economically 

privileged classes.”82  Similarly, McCracken writes that teashops represented “a point 

                                                 
79 Revolving Lights, p. 257 
80 James Walvin (1997), Fruits of Empire: Exotic Produce and British Taste, New York University Press, 
New York, p. 21.  Furthermore, Walvin points to the role that tea ceremonies played in the maintenance 
of a public/private dichotomy, writing that: “tea drinking had become thoroughly domesticated, part of 
those rituals of domestic sociability – especially important for women – which provided an alternative 
form of refreshment and entertainment to the publicly based consumption of alcohol (and coffee). (Ibid, p. 
30) 
81 Julie E. Fromer (2002), A Necessary Luxury: Tea in Victorian Literature and Culture, PhD Thesis, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, p.48.  Fromer notes that “the woman of the household – either a wife 
and mother, or a grown daughter – was the only person authorised to mediate between the preparation of 
tea and its consumption by family members.” (Ibid, p. 50) 
82 Ibid, p.15.  “Tea,” Fromer writes, “marks the boundaries between groups within Victorian culture, 
highlighting the characteristics of gender relations, class and domesticity that constituted the ideal of 
English national identity.  Tea appears on the cusp between multiple binaries in Victorian culture, forging 
a link between otherwise opposing forces and simultaneously reinforcing the distinction between them: 
men/women, middle class/lower class, labour/leisure, English/British/Orient.  Tea mediates all of these 
contradictions within Victorian culture, creating communitas in the idea of a unified English national 
identity.” (Ibid, p. 18)  The widespread consumption of tea in England during the nineteenth century was 
also, of course, a product of Britain’s imperial status, as the tea was sourced from various British colonies.  
This imperial context goes entirely unremarked by Richardson. 

 133



somewhere between the respectability of bourgeois society and the street.” 83   The 

economy of tea that the Teetgen’s Teas sign reflects, the public production and 

dissemination of the emblematically domestic, encapsulates the clash of public and 

private space and meaning that Miram grapples with in her encounters with Teetgen’s 

Teas.84   

 

Thus, the domesticity of tea is linked with the bourgeois femininity represented by Mrs 

Henderson, but in the public space of the city.  Moreover, McCracken argues that “in a 

city well known for its unsanitary and poor-quality food and the masculine culture of its 

pubs and eating houses, the new teashops were designed to appeal to unaccompanied 

women.”85  The teashop is then reflective of women’s increased access to the city, but it 

also represents a feminised island space within the masculine city.86  The idea of the 

teashop as a space between the public and private is evident throughout the text, and 

tearooms are associated, simultaneously, with Mrs Henderson and with Miriam’s 

assertion of independence.  As McCracken writes of Miriam’s beloved ABC cafes, 

“tracing the genealogy of the ABC in Pilgrimage reveals a legacy of childhood 

pleasures and adult independence.”87  It is, he notes, one of the treats that she will miss 

when she leaves for Germany, while also functioning as a “space of consumption in 

which new social boundaries could be explored.”88  Teashops, McCracken suggests, 

were “key sites for the performance of new gendered identities.”89   In the broader 

context of Pilgrimage, teashops are sites of dual significance, representing both a space 

                                                 
83 McCracken, 2007, p. 8 
84 See ibid, pp. 68-79, for a discussion of the broader significance of tea in Richardson’s work and, 
especially and uniquely, in her poetry. 
85 McCracken, 2000, p. 63 
86 McCracken notes a moment in the text when Miriam is startled by men fighting in the street.  An ABC 
provides a haven from this eruption of masculine violence, and, McCracken writes, “the teashop signals a 
safe, homely space.” (Ibid, p. 66)  This ABC, which is not one she has frequented before, is full of ‘City 
men’, but there is also a hearth space, an open fire with a cat asleep on the rug, and “amongst the City 
men, Miriam chooses a feminised space.”  However, as McCracken argues, “her performance of 
femininity on the stage of the ABC is not, cannot be, the domestic role of Victorian ideology.”(Ibid, p. 67)  
The teashop, then, is an intermediary space, simultaneously conventionally feminine and transgressive, 
offering both possibilities. 
87 Ibid, p. 63 In Backwater, Miriam takes her mother out to tea, and as McCracken argues, “Miriam’s 
forced cheerfulness is ostensibly an attempt to recreate the atmosphere of a family treat, but its real 
purpose is to show off her new-found independence and knowledge of the city.” (Ibid, p. 64) 
88 Ibid, p. 63 
89 Ibid. See also McCracken, 2007, for an extended discussion of the significance of teashops within 
modernism and, particularly, in terms of the formation of gendered identities in the modernist urban 
environment.   
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of feminine and maternal identification and the possibility for Miriam of asserting a 

different kind of femininity than that represented by her mother.90

 

The crisis that the Teetgen’s Teas sign engenders, however, can be understood as a 

moment in which these dual possibilities are unable to harmoniously coexist, or rather, 

when the difficulties and anxieties produced by Miriam’s ambivalent relationship with 

her mother (and the model of femininity she represents) are unable to be contained.  In 

other words, it suggests a clash of the discourses which organise Miriam’s spatial 

relations.  McCracken’s argument that the urban teashop can productively offer a space 

for the performance of different gendered identities is compelling and certainly one with 

which I would concur.  That the Teetgen’s Teas sign triggers a fear of madness, 

however, marks it as a site of difficulty, and it is significant, I suggest, for the way in 

which it brings to the fore the difficulties of such a performance and encapsulates 

Miriam’s continuing ambivalence about the bourgeois femininity that her mother 

represents.   

 

“Something is wearing out of me.  I am meant to go mad”: Urban Space and 

Madness 

While Miriam’s encounter with Teetgen’s Teas appears as an isolated incident (the 

subsequent two references being retrospective recollections), for her it is an apparently 

daily occurrence.  Time after time, she brings herself, or is brought, to this location 

                                                 
90 McCracken also argues that the teashop represents “a key locus for urban encounters” in modernist 
literature, and suggests that there is something about the chain teashops, like the ABC and Lyons chains, 
as well as Teetgen’s Teas, that allows the Teetgen’s Teas sign to function in the way that it does for 
Miriam.  He writes: “the network of café’s produces a dreamscape in which its repetition draws the 
dreamer back to the scene of trauma.  In Richardson’s Pilgrimage, it is the sign of a tea company, 
Teetgen’s teas, that reminds Miriam of the mother’s suicide.  As she wanders London’s streets in a semi-
dream state, the kind of reverie or fugue the new modernist geography of the city seems to induce, 
Miriam is drawn back unconsciously to the company’s sign and the repressed memory of her mother’s 
death.  The state of dreaming appropriate to the city contrast with the street rhythms of the earlier 
Victorian period, which required a conscious attention to each door, business or house as you passed.  
Most of Miriam’s movements through the city are accompanied by reflection, memories and distractions, 
the mode typical of European modernist prose and its important city texts: Ulysses, A la recherché du 
temps perdu, Nightwood, and Good Morning, Midnight.  The example of the chain teashops suggests that, 
even if the chains do not appear in ever novel – and there were none in Paris – that state of mind is 
facilitated by the new economy of which they were part, creating new maps of the city, both real and 
imaginary.” (McCracken, 2005, p. 91)  Interestingly, too, McCracken suggests that the teashop played an 
important role in the founding of one of the most significant modernist movements, Pound’s Imagism.  
McCracken quotes Richard Aldington’s report that “like other American expatriates, Ezra and H.D. 
developed an almost insane relish for afternoon tea,” and that “the Imagist movemong was born in a tea-
shop.” (Richard Aldington, quoted in McCracken, 2005, p. 88)  He notes too the importance of teashops, 
particularly the ABC and Lyons chains, in modernist literature, writing that they were “a major 
preoccupation of early-twentieth century literature, mentioned by, amonst others, Bram Stoker, H.G. 
Wells, Arnold Bennett, Somerset Maugham, Dorothy Richardson, Ezra Pound, Bertha Ruck, Katherine 
Mansfield, Jean Rhys, T.S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf.” (McCracken, 2007, p. 3) 
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where she believes she will go mad.  This fear of madness, then, is something which 

pervades her everyday experience of London, something which is always present (at 

least during her first few years in the city).  That Miriam’s Teetgen’s Teas experience is 

one of spatial, as well as psychological, dysphoria is underscored by the fact that 

Miriam does not know how she gets there, “always hurrying along seeing nothing and 

then, suddenly, Teetgen’s Teas…”  Indeed, as I have suggested, her inability to locate 

herself spatially becomes evidence of her incipient madness: “I am meant to go mad.  If 

not, I should not always be coming along this piece without knowing it, whichever 

street I take.  Other people would know the streets apart.”  Given that she does not 

consciously know how she arrives in the Teetgen’s Teas street, ending up in this space 

of madness is a possibility that every walk through the city carries with it.  Thus, an 

ever-present yet secret fear of madness frames Miriam’s ecstatic appreciation of the city 

streets; the moments in which “her feet trampled happily across the square of polished 

roadway […] and along the quiet clean sunlit pavement…”91 might also lead her to the 

Teetgen’s Teas sign and a confrontation with her fear of going mad.   

 

It is not the case, though, that Miriam’s love of the sunlit pavement actually represents 

an extreme effort of repression.  Although I am arguing that her exploration of the city 

streets is framed by her fear of madness, I am not suggesting that this is the real ‘truth’ 

of her experience of London, as to do so would be to pathologise Miriam’s experience 

of the city.92  When Miriam addresses the Old Euston Road as “beloved of my soul, my 

own country, my native hearth,” she is in earnest. 93   The streets offer Miriam 

contradictory possibilities, however.  While for much of the text they are represented in 

terms of freedom, light and exploration, as above, and figured as a spiritual home, the 

Teetgen’s Teas passage reveals the streets as, at the same time, a space of potential 

madness.  The Teetgen’s Teas passage is interesting for precisely this reason, for its 

                                                 
91 The Tunnel, p. 145 
92 Mepham, for instance, problematically suggests that several of Richardson’s narrative strategies, 
namely the way that actual evens occur generally outside the frame of the narrative, and the way that the 
narrative unfolds entirely and exclusively through Miriam’s perspective and point of view, might actually 
be ‘symptoms’ of Miriam’s traumatized response to her mother’s death, “designed to suggest the 
determination with which Miriam represses or evades the memory of her mother’s death.”  (Mephen, p. 
456)  The narrow point of view of Pilgrimage, and its emphasis on Miriam’s consciousness and 
immediate experiences at the expense of actual plot details are, however, two of Richardson’s most 
significant formal innovations, features which mark out its modernist status and establish its originality.  
To recast these aspects of the text so that they have their origin primarily in “the determined and self-
protective superficiality of a traumatised young woman” is to undermine Richardson’s ingenuity as a 
writer and to read Pilgrimage in terms of a pathological repression.  The representation of London is 
another of Richardson’s important and innovative thematic concerns, and to reduce it to an expression of 
pathology would be to perform the same kind of problematic reading as Mepham. 
93 The Tunnel, p. 256 
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capacity to unsettle and complicate, and the way in which it reveals underlying and 

unresolved anxieties.  It functions in this unsettling manner partly because it is 

presented as an isolated incident and not as the everyday occurrence it is for Miriam.  

For the reader, Miriam’s secret fear of madness has been revealed in this one, 

distinctively frenetic, short chapter, and its impact is such that it prompts a 

reconsideration of knowledge about Miriam, and perhaps Miriam’s knowledge herself. 

 

The imbrication of space and madness conveyed by the Teetgen’s Teas passages can be 

thought of in terms of the discourses of madness which frame Miriam’s position as a 

(New) woman walking the streets of fin de siécle London.  Miriam believes that there is 

a kernel of madness within her, and that it is progressively wearing its way out of her, 

while also manipulating her movement through the city.  This belief in an innate or 

incipient madness corresponds in indirect, but nonetheless suggestive, ways with the 

way in which both the city and the New Woman (and, especially, the place of the New 

Woman within the city) were pathologised in the popular imagination.  As I have noted, 

both the city and the New Woman were discussed in terms of degeneracy.  Hereditary 

degeneracy, one among a number of cultural pathologies understood in terms of a 

progressive degeneration of the nation or species, was a discourse that Miriam perhaps 

imagined herself to be particularly susceptible to, given her mother’s hysteria and 

suicide. 94   Miriam’s belief that she possesses a kernel of innate madness can be 

understood in terms of a fear of degeneracy and an anxiety about the way in which her 

gendered place in the city was culturally encoded as pathological.   

 

The connection I am setting up between Miriam’s fear of incipient madness, of a secret 

mad self, the discourses of madness circumscribing her movement through the city, and 

theories of degeneration, is evident with particular clarity in a later passage, from 

Revolving Lights, another of the London volumes, which illuminates Miriam’s panic at 

the Teetgen’s Teas sign that “something is wearing out of [her].”  Pilgrimage is such a 

palimpsestic text, moving itself continually between memory and the present, that this 

                                                 
94 In Insanity and Allied Neuroses, George Savage (one of Virginia Woolf’s doctors) writes that “heredity 
stands first in importance … the torch of civilization is handed from father to son, and as with 
idiosyncrasies of mind, so the very body itself exhibits well-defined marks of its parentage.” (George 
Savage, quoted in Greenslade, p. 165).  As Roy Porter writes, “in the absence of tangible lesions, the 
individual’s pedigree, the family history, became, as it were, a display of lesions dredged up from the past: 
the generational deterioration, for instance, from alcoholic great grandparents, through a nymphomaniacal 
prostitute of a grandmother, to a hysterical mother, and finally perhaps to an epileptic child.  Such  
genealogical declensions apparently laid the disease affinities bare.” (Roy Porter (1993), “The Body and 
the Mind, The Doctor and the Patient: Negotiating Hysteria” in Sander Gilman, et al, Hysteria Beyond 
Freud, University of California Press, Berkeley, p. 265) 
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gesture of using a later reference to shed light on an earlier occurrence corresponds with 

the logic of the text.  The significance of Teetgen’s Teas can only be understood when 

all three references are read in conjunction with each other, and similarly, the tensions at 

work around the issue of Teetgen’s Teas are crystallised by this passage from Revolving 

Lights.  Because this passage and the ideas about the city, degeneracy, madness, and 

femininity it raises shed such light on the anxieties and instability provoked by the 

Teetgen’s Teas sign, I take some time to unpack and elaborate upon its significance. 

 

Having just left a West End restaurant (connecting this moment again with the act of 

consumption, though there is not specific mention of tea in this instance), Miriam is 

walking along the street appreciating “the treelit golden glow of Shaftsbury Avenue,”95 

and its ability to mitigate her “future without prospects,” “the menace of an increasing 

fatigue,” and “the failure of all her efforts at conformity.”96  The street suggests “the 

smile of an old friend” and Miriam reflects upon “the wealth of swinging along up the 

bright ebb-way of the West End, conscious of being, of the absence of desire to be 

elsewhere or other than herself.”97  Thus, although she is worrying that “to live outside 

the world of happenings […] was certainly wrong,” upon these distressing reflections 

“broke forth this inexhaustible joy.  The tappings of her feet on the beloved pavement 

were blows struck hilariously on the shoulder of a friend.  To keep her voice from 

breaking forth, she sang aloud in her mind, a soaring song unlimited by sound.”98  The 

street therefore conjures a sense of her separateness and difference, reminding her of her 

tiredness and unsettled future, while also offering abundant compensation for her 

misanthropic state. 

 

Suddenly, however, Miriam comes across a grotesque homeless woman, and, just as she 

is with the Teetgen’s Teas sign, Miriam is propelled into a state of anxious despair: 

 

the long wide street was now all even light, a fused misty gold, broken close at hand 

by the opening of a dark byway.  Within it was the figure of an old woman bent over 

the gutter.  Lamplight fell on the sheeny slopes of her shawl and tattered skirt.  

Familiar.  Forgotten.  The last, hidden truth of London, spoiling the night   She 

quickened her steps, gazing.  Underneath the forward-falling crushed old bonnet 

shone the lower half of a bare scalp …  reddish … studded with dull, wartlike 
                                                 
95 Revolving Lights, p. 288 
96 Ibid, p. 287 
97 Ibid 
98 Ibid, p. 288 
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knobs … unimaginable horror quietly there.  Revealed.  Welcome.  The head turned 

stealthily as she passed and she met the expected sidelong glance; naked recognition, 

leering from the awful face above the outstretched bare arm.  It was herself, set in her 

path and waiting through all the years.  Her beloved hated secret self, known to this 

old woman.  The street was opening out to a circus.  Across its broken lights moved 

forms of people, confidently, in the approved open pattern of life, and she must go on 

uselessly, unrevealed; bearing a semblance that was nothing but a screen set up, 

hiding what she was in the depths of her being.99

 

This incredibly evocative passage involves Miriam’s shock encounter with an emblem 

of urban madness.100   The old woman is absolutely a liminal figure: female, poor, 

located in the gutter, in a state of bodily disintegration and the antithesis of Miriam’s 

fundamentally bourgeois self.  Yet the shock of the encounter of course comes with the 

moment of recognition; Miriam sees a reflection of herself in this woman from a 

radically different class, and believes that the woman recognises her secret, evil and 

potentially mad self, the thing that is ‘wearing out’ of her, “her beloved hated secret 

self.”  As with the Teetgen’s Teas incident, here Miriam’s ecstatic appreciation of the 

streets, and her identification of them as a spiritual home, and space of comfort, 

freedom and identity construction is disrupted, overwhelmingly, by an eruption of a 

secret fear of madness.   

 

The representation of this figure of grotesquerie aligns the old woman with the 

iconography of madness, and, in particular, syphilitic insanity, the symbolic disease 

                                                 
99 Ibid, p. 288-289. (emphasis added)  Although it is less clearly articulated, this belief that she will go 
mad, or that she has a connection with the irrational and marginalised, appears at several other junctures.  
Reflecting on religion on her way back from a lecture on Dante, Miriam wonders whether she is evil, 
“you feel what you are and that you have never begun being anything but your evil natural self.  You feel 
thick with evil […] It may be that I am so bad that I can only sit, with all my evil visible, silent among 
humanity for the rest of my life…” (Dorothy Richardson (2002 [1919]), Pilgrimage: Interim, Vol. 2, 
Virago, London p. 356)  Although there is no simple connection between Miriam’s madness and her 
‘evil’ self, both exist in Miriam in a secret and at times buried part of herself.  Miriam’s secret self is not 
only allied with evil and madness, and at times it functions as the source of revelation: “It was the thing 
that was nothing.  Yet it seemed the only thing that came near and meant anything at all.  It was happiness 
and realization.  It was being suspended, in nothing.  It came out of oneself because it came only when 
one had been a long time alone.  It was not oneself.  It could not be God.  It did not mind what you were 
or what you had done.  It would be there if you had just murdered someone.  It was only there when you 
had murdered everybody and everything and torn yourself away.  Perhaps it was evil.  Ones own evil 
genius.  But how could it make you so blissful?” (Interim, p. 322) 
100 Leena Kore Shroder writes that “the statistics of the 1920s implicitly link female vagrancy with 
indecent behaviour and accordingly, indecent behaviour with mental deficiency.  It was easy and usual to 
jump to the conclusion that as the sample London County Council table for 1922 shows ‘wandering, 
begging and truancy’ fifty percent higher among the ‘defective’ group of females over the ‘normal’, there 
was therefore a correlation between mental deficiency and the vagrant habit.” (Leena Kore Shroder, “Mrs 
Dalloway and the Female Vagrant,” Essays in Criticism 45:4, 1995, p. 336) 
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(alongside hysteria) of the fin de siécle, with its “Miltonic list of skin disorders – 

macules, papules, tubercules, pustules, blebs, tumours, lesions, scales, crusts, ulcers, 

chancres, gummas, fissures and scars.”101  With her bare, red scalp and encrusted warts, 

and her position in a dark alley on the streets at night, suggesting the prostitute or fallen 

woman, this woman is a figure aligned with popular anxieties about ‘street women’, 

disease and insanity.  Radford places Miriam’s encounter with the old woman in the 

context of the other, brief encounters that she has with street prostitutes and she argues 

that: 

 

as Miriam circulates around the city, the issue [of prostitution] is never far from her 

consciousness.  Her social identity as a single woman is worked out mainly in 

relation to the ideal of wife and mother but there is another model of femininity 

lurking in Pilgrimage.102

 

That is precisely what grotesque old woman represents, another model of femininity 

around which Miriam is working out her own identity.  The fact that the stare of the old 

woman triggers a moment of “naked recognition” of Miriam’s “secret self,” that this is a 

moment of recognition and identification, of (imagined) contiguity between these two 

women, suggests that Miriam has herself internalised the discourses which construct 

women on the streets as pathological.  

 

Elaine Showalter, although mostly talking about the representation of male syphilitics, 

writes that, “in its association with prostitution, adultery, perversity and violence, the 

characteristics of syphilitic insanity seemed to violate and subvert all of the society’s 

most potent moral norms, to break all the bourgeois rules of sexual and social 

conduct.”103  Syphilis was also, Mark Micale argues, explicitly connected with hysteria 

in late nineteenth century discourse, as “neurologists, psychiatrists, and venereologists 

pondered the possible causal links between the two diseases”: “Did syphilitic infections 

provoke hysterical attacks?  Was hysteria an incipient form of venereal disease?  Or was 

syphilis the result of hysterically promiscuous behaviour?” 104   Miriam herself is 

invested in breaking bourgeois convention and defying standards of sexual and social 

                                                 
101 Elaine Showalter (1996), “Syphilis, Sexuality and the fiction of the Fin de Siécle” in Lyn Pykett (ed.), 
Reading  Fin de Siécle Fictions, Longman, London and New York, p. 168 
102 Radford, p. 21.  Radford references Martha Vicinus’s argument that “the ideal wife and mother, the 
celibate single woman, and the promiscuous prostitute form a ‘triangle of mythic possibilities’ for women 
in the late Victorian and Edwardian periods” (Ibid, p. 21) 
103 Showalter, 1996, p. 168 
104 Mark Micale, 2004, p. 83 
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morality, and for the most part, she does so with courage and delight.  The moment of 

“naked recognition” with the old woman suggests, however, a concomitant fear of 

social isolation, a fear that her unconventionality will align her with the figures of 

madness and degeneracy.  Steve Pile argues that towards the end of the nineteenth 

century, the city was increasingly considered by the bourgeoisie as a place of 

contamination.  It was, he argues, “a site and sight of promiscuity: people ‘mixed’ in 

public spaces.  The ‘refined,’ ‘civilised,’ and ‘healthy’ felt under siege by ‘crude,’ 

‘savage,’ and ‘diseased’ others.” 105   “Moreover,” Pile writes, “in the streets, the 

bourgeois gaze might be confronted by the other who did not look back with deference, 

respect, or passivity; the bourgeois might even be ‘humiliated’ by the touch of a low-

Other.” 106   Looking at the grotesque gutter-woman and experiencing a sense of 

recognition and identification (no matter how imaginary it might be) poses a 

fundamental challenge to Miriam’s gendered and classed identity, particularly because 

she is not securely bourgeois herself.  Miriam’s ambiguous class status and her 

performances of a New Woman identity in the space of the city threaten to align her 

with the crude, savage and diseased lower classes.107    

 

                                                 
105 Steve Pile (1996), The Body and the City: Psychoanalysis, Space and Subjectivity, Routledge, London 
and New York, p 180  
106 Ibid 
107 Andreas Huyssen argues that: “the fear of the masses in this age of declining liberalism is always a 
fear of women, a fear of nature out of control, fear of the unconscious, of sexuality, of the loss of identity 
and stable ego boundaries in the mass.” (Andreas Huyssen, quoted in Wilson, 1991, p. 6)  Conflations of 
femininity and madness in debates around urban space revolve particularly around a fear of collapsing 
boundaries and a loss of distinction between public and private.  Women’s movement in urban spaces 
held moral connotations, as it positioned them in the public realm and therefore outside of their proper, 
domestic space.  Women on the streets were ‘public women’ and hence associated with the most 
notorious form of public womanhood, the prostitute.  Women’s movement in the city was, therefore, 
“transgressive, blurring the boundaries between public and private, suggesting the uncontrollability of 
women in the city.” (Jane Rendell (2000), “Ramblers and Cyprians: Mobility, Visuality and the 
Gendering of Architectural Space’ in Louise Durning and Richard Wrigley (eds), Gender and 
Architecture, John Wiley and Sons, West Sussex, p. 143)  
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Miriam’s secret mad self can also be understood in terms of degeneracy.108  Degeneracy 

theory drew together madness (clinical psychiatry was one of the central ‘authorities’ on 

degeneration), women and modernity, producing an “inchoate critique of modernity 

itself as a kind of degeneration.”109  It was, moreover, a popular discourse (which both 

Miriam and Richardson were familiar with) and one which allowed pathology to be read 

from the degenerate’s body.  Becoming part of the popular lexicon, degeneracy was, 

Stephen Arata writes, “an effective means of ‘othering’ large groups of people by 

marking them as deviant, criminal, psychotic, defective, simple, hysterical, diseased, 

primitive, regressive or just dangerous.”110  Deviance was conceptualised as something 

that could be read from the body.111  Located literally in the city’s margins, the gutter, 

the old woman’s grotesque, wart-covered body marks her as diseased, deviant and 

potentially insane.  Her body signifies her psychological disorder.   

 

Arata argues that the discourse of deviance functioned to tie that which was socially 

disruptive together with the pathology of modernity and urban life, degenerative 

insanity, and the disordered body.112  Miriam’s old woman figures, therefore, as an 

                                                 
108 Stephen Arata writes that degeneration tied “physical maladies, psychological disorders, and social 
disturbances together in a vast analogical universe.”  He argues that degeneracy was a “critical 
designation…which moved with often disconcerting fluidity through a broad range of nineteenth century 
intellectual disciplines.” (Stephen Arata (1996), Fictions of Loss in the Victorian Fin de Siécle: Identity 
and Empire, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 15)  With degeneracy theory, Arata suggests: 
“theorists could trace the vicissitudes of single-celled organisms, map the genealogies of outworn families, 
or reveal the fate of nations.  They could account for deviations in literary form or explain the behaviour 
of crowds.  The term [degeneracy] became a component of debates over the growth of cities, the 
expansion of empire, the rise of criminal classes, the growth of mass culture, and the development of 
socialist and anarchist philosophies, not to mention the blossoming of decadent art.  It also provided ways 
to make connections between these disparate phenomena.  As Robert Nye notes… ‘it was so culturally 
useful that it could explain persuasively all the pathologies from which the nation suffered’.” (Ibid)  Arata 
is unfortunately neglectful of the gendered dynamics of degeneracy, but it is not difficult to see how the 
New Woman, female emancipation, feminism, and the breakdown of a gendered hierarchy which 
organised space into public and private spheres, would have come under the provenance of degeneracy 
theory.  The mobility of degeneracy theory gives it great explanatory power, which is in part why it is so 
useful in connecting Miriam’s secret madness, the pathologisation of the New Woman, the recognition 
that the old, potentially syphilitic, woman inspires, a generalised urban pathology, and Miriam’s fear of 
succumbing to her mother’s hysteria.   
109 Ibid, p. 14 
110 Ibid, p. 16 
111 Arata notes an 1898 book which gives detailed instructions on how to identity features like “The 
Degenerate Cranium,” or “The Degenerate Face and Nose.”( Ibid, p. 20)  Henry Maudsley, pre-eminent 
psychiatrist and the most important English theorist of degeneration, “firmly and succinctly tied sign to 
essence.  ‘Without doubt,’ he wrote, ‘the character of every mind is written the features, gestures, gait, 
and carriage of the body….’.” (Ibid)  Finally, according to degeneracy theorist W.W. Godding, 
degenerative insanity was “a fixed fact…more potent than all theories.” (Ibid, p. 21)  The popularity of 
these degeneracy discourses allow Miriam to read the street-woman as a figure of degeneracy. 
112 This is a point that Paul Lerner makes also, writing that degeneracy “served as an effective way of 
linking insanity, social and sexual deviance, and criminal behaviour within one concept; simultaneously it 
supported the extension of psychiatry into new, borderline areas where it compensated with nascent fields 
such as criminology and sexology for professional expansion.  The notion that certain individuals 
possessed a psychopathic, or inferior, constitution, though seldom rigorously defined, sounded scientific 
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archetypal image of the degenerate.  This is perhaps why Miriam, as a woman engaged 

in social disruption, identifies so strongly, but ambivalently, with the old woman.  

Moreover, both syphilitic insanity and degenerative insanity were considered hereditary 

conditions, and Miriam is thus doubly condemned.  Her position as a socially disruptive 

figure whose mother was consumed by hysteria means she is especially susceptible to 

discourse[s] of degeneracy.  Before encountering the old woman, the joy of the 

pavement had been masking Miriam’s anxieties about her alienation and ostracism from 

others, her financial and class insecurity, her lack of a secure future (being both 

disinclined and unable to marry) and the apprehension that her way of life might be 

simply wrong.  The pavement also, however, brings her face to face with an emblem of 

all that she fears, an image of urban madness, a woman in a state of degeneracy to 

which she fears Miriam may succumb.  Miriam believes that she bears a semblance to 

ordinary people which is “nothing but a screen set up, hiding what she was in the depths 

of her being.”  Miriam’s self, her desires, being and her entire lifestyle, are, in this sense, 

marked by a degenerate taint, hidden by only a screen.   

 

It is, moreover, a logic of degeneracy which leads Miriam to claim or recognise an 

identification with the old woman.  The correlation that Miriam perceives between 

herself and the old woman, between her inability (and unwillingness) to conform to the 

conventions of her class and gender and the old woman’s absolute marginality and 

grotesque bodily dissolution, is a degenerate continuum.  It is bound up with Miriam’s 

fear that her lifestyle signals social, corporeal and psychological, regression.  Being 

both outside of “the approved open pattern of life,” the distance between herself and the 

old woman is, Miriam believes, easily collapsed.  This kind of incongruent logic is 

characteristic of degeneracy theory, wherein the transgressive behaviour of New 

Women signifies the decline of the race, the body manifests psychological deviance, 

and vice and pathology can be carried through the generations.  Miriam’s belief that she 

carries within her an innate degenerate taint, a taint echoed in and recognised by the old 

woman, suggests that Miriam is subject to, but also deploys herself, a theory of 

degeneracy. 

 

                                                                                                                                               
and lent the semblance of somaticism to psychiatric conditions; it endured for many decades as an 
organising principle in psychiatric an social thought.” (Paul Lerner (2003), Pathological Modernity: War, 
Psychiatry and the Politics of Trauma in Germany, 1890-1930, Cornell University Press, Ithaca and 
London, p. 20) 

 143



Cucullu also notes Miriam’s encounter with the old woman, reading it in terms of the 

memory of Mrs Henderson.  She too is concerned with how Miriam’s ambivalent 

identification with the woman relates to the complexities of her negotiation of urban 

space.  However, she argues that Miriam’s assertion of a sense of identification with the 

old woman is a presumptuous, even epistemically and ontologically violent act, in 

which “Miriam’s equivocal position in the city … seems to necessitate this privileging 

of her individuality over all others.”113  Cucullu writes: 

 

the encounter and the abjection it arouses are likely full of associations of Miriam’s 

lasting horror at discovering her dead mother and her fear of coming to a similar 

end.  But these extenuating circumstances only diminish, they do not excuse the 

objectification that transpires and neither do they legitimate Miriam’s 

identification.  … The older woman hardly seems entitled to a subjective position 

at all.  Her objectification takes place in order that Miriam’s subjective position, 

however abject, may proceed … it is hardly unexpected that her self-constructed 

identification with a gendered and grotesque underside of London would come 

about by effacing a still more desolate woman on her own.114  

 

Miriam is certainly positioning herself in relation to an even more marginal figure in a 

way which underscores, and is only made possible, by her far more secure class position.  

The look of recognition that Miriam discerns is, moreover, an imaginative projection in 

which the old woman’s subjectivity is elided.  However, if read in the context I have 

laid out in this chapter, that is, in relation to Miriam’s fear of madness and degeneracy, 

Miriam’s anxious identification and disavowal of the old woman can be read in more 

sympathetic terms than Cucullu allows for.115  The extenuating circumstances of Mrs 

                                                 
113 Cucullu, p. 53 
114 Ibid, p. 52.   
115 Miriam’s identification with the old woman, ambivalent and productive of a traumatic disavowal, is 
strikingly different to Woolf’s writing of Richard Dalloway’s similar encounter with a “poor creature” in 
Green Park.  Woolf writes that Richard refects “but what could be done for female vagrants like [her], 
stretched on her elbow (as if she had flung herself on the earth, rid of all ties, to observe curiously, to 
speculate boldly, to consider the whys and the wherefores, impudent, loose-lipped, humorous) he did not 
know.  Bearing his flowers like a weapon, Richard Dalloway approached her; intent he passed her; still 
there was time for a spark between them – she laughed at the sight of him, he smiled good-humouredly, 
considering the problem of the female vagrant; not that they would ever speak.” (Woolf, p. 117)  Here, 
the vagrant woman is given a subject position: she laughs at Richard Dalloway, and, in what would seem 
to be the narrator’s interpolation, the woman’s perspective is considered and the possibility that she 
herself might be a flâneur, observing curiously, is recognised.  Woolf is perhaps able to acknowledge the 
possibility of the old woman’s subjectivity (as Cucullu argues Richardson [or at least Miriam] is unable) 
because of her comparatively secure class position.  While Woolf was subject to her own fears of 
madness, they were not provoked by the same kind of fear of degeneracy as Miriam expresses here.  
Unthreatened by the possibility of identification, Woolf is able to imagine more possibilities for the 

 144 



Henderson’s death and Miriam’s own fears of madness may not, as Cucullu suggests, 

wholly excuse Miriam’s unwillingness to acknowledge the subject position of the old 

woman, but this is perhaps a lot to expect from Miriam. 

 

Miriam’s need to objectify the old woman stems from the very immediacy of her 

overwhelming sense of identification with her.  This identification is not necessarily the 

callous act of imposition and appropriation that Cucullu implies, as Miriam’s fear of 

becoming, devolving, into this woman is a product of popular discourses which elide 

their differences.  The old woman is also not the only character in the text whose 

existence or subjectivity is not acknowledged except in terms of how they function for 

Miriam.  Indeed, because the entire narrative unfolds wholly within the perspective of 

the admittedly often arrogant and snobbish Miriam, a vast proportion of the other 

people in the text are not granted a subjective position or an inner life and are presented 

to the reader through Miriam’s ventriloquism.  The old woman represents an almost 

textbook example of the degenerate.  In a period in which degeneration was such a 

strong cultural preoccupation, such a source of anxiety, and, moreover, given Miriam’s 

susceptibility to discourses of degeneracy, she is not necessarily to be blamed for her 

inability to recognise the old woman as “a fellow female traveller … intent, like Miriam, 

on her own indefatigable particularisation of London public space.” 116   Indeed, 

maintaining her own sense of identity (and sanity) requires that Miriam does not 

recognise the old woman as a fellow traveller, or acknowledge that they are both 

carving out their own spaces in the city. 

 

To return to Teetgen’s Teas, then, and Miriam’s assertions that something is “wearing 

out of me,” that she is “meant to go mad,” that something is making her go mad 

“because I am myself nothing changes me,” it is possible to read Miriam’s secret, mad 

self in terms of degeneracy and the discourses of madness it generates.  Teetgen’s Teas 

reminds Miriam of her mother, and it is therefore a site overdetermined by the 

ideologies of proper, domestic femininity and the frustrating, limiting, tragic and 

difficult consequences of that ideology for Miriam.  It is a sign which mobilises the 

tensions and contradictions between proper and improper femininities, and therefore 

forces Miriam to confront her fear that she is destined for madness. 

 
                                                                                                                                               
female vagrant, although it is arguable that Woolf’s imaginative projection is every bit as effacing of the 
subjectivity of the vagrant as Miriam’s.  
116 Cucullu, p. 52 
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Teetgen’s Teas II and III 

I want to turn now to the two subsequent references to Teetgen’s Teas.  These passages 

occur in Deadlock and Dawn’s Left Hand, and show Miriam to be working through the 

spatial dysphoria and fear of madness expressed in her earlier encounters with the 

Teetgen’s Teas sign.  Bronfen reads the three Teetgen’s Teas passages in a 

developmental trajectory, arguing that the different way in which space is represented in 

each reference illustrates the progressive resolution of Miriam’s grief over her mother.  I 

hesitate to impose an artificial model of narrative or psychological progress onto these 

passages, however, and suggest that it is important to keep in mind Bluemel’s injunction 

to avoid reading Pilgrimage in terms of endings and resolutions.  As such, I argue that 

the later references to Teetgen’s Teas do represent Miriam in the process of coming to 

terms with her mother’s death, the contradictory models of femininity she represents 

and her own ambiguous, anxious and discursively framed position in the city.  Yet they 

also underscore the provisionality of such processes.  The Teetgen’s Teas passages do 

not show Miriam resolving the issues of femininity and madness that her early 

encounters with the sign provoke.  She is, rather, in a constant process of negotiation 

with the memories, anxieties and discourses that engage her in her movement through 

particular spaces.  The repeated iterations of Teetgen’s Teas mark the unresolvability of 

this site for Miriam. 

 

Bronfen reads the three Teetgen’s Teas passages through the framework of Elizabeth 

Ströker’s “tripartite model of phenomenological existence,” in which enspacement is 

divided into three categories: atmospheric space, action space and contemplative 

space.117  For Bronfen, Miriam moves from paralysing and static atmospheric space, 

through active, goal-oriented and purposeful space, to a distanced, objective and 

contemplative experience of space.  While Ströker’s model does allow Bronfen to 

recognise the inherent spatiality of these passages, and enables her to draw out some 

interesting and suggestive aspects of Richardson’s representation of Teetgen’s Teas, 

approaching the text through this model also highlights the problems of fitting 

Richardson’s unwieldy text into a neat, theoretical formulation.   

 

Bronfen reads the second Teetgen’s Teas passage as ‘action space’, a site of “physical 

and psychological activity, in which Miriam “is now able to imagine movement out of 

the space associated with stasis.”  Bronfen argues that space “has been transformed in 

                                                 
117 Bronfen, p. 47 
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her memory into a space of free movement,” and, goal-oriented and spatially centred, 

Miriam is able to achieve a sense of spatial mastery and is thus no longer “stifled” by 

the significances carried by the Teetgen’s Teas sign.118  In the second passage, Miriam 

remembers how Teetgen’s Teas had dominated her early years in London (importantly 

suggesting that it no longer does) and, in a moment when “her years of daily setting 

forth into London came about her more clearly than ever before…,” imagines herself 

back in the Teetgen’s Teas street: 

 

Two scenes flashed forth from the panorama beyond the darkness, and while she 

glanced at the vagrants stretched asleep on the grass in the Hyde Park summer, 

carefully to be skirted and yet most dreadfully claiming her companionship, she 

saw, narrow and gaslit, the little unlocated street that had haunted her first London 

years, herself flitting into it, always unknowingly, from a maze of surrounding 

streets, feeling uneasy, recognizing it, hurrying to pass its awful centre where she 

must read the name of a shop, and, dropped helplessly into the deepest pit of her 

memory, struggle on through thronging images threatening, each time more 

powerfully, to draw her willingly back and back through the intervening spaces of 

her life to some deserved destruction of mind and body, until presently she 

emerged faint and quivering, in a wide careless thoroughfare.  She had forgotten it; 

perhaps somehow learned to avoid it.  Her imagined figure passed from the 

haunted scene, and from the vast spread of London the tide flowed through it, 

leaving it a daylit part of the whole, its spell broken and gone. 

 

She struggled with her stiffly opening umbrella, listening joyfully to the sound of 

the London rain.  She asked nothing of life but to stay where she was, to go 

on….London was her pillar of cloud and fire, undeserved, but unsolicited, life’s 

free gift.119

 

While Miriam does move here through the Teetgen’s Teas street, and is able to imagine 

it as a daylit part of the rest of London (rather than a isolated and disconnected space), 

her (and Bronfen’s) assertion that “its spell [was] broken and gone” is belied by the 

intensity with which the passage is narrated.  Even in retrospective recollection, Miriam 

is “dropped helplessly into the deepest pit of her memory” and must “struggle on 

through thronging images threatening, each time more powerfully, to draw her willingly 

back and back through the intervening spaces of her life to some deserved destruction of 

                                                 
118 Ibid, p. 56-57 
119 Deadlock, p. 106-107 
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mind and body.”  The reader also emerges from this fourteen line sentence somewhat 

“faint and quivering,” and the staccato rhythm of the sentence in which Richardson 

narrates Miriam’s drop back into memory recalls the disruption of the first Teetgen’s 

Teas passage. 

 

This second passage seems to confirm that it is the traumatic memory of Mrs 

Henderson’s death that is responsible for the madness that the Teetgen’s Teas sign 

engenders.  Miriam’s assertion that she is dragged into the darkest pit of her memory 

connects with the unrepresented trauma of her mother’s death, and Miriam’s sense that 

her own destruction of mind and body is deserved suggests her guilt at being unable to 

prevent Mrs Henderson’s death or the hysteria that caused it.  However, at the same 

time, the passage links Teetgen’s Teas more firmly with the spectre of urban 

marginality.  Provoking her memory of the Teetgen’s Teas incident is the sight of 

vagrants: “she glanced at the vagrants stretched asleep on the grass in the Hyde Park 

summer, carefully to be skirted and yet most dreadfully claiming her companionship.”  

This is a moment of ambivalence about her place in the city, registered in both class and 

gendered terms, which foregrounds the problematics of urban space with which Miriam 

is confronted.   

 

Miriam identifies with the vagrants, figures of marginality, especially in relation to 

Miriam’s middle-class background, and this is a complex, ambiguous and “most 

dreadful” scene of identification.  Like with the old woman discussed earlier, Miriam’s 

identification with the park vagrants suggests a degree of insecurity about her own class 

position, a fear that her proper place is with the vagrants, or that her loss of class and 

financial privilege destines her to vagrancy and vagabondage.  As a respectable woman, 

the vagrants must be carefully skirted to prevent contagion or the possibility of being 

accosted.  There is also a sense, however, that she desires or is at least attracted by the 

companionship they offer (or, rather, the companionship she imagines they might offer).  

Just prior to this incident, which occurs as Miriam leaves work in the evening, Mrs Orly, 

wife of one of Miriam’s employers, had been trying to elicit Miriam’s sympathy for the 

seemingly banal troubles besetting various acquaintances of hers.  Miriam is unable to 

identify with these people, whom she perceives as being “hemmed in, so closely 

grouped that they had no free edges.”120  Miriam makes the gestures of sympathy that 

Mrs Orly seems to require, but she is aware of their inadequacy and feels heartless for 

                                                 
120 Ibid, p. 105 
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her inability to engage properly with Mrs Orly and her tales of trouble.  In this context, 

then, the possibility of companionship with vagrants is contrasted with the impossibility 

of companionship with her employers and relative class equals.  Moreover, the vagrants, 

who are ostensibly figures of madness and disorder, also, like Miriam (who is standing 

at the doorway of her workplace as she sees them), challenge the boundaries of public 

and private, inside and outside.  Miriam’s identification with the vagrants is therefore 

ambiguous, but also reflective of the contradictions that constitute Miriam’s experience 

of London.  It is significant, too, that it is the sight of the vagrants which provoke her to 

remember her own experience of near-madness.121   

 

The third iteration of Teetgen’s Teas further undermines Miriam’s assertion that its 

“spell” is “broken and gone,” and Bronfen’s argument that she achieves spatial mastery 

throughout these passages.  Teetgen’s Teas is something which perpetually returns, 

which Miriam must consistently re-negotiate.  In the third passage, Miriam again finds 

herself in the Teetgen’s Teas street.  She is no longer propelled headlong into spatial 

and psychic disintegration, but the space does still carry traumatic resonances: 

 

Teetgen’s Teas, she noted, in grimed, gilt lettering above a dark and dingy little 

shop… 

Teetgen’s Teas.  And behind, two turnings back, was a main thoroughfare.  And 

just ahead was another.  And the streets of this particular district arranged 

themselves in her mind, each stating its name, making a neat map.   

And this street, still foul and dust filled, but full now also of the light flooding 

down upon the air flowing through the larger streets with which in her mind it was 

clearly linked, was the place where in the early years she would suddenly find 

herself lost and helplessly aware of what was waiting for her the moment before it 

appeared: the grimed gilt lettering that forced me to gaze into the darkest moment 

                                                 
121 Bronfen argues that because, in this passage, Miriam can “break the bonds of her complete self 
absorption,” London becomes a space of movement in which she  “conquers new territory, gains access to 
unfamiliar sites and thus procures for herself the ability to make choices.” (Bronfen, p. 58)  The passage 
is, however, more complex than a simple reclamation of space and psychological stability.  There is an 
unresolved tension between the vagabonds that claim Miriam’s companionship at the beginning of this 
passage, and the paean to London with which it ends.  Miriam also returns to a state of madness, if only 
briefly and in memory, which complicates Bronfen’s suggestion that she has regained agency and the 
ability to move unhindered through space.  The anxiety generated by Miriam’s ambivalent, secret 
attraction to the vagrants returns her to the memory of Teetgen’s Teas and overshadows the “free gift” of 
London.  Bronfen argues that Miriam is able to “conquer new territory,” but this suggests that she has an 
authoritative spatial relationship and that she desires, and is capable of achieving, a mastery of space.  
The vexed identification with the vagrants calls the idea that Miriam has conquered space into question, 
as it suggests that Miriam is anxious and ambivalent about her place on the streets, and also aligns Miriam 
with those who inhabit the margins of the city, with the liminal figures like the old woman discussed 
earlier, rather than the authoritative possessors of space. 
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of my life and to remember that I had forfeited my share in humanity for ever and 

must go quietly and alone until the end. 

And now their power has gone.  They can bring back only the memory of a 

darkness and horror, to which, then, something has happened, begun to happen? 

She glanced back over her shoulder at the letters now away behind her and rejoiced 

in the freedom that allowed her to note their peculiarities of size and shape. 

From round the next corner came a distant, high, protesting, nasal yell dropping 

into a long shuddering gurgle: Punch.122

 
Miriam does have, in this passage, a much greater degree of spatial orientation.  Over 

the course of the six novel-chapters separating the different references to Teetgen’s 

Teas, Miriam has learnt to locate the Teetgen’s Teas street, and her achievement of 

psychological stability is figured in terms of her ability to map the space and note its 

characteristics.  Particularly important is her ability to see this space in aesthetic terms, 

she rejoices “in the freedom that allowed her to note their peculiarities of size and 

shape.”  The passage is in fact full of description, providing much of the detail that has 

been absent from earlier references.  Teetgen’s Teas is a sign, written in grimed, gilt 

lettering, above a dark and dingy shop.  The street, while foul and dust-filled, is also 

filled with light and connected to larger streets. 

 

Bronfen argues that in this passage, “the space is experienced neither directly nor 

functionally, but rather as distanced space, clearly separated from Miriam’s body.”123  

Bronfen suggests that Miriam’s psychological health is figured through an objective 

and distanced spatial relationship.  The achievement of ‘contemplative space’ is its 

contrast to the “unmediated standpoint” of atmospheric space, in which the self is 

invaded by space. 124   In contemplative space, Bronfen argues, “the ‘I’ reveals the 

fundamental opposition and division between subject and world and the subject’s 

distanced, inner meditations.”125  I find this argument particularly problematic, as the 

developmental trajectory that Bronfen traces through the Teetgen’s Teas references 

finally privileges an autonomous, firmly bounded self capable and desirous of asserting 

an authoritative possession of space.  The effect of Bronfen’s argument is to pathologise 

the fluid relationship between subjectivity and space that Richardson sets up throughout 

Pilgrimage.  Clearly, the first Teetgen’s Teas passage represents a moment of madness 

                                                 
122 Dawn’s Left Hand, p. 155 
123 Bronfen, p. 58 
124 Ibid, p. 59 
125 Ibid 
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and a disabling spatial relationship, but if this is understood in terms of the difficult and 

complex discourses surrounding women’s spatiality, it is not itself a moment of 

pathology.126   

 

Bronfen’s argument separates Miriam’s “inner meditations” from the influence of her 

spatial surroundings, an argument which seems at odds from the rest of Pilgrimage, 

which emphasises the absolute significance of space for Miriam, and especially in 

relation to the Teetgen’s Teas references, which so firmly link Miriam’s interiority with 

external space.  Moreover, Bronfen argues that the ‘achievement’ of spatial objectivity 

is a prerequisite to Miriam’s assumption of an authorial identity: 

 

her detachment from lived space [evident in the third Teetgen’s Teas passage] and 

her objectification of her surroundings at the moment of experience, in the course of 

which she imbues impressions with meaning, correspond to her increasingly strong 

sense of her identity as an artist […] this spatial attitude is the precondition of the 

scene of writing, in which lived space, along with each memory of lived spaces, is 

perceived from a contemplative and distanced position and, having been reconceived 

as an image of past experiences, contributes to the meta-space of art.127

 

In addition to the rather disturbing assumption that spatial mastery and firm ego (and 

bodily) boundaries are necessary attributes of the writer, I, as well as Richardson, also 

question the very possibility (not to mention desirability) of achieving a subjectivity 

isolated from the space around it. 

 

Bronfen’s argument would seem to suggest that having reached the apotheosis of 

contemplative space, Miriam is in singular possession of her body and no longer subject 

to the incursion of external space.  I am concerned with how Miriam’s movement 

through space is shaped by regulatory discourses, a position predicated on the 
                                                 
126 Bronfen does acknowledge some of the problematics of her argument, writing that: “although the 
development of Miriam’s psychic response to Teetgen’s Teas – moving from atmospheric, through action 
to contemplative space – corresponds to the narrative trajectory of Pilgrimage, it is necessary to 
emphasise that the semantic encodings of these particular descriptions reflect only Miriam’s spatial 
position in relation to this particular site and can, therefore, not be generalised.  Extreme confinement, as 
was signified in the first representation of Teetgen’s Teas, is not a fundamental characteristic of 
atmospheric space.  On the contrary, atmospheric space is just as likely to represent the pre-reflexive 
space of an ecstatic sense of liberation.” (Ibid, p. 61)  This acknowledgement that the spatial relationships 
of Teetgen’s Teas cannot necessarily be generalised for the rest of the text does attempt to mitigate the 
implication that an un-authoritative, integrated spatial relationship is pathological.  However, it also 
underscores how deeply problematic it is to fit Pilgrimage into any kind of organisation schema or to read 
it in terms of narrative, psychological or teleological progression. 
127 Ibid, p. 59-60.   
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assumption that space is never transparent, hollow or wholly external.  As Patricia 

Yaegar argues, space is the necessary zone in which power achieves its concreteness, 

and for Miriam it is in, and through, space that discursive effects are realised. 128  This 

also returns us to the importance of understanding the Teetgen’s Teas references as 

signifying more than just Mrs Henderson’s death.  In attending to their multiple 

significances, and the tensions, ambivalences, contradictions and the fear of madness 

they set in motion, it is possible to recognise the ongoing, unresolved, and unresolvable, 

operation of discourses of femininity, degeneracy, domesticity and urban space. 

 

Lynette Felber, like Bronfen, reads the final Teetgen’s Teas passage as evidence that: 

 

Miriam has finally transcended the trauma of her mother’s death. […] Triumphing 

over the sudden, intrusive tea-shop sign that represents Miriam’s psyche, she now 

reads and understands, in a telling pun, her ‘grimed gilt’ (guilt) … [this passage] 

dramatises Miriam’s pilgrimage to a mature identification with the mother and 

transcendence of the snares of madness and suicide, self-destructive escapes from 

patriarchal dominance.129

 

It is clear, however, that this passage does not represent a moment of neat resolution of 

Miriam’s fears of madness, for all that the streets form a neat map in Miriam’s mind.  

The italicisation of Miriam’s reflection on “the grimed gilt lettering that forced me to 

gaze into the darkest moment of my life and to remember that I had forfeited my share 

in humanity for ever and must go quietly and alone until the end,” establishes its 

continuing impact.  In both of the previous representations of Teetgen’s Teas, the form 

and tone of the sentences convey Miriam’s psychological state, and the same is true 

here.  Such extended italicisation is not a technique that Richardson uses frequently, so 

the presence of a relatively large section of italicised words draws attention.  It is also a 

long and unpunctuated sentence which, given it is about Miriam’s despair, suggests the 

significance that the Teetgen’s Teas sign still holds for her.  Furthermore, Miriam’s 

ostensibly confident assertion that “now their power has gone,” is, in the next sentence, 

called into question: “they can bring back only the memory of a darkness and horror, to 

which, then, something has happened, begun to happen?”  Miriam is cautiously 

optimistic here, but the tensions and difficulties trigged by Teetgen’s Teas are not 

resolved.  The confident “something has happened” is followed by the tentative 

                                                 
128 Patricia Yaegar (1996), The Geography of Identity, University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, p. 8 
129 Felber, p. 95 
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question “begun to happen?”  Pilgrimage is not a text which offers neat endings, and as 

Bluemel writes, Miriam “cannot find an adequate answer to the complexity of her life 

within the scope of Pilgrimage’s many pages.”130   

 

Attending to the imbrication of social and psychic spaces in the Teetgen’s Teas 

passages sheds light on another aspect of Richardson’s representation of urban space.  

While the city, the Teetgen’s Teas sign, and Miriam’s fear of going mad have each been 

noted, at different times, by scholars, the suggestive connections between them have not 

been recognised.  As I hope this chapter has illustrated, these connections are in fact 

substantial and compelling.  By addressing the complexity of the Teetgen’s Teas 

passages, and the madness Miriam associates with them, I have attempted to open them 

up to considerations beyond (or, rather, in addition to) the trauma of Mrs Henderson’s 

death, and by doing so, contribute to an understanding of Miriam’s complex spatial 

relations.  Reading the Teetgen’s Teas passages in terms of their spatiality permits a 

recognition of some of the fears and anxieties which underlie Miriam’s movement 

through the city, as, through the distress and near-madness provoked by Teetgen’s Teas, 

Richardson shows Miriam to be in perpetual negotiation with the various discourses 

which circumscribe and pathologise the place of the New Woman in the city.  To 

approach Pilgrimage from the oblique perspective of its figuration of madness therefore 

draws attention to aspects of Richardson’s capacious text which might otherwise go 

unacknowledged.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
130 Bluemel, p. 10 
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Chapter Three 

Reading Surrealism and Psychiatry in “Down Below” 
 
 
Leonora Carrington’s “Down Below”, a broadly autobiographical novella based around 

Carrington’s experiences in a Spanish mental institution in the early 1940s, stages 

several moments in which psychiatrists are represented as mad, and the boundaries 

between sanity and insanity are disrupted.  Precipitated by the incarceration of her lover, 

Max Ernst, as an enemy alien and the horrifying spectre of the ever-encroaching war, 

Carrington’s madness comes on gradually as she escapes with friends to the Spanish 

border.  By the time they reach Madrid, her behaviour has become decidedly 

unconventional.  After receiving hotel wait staff naked, tearing up newspapers and 

scattering them in the streets, attempting to give away all of her identity papers, 

frolicking irreverently in a park and, in particular, articulating her radical theory that the 

world has been hypnotised and is being manipulated by nefarious fascist powers, her 

odd, but relatively benign, behaviour results in her committal to a sanatorium in 

Santander.  At the asylum she is subjected to the treatment regime of early twentieth 

century psychiatry: she is sedated and strapped to her bed, injected with seizure 

inducing drugs and exhorted to behave calmly and rationally.  The degradation and 

disempowerment of the asylum is represented as considerably more traumatic and 

psychologically disruptive than the madness itself.   

 

Carrington does, however, inscribe moments of resistance and agency in her narrative, 

and the representation of her doctor as a madman is one of the most significant of these.  

Half way through the novella, the sinister psychiatrist, Don Luis, appears in 

Carrington’s room and she writes that: 

 

his expression was so different from yesterday’s that it seemed to me that the world 

had turned backwards; with the night, his usual self-possession had vanished, he 

was dishevelled and dirty and behaved like a madman.  With the aid of José and 

Santos, he removed all the furniture from my room except the bed, from which I 

watched his strange activity.1

 

                                                 
1 Leonora Carrington (1989 [1944]), “Down Below” in Leonora Carrington, The House of Fear: Notes 
From Down Below, Virago, London, p. 188 
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Although Carrington has herself been hallucinating and engaging in fanciful 

metaphysical speculations, here it is the psychiatrist’s behaviour that is bizarre and 

inexplicable.  The world has indeed “turned backwards.”  The dirty and dishevelled 

psychiatrist has become the madman lacking in “self-possession,” while the patient is 

composed and assumes the position of detached observer and diagnostician.  Moments 

such as this, in which the distinctions between madness and sanity are represented as 

unfixed, their boundaries blurred, and figures of authority challenged, are central to 

Carrington’s text.  With its irreverence towards systems of power and authority, I argue 

that “Down Below” offers an assertive and compelling response to modernist psychiatry 

and the Surrealist romanticisation of madness.  The democratisation of madness which 

Don Luis’s lapse from rationality represents is one among many aspects of the text 

which call into question the authority of psychiatric approaches to madness.   

 

This chapter is concerned with the discourses of madness which frame “Down Below,” 

and the ways in which the text engages with, negotiates and reformulates such 

discourses.  In particular, I am interested in the text’s representation of institutional 

psychiatry, and with how to read the text’s relationship to Surrealist understandings of 

madness.  Each of these fields, psychiatry and Surrealism, produce different (and, in 

fact, often oppositional) narratives of madness and, although they are not the only 

conceptual frameworks Carrington’s text is operating within and against, they are the 

most significant in terms of the text’s engagement with madness.2   Carrington was 

associated with Surrealism largely through her liaison with the prominent Surrealist 

painter, Max Ernst, although importantly she had discovered Surrealism and become 

fascinated with its aesthetic some time before she met Ernst.  Carrington scholarship has 

considered her work primarily in terms of her relationship with Surrealism, and while 

this chapter does cover some similar terrain, it also aims to complicate the relationship 

between “Down Below” and Surrealism and to extend discussions of Carrington’s work 

beyond its Surrealist influences.3  Because of the emphasis on Surrealism in relation to 

                                                 
2 See J.H. Matthews (1985), Surrealism, Insanity, Poetry, Syrause University Press, New York. 
3 For a discussion of the Surrealist aspects of Carrington’s work, see: Nancy B. Mandlove (1981), 
“Humour at the Service of the Revolution: Leonora Carrington’s Feminist Perspective on Surrealism,” 
Perspectives on Contemporary Literature 7, pp. 117-122; Whitney Chadwick (1985), Woman Artists and 
the Surrealist Movement, Thames and Hudson, London; Renee Riese Hubert (1991), “Leonora Carrington 
and Max Ernst: Artistic Partnership and Feminist Liberation,” New Literary History 22:, pp. 715-745; 
Susan Rubin Suleiman (1993), “The Bird Superior Meets the Bride of the Wind: Leonora Carrington and 
Max Ernst” in Whitney Chadwick and Isabelle de Courtivron (eds), Significant Others: Creativity and 
Intimate Partners, Thames and Hudson, London; Renee Riese Hubert (1994), Magnifying Mirrors: 
Women, Surrealism, and Partnership, University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln and London; Katharine 
Conley (1996), Automatic Woman: The Representation of Woman in Surrealism, University of Nebraska 
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Carrington’s work, her engagement with psychiatry has been overlooked, but given that 

much of the novella is set in an asylum, psychiatry forms a particularly important 

context for the text’s representation of madness. 

 

I argue that one of the significant aspects of “Down Below” is that although it 

references psychiatry and Surrealism, its representation of madness can be understood 

as sitting both between and beyond their concerns.  As an experientially-based semi-

autobiographical narrative, it charts an alternative view of madness to the speculative 

theorising that characterises both Surrealist and psychiatric approaches.4  Carrington 

                                                                                                                                               
Press, Lincoln and London; Madeline Cottenet-Hage (1990), “The Body Subversive: Corporeal Imagery 
in Carrington, Prassinos and Mansour,” Dada/Surrealism 18, pp. 76-95; Alice Gambrell (1997), Women 
Intellectuals, Modernist Difference: Transatlantic Culture 191-1945, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge; Natalya Lusty (2002), Surrealism, Feminism and Psychoanalysis: The Crisis of 
Representation in the Work of Leonora Carrington, Claude Cahun and Cindy Sherman, PhD Thesis, 
University of Sydney; Natalya Lusty (2002), “Eating the Maid: Leonora Carrington’s ‘The Debutante’” in 
Stella Deen (ed.), Challenging Modernism: New Readings in Literature and Culture 1914-1945, Ashgate 
Press, Aldershot; Natalya Lusty (2003), “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” Textual Practice 17:2, pp. 335-
365; and Susan Aberth (2004), Leonora Carrington: Surrealism, Alchemy and Art, Lund Humphries, 
Hampshire and Burlington.  There is also scholarly work which places Carrington’s work into other 
contexts.  Bettina Knapp and Rachel Carroll write about elements of the fantastic of her short stories 
(Bettina Knapp (1977), “Leonora Carrington’s Whimsical Dreamworld: Animals Talk, Children are Gods, 
A Black Swan Lays an Orphic Egg,” World Literature Today 51:4, pp. 525-530; and Rachel Carroll 
(1998), “‘Something to See’: Spectacle and Savagery in Leonora Carrington’s Fiction,” Critique 39:2, pp. 
154-166).  Refreshingly, Whitney Chadwick also writes on Carrington’s Mexican years, the large body of 
work she produced after moving to Mexico in 1943 (Whitney Chadwick (1992), Leonora Carrington: 
The Mexican Years 1943-1985, University of New Mexico Press, New Mexico), a topic also addressed by 
Aberth.   
4 Marina Warner links “Down Below” thematically with other “testament[s] to the horrors of psychosis,” 
like Antonia White’s The Sugar House, Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar and Janet Frame’s Faces in the Water, 
but suggests that “on a literary level, however, Down Below belongs more closely to the genre of 
autobiographical record advocated by Breton and practiced by him in both Nadja and L’Amour fou; 
tracing off daily experience, the writer-seeker uncovers marvellous patternings bought about by le hazard 
objectif (objective chance) and reaches illumination.  In its pitilessness too (though it an provoke pity, 
Down Below shows none), the work reflects Surrealism’s cult of madness, especially female madness, as 
another conductor to the invisible world” (Marina Warner (1989), “Introduction” in Leonora Carrington, 
The House of Fear: Notes from Down Below, Virago Press, London, pp. 17-18)  I argue, however, that 
Carrington complicates, rather than uncritically reflects, the Surrealist cult of madness, by refusing to 
construct her narrative in accordance with Surrealist models of madness.  Warner does acknowledge that 
the suffering registered in “Down Below” distinguishes Carrington’s text from a romanticised conception 
of madness, but for Warner this is a tacit, rather than an explicit, aspect of the text.  She writes: 
“Leonora’s descent into madness consecrated her as a Surrealist heroine, regardless of the cost to her of 
her sufferings.  She talks of the ‘Terror’ she felt and still feels, and through she has not had to contend 
again with anything like the prolonged bout of insanity described in Down Below, the experience marked 
her in ways that were not altogether ‘merveilleux.’   The ‘breakthrough’ achieved by the ‘dérèglement de 
tous les sens’ sought by Rimbaud and his successors can hardly be recommended, and Down Below 
tacitly reflects this ambivalence.” (Ibid, p. 18)  Responding to these assertions of Warners, Lusty writes: 
“Down Below, however, is both highly self-conscious and intertextually responsive to a Surrealist 
methodology as well as its philosophical and cultural tenets – in particular those explored in Nadja.  In 
spite of its share sympathies with Surrealist-inspired autobiography, it also reads as a pointed response to 
Breton’s classic text on Surrealist madness.” (Natalya Lusty (2002), Surrealism, Feminism and 
Psychoanalysis: The Crisis of Representation in the Work of Leonora Carrington, Claude Cahun and 
Cindy Sherman, PhD Thesis, University of Sydney, p. 51)  Lusty’s argument is that “Carrington’s 
narrative subverts from within the language of Surrealism its aesthetic and political dimensions and offers 
a critique of Breton’s literary practice in Nadja.” (Ibid, p. 51) 
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works to construct a narrative of self and a representation of madness that resists the 

kinds of meanings variously brought to bear upon her madness by psychiatry and 

Surrealism.  This is not, of course, a straightforward process, as Carrington is working 

within these narrative and conceptual frameworks, as much as she is resisting and 

attempting to move beyond them.  “Down Below” is a text full of anguish and suffering, 

and in arguing that the text represents an attempt to write a different kind of narrative of 

madness, I do not want to suggest that this is a blithe, uncomplicated and unproblematic 

endeavour, or that Carrington is able to escape wholly the narrative frames with which 

she is working.   

 

However, Carrington’s narrative is also different from what might be thought of as 

other genres of madness narration: in particular, it diverges from the ‘case study’ form.  

Indeed, the factual ambiguity of the “Down Below,” its refusal pin down details, to 

offer explanations and come to conclusions, as well as its insistence on the validity of 

the perspective of the ostensibly mad, suggest that “Down Below” is a qualitatively 

different narrative of madness to the psychiatric case study.  One of the central 

arguments of this chapter is that Carrington’s foregrounding of the subjective 

experience of madness works against a case study model of madness narration and 

therefore displaces psychiatry’s assumption of the authority to interpret, classify, 

diagnose and narrativise madness.  Julia Epstein writes that “the case history’s purpose 

is to narrow the possibilities for disorder by a rigidly structured account that moves 

from first impressions to hypothesis to firm diagnosis.”5  The case study, she suggests, 

“build[s] a clinical picture whose mysteries have been solved” and “presumes that it 

represents a pure and neutral copy of the ‘real’.”6  This kind of narrative progression 

and epistemological certainty is absent from “Down Below,” which does not end with a 

neat resolution and a firm assertion of sanity.  The original, pre-1988, version simply 

ends with Carrington’s ambiguous comment that her friend José “cried when I went 

away.”7  There are gaps and omissions throughout the narrative, which self-consciously 

calls attention to the difficulties of inscribing the self in language.  “Down Below” is 

not rigidly structured; it does not progress teleologically towards resolution and a 

diagnostic end-point; and, emphasising the subjective and told from within the 

perspective of madness, it cannot presume to offer a transcription of the ‘real’.  It is thus 

                                                 
5 Julia Epstein (1995), Altered Conditions: Disease, Medicine and Storytelling, Routledge, London and 
New York, p. 31 
6 Ibid, p. 34 
7 Carrington, 1989, p. 209 
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constructed in very different terms to the case study genre.  The case study privileges 

the doctor or psychiatrist’s perspective, and endows them with the authority to narrative 

the ‘patient’s’ experience.  It also interprets the mad subject’s experience or behaviour 

symptomatically or aetiologically, and it is a genre which explicitly interpellates 

individuals into medical discourse.  Carrington, however, assumes to narrate her 

experience of madness herself.  Hers is a narrative which resists psychiatry’s 

interpretive prerogative.   

 

Furthermore, Carrington substitutes for this ‘case study’ narrative model, a profusion of 

seemingly obscure mythological references and concentrates on Carrington’s various 

quests, for knowledge, truth, and the liberation of the world.  Carrington’s doctors, for 

example, try to inculcate in her a desire to transfer to a particular ward in the hospital, 

where the well-behaved patients reside.  In the text, however, this becomes her 

determination to reach ‘Abajo’, the location of the eponymous ‘Down Below’, where 

she will achieve her destiny: “The pavilion with this name [Down Below] was for me 

the Earth, the Real World, Paradise, Eden, Jerusalem…Later, with full lucidity, I would 

go Down Below, as the third person of the Trinity.” 8   Rather than reading this 

‘delusion’ symptomatically, as simply evidence of her pathology, or dismissing it as the 

‘meaningless’ ravings of madness, it is possible to look at how this investment in the 

mythological space of Down Below functions such that Carrington’s own quest is 

overlaid onto the desires and intentions of her psychiatrist.  The effects of Carrington’s 

reversal of narrative point of view, her resistance to psychiatric authority, and the 

privileging of her own ‘mad’ perspective are particularly evident in her representation 

of Don Luis as a madman. 

 
The Mad Psychiatrist 

In addition to undermining her psychiatrist’s medical authority and his psychological 

stability, the scene in which Don Luis is represented as mad also challenges the 

hierarchy of observation.  To Carrington’s distress, Don Luis had earlier “c[o]me into 

[her] room to gaze upon [her],”9 as she was strapped to the bed.  Weeping, she pleads 

with him to explain why she is being kept as a prisoner, but “he left quickly without 

answering me.”10  In this instance, his silent gaze both invokes and confirms the power 

differential between psychiatrist and patient, while also affirming the boundary between 

                                                 
8 Ibid, p. 195 
9 Ibid, p. 183 
10 Ibid 
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sanity and madness.  These power relations are, of course, still at work later as Don Luis 

is engaged in removing the furniture from Carrington’s room.  In the narration of this 

incident, however, Carrington claims the prerogative of observation as she watches (and 

later listens to) the signs of what she imagines to be her psychiatrist’s madness.  

Carrington’s text continues to undermine Don Luis’s sanity and psychiatry’s privileging 

of rationality, narratively destabilising the power differential between the mad patient 

and the sane psychiatrist.  Carrington hears odd noises coming from the room above her 

and believes that it is Don Luis indulging in his madness: 

 

I heard a great commotion above my room, accompanied by yells and insults.  The 

dog, Moro, stood by my bed motionless and stared at the ceiling.  I thought that it 

was Moro who, at that moment, held the power, that Don Luis had given himself 

up to a fit of raving madness in order to take a vacation from himself.  I saw 

Asegurado as a telephone cable who transmitted the will of Don Luis …11

 

Frau Asegurado, Carrington’s nurse, says to her that “Don Luis had gone mad.”12  This 

account of the text’s central and most sinister representative of psychiatry as a raving 

madman has several implications.  The assumption that Don Luis gives himself up to a 

bout of madness carries a suggestion that the constraints of rationality are occasionally 

too much to bear and, moreover, that the strain of maintaining the role of psychiatrist 

requires Don Luis to “take a vacation from himself.”  The idea that the psychiatrist’s 

power is transferable to a dog also humorously challenges the authority of psychiatry: 

this is a decidedly subversive moment in the text.  On the orders of Don Luis, 

Carrington is strapped to her bed for several torturous weeks, covered in sores and 

excrement, and she is therefore delighted by the thought of her psychiatrist succumbing 

to madness: “All day long the noise continued above my head and I quietly rejoiced at 

the idea that Don Luis had become a raving maniac.”13  By overturning the supposedly 

rigidly demarcated differences between madness and sanity, and ‘madwoman’ and 

                                                 
11 Ibid, p. 188 
12 Ibid.  That Frau Asegurado confirms Carrington’s belief in her doctor’s madness complicates the 
subversion of psychiatric power that this scene represents.  Her assertion that Don Luis is mad reinforces 
Carrington’s position, but also represents an investment in the authority of the nurse, who is herself a 
representative of psychiatric power.  It is possible to suggest that, as a female nurse, Frau Asegurado is a 
less authoritative figure than Don Luis.  In the broader context of the text, however, in which there are 
both male and female nurses, all of the asylum staff are involved in controlling Carrington.  Frau 
Asegurado is not represented as a less authoritative figure.  Her confirmation of Don Luis’s madness is 
ambiguous. 
13 Ibid, p. 188 
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psychiatrist, Carrington calls the legitimacy of these demarcations, and the power 

relations they carry and (re)produce, into question.14

 

Carrington’s sense that Frau Asegurado has become a telephone wire through which 

Don Luis communicates might be considered a classically schizophrenic symptom.  

However, this kind of diagnostic reading is never privileged in the text and is here 

rendered thoroughly problematic by Don Luis’s imagined madness.  The psychiatrist is 

absent, on “vacation from himself,” and by implication, the psychiatric discourse that he 

represents and administers is similarly unavailable.  Indeed, while Don Luis is in the 

middle of his bout of mania and represented only by Moro the dog and Frau Asegurado, 

Carrington is, to her surprise, not restrained to her bed and is able to make several 

escape attempts.  Although these are ultimately unsuccessful, due to Frau Asegurado’s 

watchfulness, it is nonetheless significant that while Don Luis is absent (both 

figuratively and literally), the cruelty of Carrington’s treatment is lessened slightly and, 

unstrapped, she is able to at least attempt an escape. 

 

It is possible that Carrington’s conviction that Don Luis is responsible for the sounds of 

mania emanating from the room above is simply a product of her own hallucinations.  

The narrative perspective of “Down Below”, however, gives weight to Carrington’s 

‘hallucinations’.  The novella begins on the third anniversary of the events represented 

in the text and is told in instalments over a five day period, and the story is therefore 

retrospective and the present moment of narration is presumably one of sanity.15  In 

spite of this, though, the narrative unfolds from within an experience of madness, what 

Natalya Lusty refers to as the text’s effort to “retain a sense of the hermetically sealed 

world of the psychotic patient.”16  As Carrington slides into madness her behaviour 

becomes progressively more bizarre, but there is no moment at which a definitive 

barrier between sanity and madness is crossed, no definite psychotic break to demarcate 

Carrington’s transition from a state of sanity to a state of madness; both narrator and 

reader eventually, and almost unexpectedly, find themselves in a realm of ‘full-blown’ 

madness.  Carrington’s asylum experiences, the judgements she forms about where she 

is and what she needs to do, as well as her ‘hallucinations’, are told not from a position 

                                                 
14 In this respect, “Down Below” recalls the 1919 film The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, which reveals, at the 
end of the film, that the narrator of the narrative is, in fact, a madman and the villain of the story his 
psychiatrist.  The film, like “Down Below,” thus challenges the boundaries between madness and sanity. 
15 At the end of the narrative, Carrington escapes from the asylum and emerges from her hallucinatory 
state, and it is thus assumed that the Carrington who is narrating the story is recovered and safely sane. 
16 Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” p. 346 
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of ironic or judgemental detachment, but with the conviction and urgency that they 

carried at the time.   

 

While in the asylum, Carrington views the world in terms of a complex mystical 

cosmology.  She writes, for instance: 

 

I could see in the rooms, on the night tables, other solar systems as perfect and 

complete as my own.  […]  On the third floor, I came upon a small ogival door; it 

was closed; I knew that if I opened it, I would be in the centre of the world.  I 

opened it and saw a spiral staircase; I went up and found myself in a tower, a 

circular room lighted by five bull’s-eye windows: one red, one green (the Earth and 

its plants), one translucent (the Earth and its men), one yellow (the sun), and one 

mauve (the Moon, night, the future).17

 

Carrington does not attempt to explain or explain away the cosmological framework of 

her delusions, and the boundaries between delusion and reality are unclear here: the idea 

that the windows of the asylum are imbued with mystic significances seems delusional, 

but it is uncertain whether Carrington really was able to wander around the asylum 

unattended, whether it did have gothic arches and secret, spiral staircases leading to 

circular rooms with multi-coloured windows.  The narrative voice does not make 

distinctions between what was ‘real’ and what was ‘delusion’.  In other words, in spite 

of the presence of a presumably sane narrator, there is no space within the narrative 

outside of the madness that is being recounted.18  The reader is drawn into the account 

                                                 
17 Carrington, 1989, pp. 197-198.  Gloria Feman Orenstein is one of the few critics to have focussed on 
the mystical elements of “Down Below,” but she reads them in relation to her interest in the idea of the 
goddess in women’s writing.  Orenstein writes that: “[“Down Below”] describes the illuminations she had 
during her internment in a psychiatric hospital in Santander, Spain.  Carrington’s madness, too, could be 
termed a ‘delusion of grandeur’, but her identification with powerful women can also be interpreted as a 
desire to restore woman to her rightful place in our religious and human systems.  Her appropriation of 
the female principle in all its earthly and spiritual manifestations… indicates her profound need to reclaim 
woman’s secular and sacred powers.” (Gloria Feman Orenstein (1990), The Reflowering of the Goddess, 
Pergamon Press, New York, p. 45)  Orenstein reads Nadja’s drawings from a similar perspective, 
suggesting that Nadja had tried, but failed, to revel to Breton “the sacred knowledge of her ancient 
psychic powers and of her lost matriarchal heritage connected with the Celtic mythological tradition that 
she identifies with.” (Orenstein, quoted in Susan Rubin Suleiman (1990), Subversive Intent: Gender, 
Politics and the Avant-Garde, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, p 109)  As Suleiman notes, “the 
view of Nadja as a symbol of female visionary knowledge is intriguing but strikes me as no less 
‘appropriative’ than the view of her as a symbol of the Surrealist quest.” (Ibid, p. 109) 
18 Brendan Stone suggests that this is a feature of contemporary madness narratives, particularly Elizabeth 
Wurtzel’s Prozac Nation, which, Stone writes, “does not convey the impression of a life analysed and 
then reimagined from an external narrative position of certainty; rather both protagonist and narrator 
frequently seem to coalesce in their inability to hold to an overview of either the experience of distress or 
its narration.  There is little suggestion in the book’s narrative economies of an external position of 
certainty from which the narrator may gaze back and formulate a structured sjuhet (or, indeed, a coherent 
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of madness and is given no place of ‘rationality’ from which to judge (or diagnose).  

The hallucinatory aspects of the text are its only reality, as even the points at which the 

narrative returns to the present moment of its telling express only the anxieties and 

difficulties attendant upon the process of retelling (and reliving) the experience.  Such 

junctures in the text contribute to the intensity of the madness sequences, rather than 

providing a sense of distance, respite or a site of objective (and ‘sane’) judgement.   

 

In terms of Don Luis’s madness, then, it matters very little whether or not he was 

‘really’ experiencing a bout of raving madness as the text itself does not allow for 

judgements regarding what is ‘real’ and what is ‘only’ hallucination.  Such 

differentiation is as fluid as the text’s representation of the boundaries between sanity 

and madness.  Carrington does acknowledge the factual indeterminacy of Don Luis’s 

madness.  When the noises above her room cease and she hears steps on the stairs, she 

rushes out of her room, but it is another inmate, Don Antonio, who is coming down the 

stairs, not Don Luis as she was expecting.  However, she writes that: “Don Antonio was 

not habitually violent and I have never been able to explain to myself the relentless 

noises of that strange Sunday.”19  This is a rare and brief moment in which Carrington 

the narrator intervenes in the narrative in order to comment upon an event in the text.  It 

is significant that she does so in order to establish the possibility that Don Luis did 

indeed spend a Sunday afternoon as a raving maniac, something which is ostensibly 

preposterous, given that Don Luis, Doctor Morales, was a psychiatrist and the son of the 

asylum’s head physician, Don Mariano.  This instability of fact characterises 

Carrington’s text and contributes to the critique of psychiatry and its agents staged by 

“Down Below”.   

 

Surrealism and Carrington’s “Hostility of Conformism” 

Alongside the ‘case study’, Surrealism is an important intellectual and conceptual 

framework through which to consider Carrington’s work, and her early writing and 

painting show her in dialogue with Surrealism.  It is, moreover, the efforts of feminist 

                                                                                                                                               
‘subject’), which is somehow removed from the uncertainties of events.  The effects of this, together with 
the various other destabilizing narrative devices is to produce a startling, virtually textbook, 
representation of that endless, repetitive giving named by Freud as characterizing melancholia.”  
(Brendan Stone (2004), “Towards a Writing Without Power: Notes on the Narration of Madness,” 
Auto/Biography 12, p. 21)  While Stone’s description of Wurtzel’s narrative strategy resembles mine of 
Carrington, I contend that this works to do something more than provide a textbook example of a 
Freudian theory 
19 Carrington, 1989, p. 190.  It is notable too that Carrington refuses Don Luis the title of doctor, placing 
him on an equal footing with her fellow inmate, Don Antonio. 
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scholars interested in recuperating the experiences and work of women affiliated with 

Surrealism that has resulted in a renewal of scholarly interest in Carrington.  As 

important as Carrington’s Surrealist context is, however, there are problems with 

considering her work solely in relation to the Surrealists, not least because of her 

ambivalent response to the movement.  Carrington herself has said: “I was never a 

surrealist, I was with Max,”20 a statement that captures with concision the position of 

women within Surrealism and Carrington’s unwillingness to align herself with the 

movement.  This section of the chapter charts some of the complexities of Carrington’s 

relationship with Surrealism through an analysis of André Breton’s comments on 

“Down Below.”   

 

Breton was the putative leader of the Surrealists, and although the way in which he 

reads Carrington’s madness cannot necessarily be taken as representative of the 

Surrealist perspective – the Surrealists did, after all, hold diverse views and were 

notorious for their infighting – his perspective was nonetheless influential and offers 

insight into the kinds of ideas of madness which Carrington was exposed to and the 

ways in which her work was understood.  I also examine several recent critical readings 

of the text which do not take fully into account Carrington’s complex position within 

and relationship to Surrealism.  This is not to say that “Down Below” cannot be 

illuminated through a discussion of its relationship to Surrealist ideas about madness: 

Surrealism had an inestimable impact upon Carrington’s early work and Lusty’s work is 

the premier example of how interesting such an approach can be.21  However, I wish to 

point to some of the problematic interpretations of “Down Below” produced by 

assuming too close a contiguity between Surrealist models of madness and Carrington’s 

narrative, and to establish the importance of attending to some of the other conceptual 

frameworks relevant to “Down Below.” 

 

In his Anthology of Black Humour, Breton introduces Carrington and her story “The 

Debutante” with a strong emphasis on her experience of madness.  To a certain extent, 

Breton is being rather complimentary in including Carrington’s story in the Anthology.  

He is recognising her as an artist and placing her on par with other the contributors, 

such as Swift, Poe, Baudelaire, Kafka and Duchamp.  He describes her recently painted 

canvases as “admirable,” and “laden with the modern ‘marvellous’,” while suggesting 

                                                 
20 Chadwick, p. 56 
21 See Lusty, 2002 and Lusty, 2003. 
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that her vision “can teach us much.”22   Breton eroticises her, referring to her as a 

“young and beautiful” witch with a “throaty voice,” but also pays tribute to her 

audacious exploits and acknowledges the power of her “smooth, mocking gaze.”23  He 

even proposes that Carrington exercises agency in her explorations of madness, 

suggesting that it is curiosity “brought to its most ardent point” that leads her into 

madness.  According to Breton, she anticipates being able to travel into madness at will, 

“as if granted a permit.” 24   Her performative acts of eccentricity, like her 

unconventional and surrealistic cooking experiments and the incident in which she 

smears her feet with mustard in an elegant restaurant, are enacted when she is sane, but 

are represented by Breton as mad.  The implication is that madness is sought by 

Carrington, and that it is something she has control over; she is able to perform madness 

when she desires it, and is therefore a powerful figure.  This acknowledgement of 

Carrington’s artistic ability, agency and power is double-edged, however. 

 

In Breton’s writing of her, Carrington functions as what she herself described as 

Surrealism’s “slightly crazy muse.”25  In the Anthology, Carrington’s madness and her 

other eccentricities are the attributes that establish her artistic, and Surrealist, credibility.  

As Susan Aberth writes: 

 

Breton and others had long been interested in the revolutionary possibilities 

inherent in hysteria, madness and other heightened mental states, and Carrington 

was now perceived as an ambassador back from the ‘other side’ – a seer, the femme 

sorcière who had returned from the underworld armed with visionary powers.26

 

                                                 
22 André Breton (1990 [1947]), Anthology of Black Humour, City of Lights Books, New York, p. 336 
23 Ibid, p. 335 
24 Ibid, p. 336 
25 Paul DeAngelis (1991), “An Interview with Leonora Carrington” in Whitney Chadwick (ed.), Leonora 
Carrington: The Mexican Years, The Mexican Museum, San Francisco, p. 42.  Lusty writes that: 
“Surrealism’s fascination with hysteria and madness exemplified the movement’s endeavours to open up 
the field of creative expression.  Since the Surrealists regarded the unconscious as central to creative 
thought, they sought to explore other sites of its revelation: from dreams and hallucinations to hysteria 
and madness.  While Breton’s early psychiatric training with shell shocked soldiers had instituted his 
experiments with automatic writing, it was specifically female madness that came to define Surrealism’s 
revolt against the Cartesian subject of bourgeois, liberal ideology.  Female insanity, in particular hysteria, 
was taken to be ‘a supreme vehicle of expression’ rather than a pathological phenomenon.” (Lusty, 
Surrealism, Feminism and Psychoanalysis, p. 49) 
26 Aberth, p. 8.  Similarly, in the introduction to the 1988 collection The House of Fear, Marina Warner 
writes that “André Breton encouraged Leonora to write [“Down Below”]; from his point of view, 
Leonora Carrington, wild muse, femme-enfant, had realized one of the most desirable ambitions of 
Surrealism, the voyage down into madness.” (Marina Warner, “Introduction” in Carrington, The House of 
Fear, p. 16) 

 164 



Breton’s description of Carrington, which emphasises the apparently uniquely feminine 

gift of the “illumination of lucid madness,” 27  encapsulates the tendency of the 

Surrealists (and Breton in particular) to impose upon the women involved with 

Surrealism their idealised conceptions of Woman, muse or ‘madwoman’. 28   In the 

Surrealist imaginary, it is the function of Woman to mediate the space between the artist 

and the realm of poetic inspiration.  She acts as a conduit, passively channelling the 

mysteries of the unconscious.  The heroines of Surrealism, namely the femme enfant and 

the hysteric, are represented throughout Surrealism’s pictorial record as muse-figures: 

“passive and compliant, [the Surrealist ‘Woman’] waits for the world to be revealed to 

her.”29  Surrealism, as Rachel Carroll suggests, “idolized the hysteric and the femme-

enfant as the female deities of its ‘two sacred worlds of madness and childhood’ but, in 

doing so, effectively suspended women as objects, rather than as subjects, of the 

Surrealist venture.”30  Breton reads “Down Below” in such a way that Carrington comes 

to represent an archetypal instance of the madwoman as muse.  He appropriates both her 

text and her experience for Surrealist purposes.   

 

After recounting the stories about Carrington’s eccentric behaviour, Breton writes: 

 

over these and many other exploits by which she no doubt means to ‘don and 

remove the mask that can save [her] from the hostility of conformism’ reigns a 

smooth, mocking gaze, its effect heightened by its discordance with a throaty voice.  

Curiosity, here brought to its most ardent point, finds practically no outlet save in 

the forbidden.  From one of those journeys that offer little hope of return, and that 

she related with devastating precision in “Down Below”, Leonora Carrington has 

retained a nostalgia for the shores that she once approached and that she has not 

despaired of reaching anew, this time without brooking any resistance, as if granted 

a permit to travel either direction at will.31

 

Carrington is represented here as something of a Surrealist heroine, having journeyed 

into the forbidden space of madness and returned intact.32  Breton’s desire (which he 

represents as Carrington’s) is that she will be able to travel unhindered between 
                                                 
27 Breton, 1990, p. 335 
28 For discussions of the female muse within Surrealist thought, see Chadwick, 1985, and Marcella 
Munson, “Eclipsing Desire: Masculine Anxiety and the Surrealist Muse,” French Forum 29:2, 2004, pp. 
19-33, amongst others. 
29 Chadwick, 1985, p. 65 
30 Carroll, p. 154.   
31 Breton, 1990, p. 335 
32 Unlike Breton’s other ‘madwoman’ muse, Nadja, who never recovered from her descent into madness. 

 165



madness and sanity, thereby fulfilling her role as muse and becoming a conduit for the 

transmission of the poetic revelations of madness.  This representation of Carrington, 

Lusty argues: 

 

reduces [her] artistic authority to the role of muse, to the ‘beautiful divine witch’, 

who initiates and performs spectacular rituals for the consumption of the male 

surrealist imagination, facilitating the poetic function of woman as transgressive 

Other.33

 

Breton’s idealisation of Carrington is an act of appropriation, one which negates her 

artistic agency and neglects entirely the traumatic aspects of her narrative. 

 

It is Breton’s hope, it seems, that through Carrington’s privileged position on the 

threshold between madness and sanity, he himself will have access to the titillatingly 

forbidden space of madness.  In Breton’s reading of Carrington’s madness, moreover, 

Carrington is precipitated into madness through an ardent curiosity, a desire to explore 

what the Surrealists considered a potent source of poetic inspiration.  In this respect also, 

Breton is imposing his own intentions and desires on Carrington’s narrative.  In 1930, 

Breton and fellow Surrealist Paul Eluard published The Immaculate Conception, which 

included a section in which the authors simulated various states of madness, with much 

the same motivation that Breton attributes to Carrington in the Anthology. 34   

Carrington’s account of madness is, however, considerably more complex and traumatic, 

and rather less Surrealist, than Breton acknowledges.  Breton must elide the disturbing 

elements of Carrington’s narrative, those which complicate the idea of the inspired 

madwoman or challenge a Surrealist conception of madness as liberation from the 

constraints of rationality, in order to reclaim the figure of the madwoman as muse.   

 

This elision of the experience of madness also characterises Breton’s Nadja, in which 

Breton coopts Nadja’s thoughts into a Surrealist framework.  Watching a fountain, 

Breton writes that Nadja proclaims: “those are your thoughts and mine […] they 

dissolve immediately, driven back up with the same strength, then there’s that broken 

spurt again, that fall … and so on indefinitely,”35 to which Breton exclaims, “but Nadja, 

                                                 
33 Lusty, “Eating the Maid,” p. 172 
34 Andre Breton and Paul Eluard (1990 [1930]),  The Immaculate Conception, [trans. Graham, J.], Atlas 
Press, London 
35 André Breton (1999 [1929]), Nadja, [trans. Richard Howard], Penguin Books, London, p. 86 
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how strange!  Where did you get such an image – it’s expressed in almost the same 

form in a work you can't have seen and which I've just finished reading?”36  Nadja is 

thus constructed as a proto-Surrealist visionary, and throughout Breton’s texts, her 

revelations serve to inspire his own poetic imagination.  It is when Nadja is no longer 

able or willing to serve as his muse that Breton becomes bored of his flirtation with the 

‘madwoman’: 

 

For some time I had stopped understanding Nadja.  Actually perhaps we have 

never understood one another, at least about our way of dealing with the simple 

matters of existence.  She had decided once and for all to take no account of them, 

to withdraw from the present moment, to make no differentiation between the 

trifling remarks which she happened to make and those which meant so much to 

me, to ignore my momentary moods and my considerable difficulty in forgiving 

her worst fits of abstraction.37

 

Breton’s irritation with Nadja is evident here.  With her progressively worsening 

condition and increasing inability to deal “with the simple matters of existence,” she 

begins to bore Breton by no longer offering the remarks which he had enjoyed so much, 

and instead telling him at length of her life.  She “spared [him] less and less,” and has 

no hesitation, he writes, “about telling me the most unfortunate vicissitudes of her life, 

not omitting a single detail.”38  The startling sentence “I was told, several months ago, 

                                                 
36 Ibid.  Breton also writes that she “offered a long explanation of Max Ernst’s extremely difficult 
painting But Men Will Know Nothing About It which agreed in every particular with the detailed legend 
on the back of the canvas,” suggesting, for Breton, her uniquely instinctive Surrealist sensibility. (p. 129)  
Moreover, this is when, Susan Rubin Suleiman suggests, “Breton most resembles a ‘neuropsychiatric 
observer’, giving us examples of Nadja’s enigmatic drawings (reproduced in photographs), quoting her 
strange utterance, citing her uncanny ability to make unexpected associations (like Surrealist metaphors) 
and arrive at ‘correct’ interpretations of Surrealist paintings.” (Suleiman, 1990, p 108) 
37 Breton, 1999, p. 130.  Lusty argues that “Down Below” can be read as a response to Breton’s Nadja 
and his appropriation of her deteriorating psychological state for his own purposes.  Lusty’s careful 
analysis is, however, also concerned with the epistemological framework that both texts share, with their 
commonalities, as well as the points of difference and resistance in “Down Below”.  She writes: “she 
looks up on her experience as a way in which to acquire a new kind of knowledge about the self and its 
non-rational modes of exploration.  Referring to the analysis and account of her experience of madness as 
‘an embryo of knowledge’, the narrative attempts to uncover the half-forgotten details of her experience, 
to afford them value on their own terms in the writing present.  As such the text shares the experimental 
and epistemological framework that constitutes Breton and [Walter] Benjamin’s exploration of the non-
rational…” (Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” p. 344) While, then, Carrington’s text works against 
any kind of simplistic understanding of madness as a source of revelation and implicitly critiques the 
surrealist investment in the madness of others, she still frames her narrative in terms of the discovery of 
new knowledge and the exploration of the self.  She works within and beyond a surrealist discourse of 
madness, grounding the surrealist interest in the non-rational in experience and suggesting that the 
revelations of madness are less to do with mystical or poetic forms of knowledge than they are with a 
knowledge of the self, its capabilities, its fragility, its connections with the external world and, 
importantly, the power relations it is bound up with.   
38 Breton, 1999, p. 135 
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that Nadja was mad,” reveals that when confronted with the realities and banalities of 

Nadja’s madness, Breton had left her to her fate.  Her inability to continue performing 

as a Surrealist muse expunges his interest in her.  As an experientially based text 

concerned with the material and psychological cost of madness, “Down Below,” is a 

very different narrative to Breton’s Nadja; as Lusty argues, Carrington writes, “against 

Breton’s problematic reification of the madwoman’s experience.”39   

 

Breton describes Carrington’s ‘exploits’ in terms of “‘don[ning] and remov[ing] the 

mask that can save [her] from the hostility of conformism’.”  This is a quote from 

“Down Below”, which in this context suggests that Carrington’s ‘mad’ acts are gestures 

of rebellion against bourgeois conformity.  This is particularly the case given that 

Breton locates the ‘mustard incident’ in a restaurant, and suggests that “the respectable 

persons who invited her to dine in an elegant restaurant have still not gotten over their 

embarrassment…”40  Renee Riese Hubert also interprets this particular quote in terms 

of rebellion against conformity with bourgeois conventions.  She writes that Carrington 

“overtly wishes to free herself from the bodily chain that binds her as well as from the 

conventions that she has always mistrusted and the fetters that society had tried in vain 

to impose on her: ‘to take off at will the mask which will be my shield against the 

hostility of conformism.’” 41   Both Breton and Hubert, however, take Carrington’s 

remarks substantially out of context, while also misquoting her.  The quote comes from 

the first page of “Down Below”, when Carrington is expressing her apprehension about 

reliving the experiences she is about to relate.  Addressing her interlocutor, the 

Surrealist-affiliated psychoanalysist, Pierre Mabille, Carrington writes: 

 

…I began gathering a week ago the threads which might have led me across the 

initial border of knowledge.  I must live through that experience all over again, 

because, by doing so, I believe that I may be of use to you, just as I believe you 

will be of help in my journey beyond that frontier by keeping me lucid and by 

enabling me to put on and to take off at will the mask which will be my shield 

against the hostility of Conformism.42

 

The note of apprehension here complicates Breton’s insinuation that Carrington is 

acting out of a rebellious desire to subvert bourgeois conventions.  Carrington’s 
                                                 
39 Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” p. 344 
40 Breton, 1990, p. 335 
41 Hubert, 1991, p. 723 
42 Carrington, 1989, p. 1.   
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masking strategy, moreover, is explicitly related to a fear of losing her lucidity as she 

narrates the story of her madness.  Her aim here is not to reach the ‘shores of madness 

anew’; indeed, there is a definite sense of anxiety in Carrington’s declaration that she 

“must live through that experience all over again,” and her intention is, rather, to retain 

her lucidity.   

 

Moreover, instead of simply reading Carrington’s resistance to “Conformism” as an 

opposition to social conformity, Lusty argues convincingly that it also suggests her 

resistance to Surrealist models of feminine madness.  Writing of the opening paragraph 

quoted above, she asserts: 

 

Carrington’s reference to the ‘hostility of Conformism’ registers and pre-empts the 

already heightened contextualised reception that her narrative will receive and 

reads as a pointed aside to a surrealist reification of female madness.  Putting on 

and taking off her mask, Carrington will both resist and conform to a surrealist 

representation of female insanity.43

 

This is a more complex reading of “Down Below”, which draws attention to 

Carrington’s imbrication in, and resistance to, discourses of madness.  Carrington’s use 

of the term ‘Conformism’ is ambiguous, and it is not, in fact, clear exactly what 

Carrington is afraid of conforming to.44   Building on Lusty’s argument – that it is 

Surrealist models of madness that Carrington is resisting (and conforming to) –  I would 

like to suggest that multiple ideas and discourses of madness impinge on Carrington’s 

narrative.  As her experience of madness had been so overdetermined, the conformity 

that she wishes to avoid is perhaps with the various meanings that had been attached to 

her madness.  In the asylum, for instance, her behaviour is read as “incurable insanity”45 

                                                 
43 Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging Door”, p. 344.  Lusty also notes that “driving the narrative structure is 
Carrington’s fear of conformity, institutionalization and a loss of individuality; within the stultified upper-
class world of her family, within the psychiatric hospital, within the fascist state and within the incestuous 
and paternal world of the surrealist coterie.” (Ibid, p. 349) 
44 Aberth, moreover, lists an array of Carrington’s non-conformities, writing that: “Her biography reads as 
a series of resistances to conformity: to her parents with their expectations based on class and gender; to 
educational institutions which repeatedly expelled her for a variety of transgressions; to being a ‘Muse’ to 
Max Ernst and other male Surrealists; to sexism where, as a feminist in Mexico, she questioned the 
assumed role of wife and mother; to conventional notions of reality as her explorations into the occult led 
her to ascertain alternative dimensions of time and space; and even to commonly held notions concerning 
‘nature’ for, as an early ecologist and vegetarian, she has even questioned the primacy of the human 
species among life forms on the planet.” (Aberth, p. 8)  While not all these various forms of non-
conformity are necessarily at work in Carrington’s reference to the “hostility of ‘Conformism’” in “Down 
Below,” certainly to delimit the significance of her reference to ‘Conformism’ is problematic. 
45 Carrington, 1989, p. 1 
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and as a result she is incarcerated, forcibly strapped to her bed and treated with 

debilitating drug therapies.  Within an asylum or psychiatric framework, she is reduced 

to her madness, and this madness takes on specific and rigid meanings; for early 1940s 

psychiatry, she is schizophrenic, degenerative, hysteric, or psychotic and in “Down 

Below”, all of her actions and attempts at communication are interpreted through a 

medical framework and work to confirm her diagnosis.  For Carrington’s family too, her 

madness carries particular meanings.  They arrange to have her committed to the asylum 

in Santander, they send her childhood Nanny to look after her, and plan to relocate her 

to another asylum in South Africa, safely hidden away.  Her madness, for them, 

represents a shameful secret, requiring silencing.  Within the text, their own silence, 

evident in a lack of communication and in their use of a succession of employees to 

manage ‘the situation’, their daughter’s institutionalisation in a foreign country during 

the war, in fact communicates volumes and contributes to the overdetermination of 

Carrington’s madness.46   

 

Also significant in this regard is the attitude of the Surrealists towards madness, which 

Carrington would likely have been acutely aware of (through publications like Breton’s 

Nadja, and Breton and Eluard’s The Immaculate Conception), and which is so clearly 

represented in Breton’s references to “Down Below” in the Anthology.  The non-

specificity of Carrington’s invocation of ‘Conformity’, therefore, can be read as a desire 

to reclaim her madness from the meanings imposed upon her by psychiatry, her family, 

and the Surrealist desire for the madwoman muse.  Breton’s appropriation of 

Carrington’s ‘hostility of Conformism’, in order to bolster his Surrealist (mis)reading of 

the text, is therefore particularly problematic.47  Carrington may, in part, have been 

referring to the hostility of bourgeois conformity, but the reference is broader than that.  

In asserting that she wishes to put on and take off at will the mask that will shield her 

from “the hostility of Conformism”, she is, I would suggest, wishing to negotiate the 

                                                 
46 Carrington’s distress at this silence on her family’s part is evident in the 1987 postscript to “Down 
Below”, where she writes: “my mother came to Mexico when my son Pablo was born in 1946.  But we 
never talked about this time.  It’s the sort of thing English people of that generation didn’t discuss…One 
would have thought they would have come themselves to Santander.  But you know, they didn’t.  Nanny 
was sent…What is terrible is that one’s anger is stifled.  I never really got angry.  I felt I didn’t really 
have time…I never saw my father again.” (Ibid, p. 214) 
47 Aberth quotes Carrington’s comment from 1993 that “Not Breton or anyone else has ever seen the 
inside of a Spanish madhouse.  But I don’t regret my life.” (Carrington, quoted in Aberth, p. 48)  Aberth 
suggests that “Carrington may have found Breton’s theories on women and madness disturbing, 
perceiving a gulf between his romantic vision of ‘convulsive beauty’ and the agony she experienced 
during her all too real Cardiazol-induced convulsions.  At the very least she was aware of the safety of his 
position as voyeur.” (Ibid, p.48) 
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discourses of madness which are shaping, inhibiting, and framing the way in which she 

is able to narrate her experiences. 

 

Reading “Down Below” without taking into account Carrington’s critical engagement 

with Surrealism is, therefore, problematic, and limits the significances of the text.  

When asked about the Surrealist identification of woman as muse, Carrington is 

reported to have forthrightly replied: ‘bullshit’…”48 Katherine Conley, however, argues 

that the Surrealist esteem for its muse figures, and the centrality of the female muse to 

the Surrealist system of thought, means that it was in fact an enabling mythology for 

women artists involved in the movement.  It is sometimes argued that, while recycling 

limiting and often even violent images of women, Surrealism also offered women a 

place within an avant-garde artistic milieu, and attention is drawn to the number of 

women who were, particularly during the 1930s, drawn to Surrealism. 49   Conley 

extends this argument by suggesting that, in terms of the female muse within Surrealism, 

“the positive qualities of this figure counterbalance the negative ones in a mix that, 

while ambiguous, can help explain part of the attraction of surrealism for women.”50  

Discussing two Surrealist representations of inspired madwomen, Breton’s Nadja and 

Charcot’s hysterical patient Augustine (whose photographs were reproduced in a 1928 

edition of La Révolution Surréaliste celebrating the fiftieth ‘anniversary’ of hysteria), 

Conley speculates upon how women Surrealists responded to such images: 

 

I would answer that in the spark that Automatic Woman’s [Conley’s term for the 

Surrealist muse] electric persona emits lies the potential for shock and dynamic 

change, which makes of her more than a machine and ideally an interactive 

goddess-muse figure who permitted women in surrealism to see both as artists and 

as women.  These are the shoes women could step into as if to say to the men: Yes, 

we are mysterious, powerful, desirable, and we will surprise you by having minds 

of our own.51

                                                 
48 Chadwick, 1985, p. 66.  Aberth also writes that when asked about the role of ‘Muse’, Carrington said: 
“the woman Surrealists were considered secondary to the male Surrealists.  The women were 
considered … people there to inspire, aside from doing the washing, cooking, cleaning and feeding … I 
never thought of myself as a muse.  I thought of myself as being carried away by my lover.” (Carrington, 
quoted by Aberth, p. 37)  She has also stated: “I never considered myself a femme enfant like André 
Breton wanted to see women.  Nor did I want to be understood by this, nor did I try to change the rest.  I 
fell into Surrealism like that.  I never asked if I had to right to enter or not.” (Carrington, quoted by 
Aberth, p. 38) 
49 For example: Eileen Agar, Leonor Fini, Frida Kahlo, Lee Miller, Meret Oppenheim, Dorothea Tanning 
and Remedios Varo. 
50 Conley, p. 3 
51 Ibid, p. 19 
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There is, however, a substantial gulf between the ways in which madness was imagined 

within Surrealism and how it is represented in “Down Below”, and this discrepancy 

between ideal and experience calls Conley’s position into question.   

 

Conley does acknowledge that Carrington, as well as Unica Zurn, who was also 

involved with Surrealism and was subsequently institutionalised, represent their 

madness in strikingly different ways to texts like Nadja and The Immaculate 

Conception: “resist[ing] the possibility of being glamorised by [madness]… [Carrington 

and Zurn] seek to redefine it as a real, painful and physical experience.  They put a 

human face on the muse.”52  Conley’s positive reading of the figure of the Surrealist 

muse leads, however, to problematic readings of Carrington’s madness.  The 

implication of Conley’s argument is that Carrington drifted into madness through a 

“lack of caution,” due to an un-self-reflexive acceptance of the Surrealist insistence that 

women are already closer to madness.  Discussing Carrington alongside Zurn and Nadja, 

she writes: 

 

Their familiarity with surrealism’s drive to dissolve the barriers between imagined 

and tangible worlds may well have contributed to a lack of caution on their part in 

their individual plunges into the marvellous.  They seem to have responded to the 

message surrealism gave them: that women are particularly apt at crossing over to 

‘the other side of the mirror” separating dream and reality, by doing so somewhat 

recklessly and coming to recognize the cost of their adventure only afterward.53

 

The suggestion that Carrington’s madness was an adventure that, having internalised 

Surrealism’s prescribed feminine roles, she undertook at will or even sought seems to 

accept uncritically a Surrealist model of madness, while perhaps overstating the 

readiness with which Carrington adopted Surrealist doctrine.  Conley writes that for a 

woman, “whose perspective is already ‘from the other side of the mirror’ [the quote 

comes from Breton], it is theoretically more difficult ‘to return.”54  Although she uses 

the qualifying term ‘theoretically’, Conley’s analysis nonetheless endorses this position.  

In the Surrealist imaginary, there is a threshold point between sanity and madness, the 

                                                 
52 Ibid, p. 22 
53 Ibid, p. 57.  She writes that, unlike the Surrealist men, women like Carrington and Zurn, seemed to 
exhibit “an at times disquieting difference from the men in their ability to let go of safe sanity.” (Ibid, p 
57) 
54 Ibid, p. 57 
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conscious and unconscious and, in rebellion against modernity and a bourgeois 

emphasis on the rational and conventional, they privilege the irrational.  This threshold, 

represented by Breton’s image of the mirror, is the terrain of Woman, of the femme 

enfant and the hysteric, figures more easily able to slip over into the other world 

because they are closer to the space of the irrational to begin with.55  When Conley 

argues that Carrington acknowledges the exercise of free will in her lapse into madness, 

suggesting that what she finds there “is marvellous and a source of artistic 

inspiration,”56 and positing that her problem was “that she did not leave part of herself 

on the safe side of the mirror,”57 she is recycling uncritically a Surrealist discourse of 

madness without attending to the ways in which Carrington resists and attempts to 

complicate a surrealist understanding of madness.58

 

More problematically still, however, is Julia Salmerón Cabañas’s contention that 

Carrington’s madness was self-induced, and that her “experimentation” with mental 

states was “a means of acquiring further knowledge about the working of the 

unconscious,” which was approached “in the spirit of a performer.”59  Admittedly, there 

are several moments in the text which give ostensible support to this reading of 

Carrington’s madness.  At one point, Carrington writes: “I have no delusions.  I am 

playing.  When will you stop playing with me?”60  While this statement would seem to 

                                                 
55 As Briony Fer argues, “women, for the surrealists, were closer to that ‘place of madness’, to the 
unconscious, than men were; and it is through a particular construction of ‘Woman’ that the surrealists’ 
concerns with fantasy and the unconscious were enacted.” (Briony Fer (1993), “Surrealism, Myth and 
Psychoanalysis” in Briony Fer, David Bachelor and Paul Wood (eds), Realism, Rationalism and 
Surrealism: Art Between the Wars, Yale Univeristy Press, New Haven, p. 176)  Moreover, “‘Woman’ 
was linked to madness, hysteria, and by extension, the primitive, as closer to the irrational and as the 
constant ‘other’.  This was a condition the surrealists not only condoned but aspired to and celebrated.” 
(Ibid, p. 185) 
56 Conley, p. 57 
57 Ibid, p. 63 
58 Conley argues that: “she broke through to the other side without ensuring that she knew the way back, 
for there is a sense at the beginning of the narrative that Carrington feels she could have held back from 
her lapse into madness, that she potentially had more self-control than she exercised.” (Ibid)  Conley 
quotes the beginning of “Down Below” in order to attest to Carrington’s abrogation of agency before her 
drift into madness.  She quotes Carrington’s assertion that: “before beginning with the facts of this 
experience I want to say that the state of arrest placed upon me by society at the time was probably, even 
most surely, a good thing because I did not understand the importance of health…It was not yet the time 
to understand.” (Carrington, quoted in Conley, p. 63)  For Conley, this is an indication of Carrington’s 
awareness that she could have prevented her madness.  It could, however equally be read as an 
acknowledgement that she was indeed mad and that her time in the asylum, though traumatic, was 
probably necessary (and therefore not the blithe excursion into revelation and otherworldliness that the 
surrealists suggest).  This statement is, moreover, preceded by Carrington’s expression of trepidation 
about reliving her experience, and her desire for Mabille, to whom she is narrating the story, to help keep 
her lucid.   
59 Julia Salmerón Cabañas’s (1996), “Leonora Carrington’s Down Below: Journeying to Death Through 
the Route of Madness” XX Congresso Internacional ADEAN, Barcelona, p. 570 
60 Carrington, quoted in Ibid, p. 570 
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support Salmerón Cabañas’s position, it is an isolated statement, occurring, moreover, 

when the sinister doctor, Don Luis, has appeared in her room at midnight to examine, 

she believes, her delusions.  Her assertion that she has no delusions occurs, then, not in 

a spirit of irreverent or subversive play, but in an attempt to evade the surveillance and 

diagnostic framework of her psychiatrist.  Although “Down Below” certainly engages 

with Surrealist discourses of madness, it does not do so uncritically.  It is for this reason 

that this chapter attempts to extend a discussion of Carrington’s representation of 

madness beyond Surrealism, by analysing her negotiation of psychiatric discourses of 

madness, as well as, in the following chapter, situating the text in its historical context 

and reading “Down Below” as a form of war literature.  Surrealism was not the only 

frame of reference or discourse of madness that Carrington was working in relation to 

and, particularly given the problematics of the kinds of readings I have outlined above, 

it is important to broaden the discussion around the representation of madness in “Down 

Below”.   

 

“Down Below” and Psychiatry 

Carrington’s representation of the Santander asylum, and her engagement with 

psychiatric discourses of madness, are among the most compelling yet neglected aspects 

of the text.  “Down Below” begins with Carrington’s statement that: “exactly three 

years ago, I was interned in Dr. Morales’s sanatorium in Santander, Spain, Dr. Pardo, of 

Madrid, and the British Consul having pronounced me incurably insane.”61  Doctors, 

the power they wield, and their collusion with other sources and forms of authority are, 

therefore, positioned from the outset as central to Carrington’s narrative.  Moreover, her 

ironic pronouncement that only three years ago she was considered incurably insane 

undercuts the authority of her doctors, and functions as an assertion of her resistance to 

their diagnosis.  Mary Elene Wood writes that many women’s madness narratives of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were written with a specific reform purpose, 

the autobiographers hoping that, through their writing, asylum conditions would be 

improved. 62   Conversely, Wood suggests that asylum testimonies also sometimes 

functioned to consolidate the authority of the relatively new discipline of psychiatry: 

these texts, which often included prefaces written by the author’s doctors, told of 

                                                 
61 Carrington, 1989, p. 163 
62 Mary Elene Wood (1994), The Writing on the Wall: Women’s Autobiography and the Asylum, 
University of Illinois Press, Urbana and Chicago, p. 11 

 174 



successful treatment and the wonders of the new drug therapies.63  Although “Down 

Below” can be read as an asylum autobiography, Carrington clearly writes against 

psychiatric interpretations of her madness, and hers is not a text animated by reform 

zeal.  Carrington does not explicitly critique the asylum system or respond directly to 

psychiatric discourse, but engages with modernist psychiatry through a series of 

negotiations, evasions, resistances, displacements and substitutions, which collectively 

work to undermine psychiatry’s claim to the prerogative of interpretation.  It was during 

the first half of the century that psychiatry was consolidated as a specialist field and as 

the exclusive authority on madness,64 but Carrington’s text works against psychiatric 

dominance, revealing the limitations of (and damage perpetrated by) psychiatric 

discourse of madness, and opening up other ways of thinking about madness. 

 

My argument is that in privileging and foregrounding her delusions and the subjective 

experience of madness, Carrington displaces a psychiatric interpretation of her madness; 

she pushes a possible asylum narrative to the margins.  In suggesting that the emphasis 

on the esoteric in “Down Below” is an act of substitution, I am drawing on Wood’s 

discussion of Zelda Fitzgerald’s novel Save me the Waltz.  Wood positions the novel as 

asylum autobiography, even though it is a fictional narrative in which the heroine of the 

                                                 
63 The potential insidiousness psychiatry’s use of asylum autobiographies to bolster its own legitimacy is 
illustrated by the introduction to Marian King’s 1931 asylum autobiography, written by the foremost 
American psychiatrist, Adolf Meyer.  Meyer applauds the trajectory of King’s recovery, writing, as Wood 
points out, that “over the course of her treatment, King ‘became socialized…and finally capable of seeing 
herself as the physician sees her, with a growing sense of proportion and perspective’.”63 (Wood, quoting 
Adolf Meyer, p. 126)  Here, being cured is the equivalent of internalising the expectations of the 
psychiatrist through an (undoubtedly gendered) process of socialisation.  This emphasis on proportion 
also of course recalls Woolf’s Dr William Bradshaw in Mrs Dalloway: “Sir William said he never spoke 
of ‘madness’; he called it not having a sense of proportion.” (Virginia Woolf (1996 [1925]), Mrs 
Dalloway, Penguin, London, p. 97)  Wood argues that there was a shift in early twentieth century asylum 
autobiography, as autobiographical texts began to be coopted by the psychiatric establishment.  “These 
narratives,” Wood writes, “began to appear with introductions and addenda by psychologists and 
psychiatrists who presented the texts as evidence of both their professional ability to cure the patient and 
the wonders and terrors of mental illness as experienced from the inside.” (Wood, 1994, p. 125)  It is 
Wood’s argument, however, that even the texts which ostensibly affirm the wonders of modern 
psychiatry also implicitly critique asylum conditions.  Wood writes that asylum autobiographer Jane 
Hillyer “wrote ostensibly to promote the newly discovered wonders of twentieth-century psychiatry and 
particularly psychotherapy, but within this officially sanctioned purpose she too advocated reform of 
asylum conditions.” (Ibid, p. 11)  “Down Below” also contains an implicit critique of the asylum, given 
that her treatment is represented as considerably more traumatic than her madness, but Carrington’s 
emphasis is on representing the experience of madness, rather than expressly advocating for or against the 
asylum.  The other authors in Wood’s study wrote as part of an organised movement of asylum reform, 
and there is no suggestion that Carrington had such aims.  Perhaps part of what distinguishes Carrington’s 
text from these other asylum autobiographies is the literariness of her narrative.  As Carrington wrote, she 
was not supported by an asylum reform movement, but was self-consciously involved in an avant-garde 
artistic and literary movement.  Carrington’s is an experimental modernist narrative and her 
preoccupations are different to the reform-focussed autobiographers. 
64 See Kylie Valentine (2003), Psychoanalysis, Psychiatry and Modernist Literature, Palgrave Macmillan, 
Hampshire, p. 5 
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text, Alabama, is not committed to an asylum (or even considered mad at all), unlike 

Fitzgerald herself.  Wood argues that Fitzgerald’s “choice not to tell explicitly the story 

of her illness and hospitalisation is a strategic one; she writes this novel against the 

expectations for asylum autobiography, expectations that would shape and constrict her 

narrative.”65  In reconstructing a non-pathological narrative of self, Save me the Waltz 

“challenges and rewrites the expected descriptions, diagnoses and definitions of the 

mentally ill woman.” 66   Moreover, Wood identifies this as an act of substitution, 

wherein: 

 

a narrative of Alabama’s bodily experience is substituted for a suppressed story of 

mental illness.  Through this substitution, the novel not only avoids conventional 

representations of the insane woman…but exposes those representations and the 

psychiatric discourse surrounding them as dependent upon an appropriation and 

objectification of female bodies.67

 

Carrington’s rewriting of her asylum experiences is not quite as wholesale as 

Fitzgerald’s, but the centrality and narrative weight given to her ‘delusions’ functions in 

much the same way, to refuse a pathological narrative of self and rewrite the psychiatric 

narrative.   

 

Although much of the narrative takes place in the space of the asylum, a bastion of 

psychiatric discourse, clinical taxonomies are almost entirely absent from “Down 

Below”.  Carrington constructs a different narrative of madness.  She writes against a 

case study model of madness narration, “with its characteristic persuasive power [and] 

claim to knowledge and mastery,” through what might be understood as acts of 

substitution, wherein Carrington’s perspective replaces that of the psychiatrist. 68   

“Down Below” is not framed as a story of illness and recovery; it avoids identifying 

                                                 
65 Mary Elene Wood (1992), “A Wizard Cultivator: Zelda Fitzgerald’s Save me the Waltz as Asylum 
Autobiography,” Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature 11:2, p. 248 
66 Ibid, p. 247 
67 Ibid.  Fitzgerald circumvents the psychiatric scene in its entirety, substituting for her own story of 
dependency, incarceration, and pathologised artistic ambition, a story which legitimises Alabama’s talent 
and ambition and endows her with independence and courage.  Wood also writes that Fitzgerald did, with 
the encouragement of her doctors, write an account which explicitly addressed her experience of madness: 
“Showing an acute suspicion of the uses of such a narrative [an asylum autobiography written at the 
behest of her doctors], not only did she refer to this autobiography as a ‘fairy tale’, but she left five lines 
blank for her psychiatrists to fill in.  Even as she described her experience of breakdown in the narrative, 
she thus undercut its authenticity by presenting it to her doctors as a document they could co-write, a 
document shaped by prevailing definitions of femininity, mental illness and cure.” (Ibid, p. 248-249)   
68 Susan Wells (2003), “Freud’s Rat Man and the Case Study: Genre in Three Keys,” New Literary 
History 34:2, p. 354 
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causes, symptoms and diagnoses; and, told from ‘within’ the experience of madness, it 

refuses an external, objective and classificatory narrative voice.69  In the case study, not 

only does madness become the central event of the subject’s narrative, and their 

defining characteristic, but the doctor assumes control of the process of narration and, 

by implication, of the subject’s life.  It is the purpose of the case study to define and 

diagnose and to forge connection’s between the experiences (or, rather, the symptoms) 

of the subject and psychiatric discourse, to fit the patient within psychiatry’s 

classificatory schema.   

 

The case study is a diagnostic mechanism and, as Wood argues, the act of diagnosis is 

“never just a description but a prescription not only for how the physician will treat a 

woman’s body but for how she will conceive of her own experience.”70  Similarly, 

Paula Treichler argues that the diagnosis “not only names reality but also has 

considerable power over what that reality is now to be.”71   Diagnosis is, Treichler 

suggests, a powerful and public discursive act, which carries with it institutional and 

other forms of authority and has material impacts on the experience and perception of 

those subject to it.  The case study functions to establish and bolster the authority of the 

psychiatrist, and psychiatry in general, and Susan Wells notes that the practice of 

presenting case notes and constructing case studies for public reception was a product of 

psychiatry’s struggle in the early twentieth century for legitimation as a medical 

speciality.72  The case study consolidates psychiatry’s claim to an exclusive knowledge 

                                                 
69 Lusty writes that Nadja, on the other hand, is narrated “in a tone of detached observation – almost like 
neuropsychiatric observation.” (Lusty, Surrealism, Feminism and Psychoanalysis, p. 54)  Carrington’s 
refusal of an external, unambiguously sane narrative voice marks “Down Below” as a distinctly different 
asylum account to Hillyer’s 1935 Reluctantly Told, for instance.  Of one of her violent outbreaks, Hiller 
writes “I was stamping, champing, rearing like an unbroken colt when the Doctor appeared at my side.  
There was a look of genuine distress and withdrawal on her face.  ‘Is this Jane Hillyer?’ she said.  She 
could not have made a wiser remark.  This sound of my own name did something to me, recalled not to 
old associations, but their accompanying emotions.  I felt somewhere, in some far corner of my being, 
that which was very different from rage.  I dropped my eyes and stood still.  Humiliation, complete and 
dominant, took possession of me.” (Jane Hillyer (1935), Reluctantly Told, The Macmillan Company, New 
York, pp. 75-76)  Aside from the fact that Hillyer here seems to internalise the ‘Doctor’s’ gaze, the 
narrative is strongly controlled and is clearly told from a position of sanity (and thus distance).  The tone 
of these few sentences, representative of the rest of the text, are markedly different to the distress and 
intensity evident in “Down Below.”  
70 Wood, 1994, p. 140 
71 Paula Treihler (1987), Escaping the Sentence: Diagnosis and Discourse in ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’” in 
Shari Benstock (ed.), Feminist Issues in Literary Scholarship, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, p. 
66 
72 Wells, p. 355.  Contextualising the case study form, Wells writes: “As psychiatry contested for the 
status of a medical speciality, nineteenth-century physicians worked up their clinical notes for 
presentation to a medical society or scientific association and for publication in the scientific press.  
Unlike treatment notes, the case report was written retrospectively, usually included references to the 
literature, and articulated the specific case within the context of the ongoing conversation among 
professionals about issues of diagnosis and treatment.  Case reports were shaped by many adjacent genres: 
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of madness, while participating in its classificatory imperative, and is, therefore, 

explicitly tied to the construction and circulation of psychiatric discourse and the 

consolidation of its authority.  Carrington never reveals the clinical diagnosis of her 

condition because this is not an important part of the story she is telling.73  Her narrative 

is an assertion of the validity of an experiential knowledge of madness and it suggests 

that there are things that fall outside of the case study model that are nonetheless 

important.74   

 

There is a dramatic shift in tone which divides the two key sections of “Down Below”, 

the period before Carrington’s committal and the time spent in the asylum.  The tone of 

much of the first half of the text, particularly once she has arrived in Spain, is 

comparatively light-hearted.  Carrington is shunted between various doctors and is 

enclosed in various spaces, but being locked in a hotel room and incarcerated in 

sanatorium run by nuns pose no especial challenge to her.  In the nun’s sanatorium, the 

“keys and windows were no obstacles for me; I wandered all over the place…”75  While 

                                                                                                                                               
the medical case study, received stories of illness, speculative fiction, the discourse of the emerging social 
sciences.  The exigency of a case report is novelty; either the case is remarkable or rare, or the 
interpretation of the case offers new light on unsettled  questions…Freud was himself quite fond of the 
curious case, the unusual symptom, the striking interpretation.  In the twentieth century, all these wonders 
would be exiled from the professional discourse of psychology, to find a quite comfortable home in the 
literature of self help.” (Ibid)  She does, however, suggest that the case study is a paratactic form and that 
case studies (Freud’s in particular) invite readerly augmentation, further discussion and critique.  I would 
suggest, however, that for the psychiatric case study especially (which differs considerably from the 
psychoanalytic form in terms of the interest and significance accorded to the articulations of the subject), 
the interactive nature of the case study is extended only to those with adequate professional status.  That 
is, the case study may be conceived as a dialogue, but with other psychiatrists, not generally with the 
patients themselves (Jeffery Berman notes that Freud admitted to an unwillingness for his case study of 
Dora to fall into her hands (Jeffery Berman (1985), The Talking Cure: Literary Representations of 
Psychoanalysis, New York University Press, New York, p. 6)) 
73 Similarly, Valentine writes that “by calling herself ‘mad’, Woolf adopted an imprecise but powerful 
term for self-representation.  Although there may have been times in her life when retreat from that 
identity was desirable to her, and she certainly recognised her psychic distress as both painful and 
debilitating, Woolf nevertheless deliberately chose a term with resonance beyond a conventional 
definition of illness.  In choosing this term, she wittingly or unwittingly suggested both mythical and 
medical intonations, and it is difficult to believe that a writer as knowledgeable and attentive to words as 
Woolf could have been unaware of these intonations.” (Valentine, p. 141) 
74 Jann Matlock argues that “writing in the asylum is always a transgression.  It is always an attempt to 
get beyond the asylum, to make sense out of being locked up, to reclaim an identity other than the one 
conferred by the system, to procure an inviolable space.” (Jann Matlock (1991), “Doubling out of the 
Crazy House: Gender, Autobiography and the Insane Asylum in Nineteenth Century France,” 
Representations 34, p. 168)  Matlock’s discussion centres around a wrongly-incarcerated woman who 
persistently wrote about her experience and eventually obtained her release.  Carrington writes of, rather 
than in, the asylum, but Matlock’s suggestion that asylum narratives attempt to reclaim an identity outside 
of clinical taxonomy or diagnosis is suggestive. 
75 Carrington, 1989, p. 175.  Increasingly suspicious of the sinister Van Ghent, Carrington goes to visit 
the British Consul: “I endeavoured to convince him that the World War was being waged hypnotically by 
a group of people – Hitler and Co. – who were represented in Spain by Van Ghent; that to vanquish him 
would suffice to understand his hypnotic power; we would then stop the war and liberate the world […] 
This good British citizen perceived at once that I was mad, and phoned a physician, Martinez Alonzo by 
name, who, once he had been informed of my political theories, agreed with him.” (Ibid, p. 173-174)  
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she is in Madrid, even the actions of the suspicious Van Ghent, an agent of her father’s 

company who has been looking after her, and incredibly traumatic incidents, such as her 

rape by a group of military officers, are narrated in an insouciant manner (although her 

distressing trip into Spain is an exception here).76  Carrington’s jocularity can perhaps 

be read as the cheerful unconcern of mania.  Actions like giving away her (and Ernst’s) 

papers and documentation or playing on the grass in a public garden are represented as 

entirely reasonable.  The relatively casual tone of the beginning of the text, however, 

establishes a contrast between the relatively harmless nature of Carrington’s delusions 

and behaviour (she was behaving oddly, not dangerously) and the brutality of the 

psychiatric regime she is later subjected to.  It is not until she encounters institutional 

psychiatry that her tone changes, and the confidence with which the text is being 

narrated falters.   

 

Carrington is told she is being taken to “a beach at San Sebastián, where [she] would be 

absolutely free.”77  Instead, she writes: 

 

I came out of the nursing home and got into a car bound for Santander.  …  On the 

way, I was given Luminal three times and an injection in the spine: systemic 

anaesthesia.  And I was handed over like a cadaver to Dr. Morales, in Santander.78

 

The change of tone at this juncture is palpable, and although she has been handed 

between various men since the onset of her madness, this is this first time this kind of 

exchange is represented as traumatic.79  Carrington writes: “In Madrid, I had not yet 

known suffering ‘in its essence.’”80  It is this first encounter with psychiatry which 

marks her introduction to suffering.  The ellipsis, moreover, signifies a breakdown in 

the narrative.  This is partly a product of the fact that she has been rendered unconscious, 

but its implications are broader, as it is not madness itself that disrupts meaning and the 

connections between things, but the mechanisms of psychiatry.  There is a literal 

narrative break here too, with Carrington coming to the end of the first day of narration 

as if, having reached the point of her entry into the asylum, it is too difficult to go on.   

                                                                                                                                               
Carrington’s conviction that the world was being hypnotised by malevolent forces seems rather 
reasonable in retrospect, but is enough to convince a “good British citizen” that she is mad.   
76 Carrington’s flight into Spain is the focus of the following chapter. 
77 Ibid, p. 175 
78 Ibid 
79 For an analysis of the way in which Carrington is exchanged between various male figures, see Lusty, 
“Surrealism’s Banging Door,” p. 347-348 
80 Ibid, p. 175 
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Aside from the slightly flippant reference to ‘incurable insanity’ at the beginning of 

“Down Below”, this passage contains the first use of clinical terminology and is one of 

few direct allusions to psychiatric language or taxonomies in the text.  Significantly, it 

seems as if Carrington’s personal voice drops momentarily out of the text.  The 

experience of being forced to imbibe a substantial quantity of Luminal, a barbiturate 

used commonly during the period to calm psychotic and hysterical patients, and 

receiving a surely painful spinal injection, is not registered in subjective terms, but 

clinical terminology: “systemic anaesthesia.” 81   Combined with the reference to 

cadavers, the suggestion here is that Carrington’s encounter with psychiatry represents a 

kind of death.  After being admitted to the Santander asylum, Carrington is kept in an 

induced coma in a form of ‘sleep therapy’, and writes that she is “never able to discover 

how long I had remained unconscious: days or weeks?”82  Carrington emerges from her 

coma anxious and disoriented, rather than in the docile state the drug treatment was 

intended to produce.  There is a dramatic shift in narrative texture, from the 

mischievousness of Carrington’s madness at the beginning of the text, to the obvious 

trauma of the asylum, and it is this alteration in tone, more than anything else, which 

conveys the text’s critique of psychiatry. 

 

The dominant imagery of the passage in which Carrington, seemingly reluctantly, 

relates her return to consciousness is of confinement, disorientation and pain.  She 

writes of waking up in a tiny room with no windows, of watching avidly a door she 

suspects leads to a room full of sunshine, and of being bound to her bed with leather 

straps.  Her disorientation is such that the specifics of the room and the details of what 

happened when she awoke are things that she learns only later.  She writes that “my first 

                                                 
81 Edward Shorter (1997), A History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac, 
John Wiley and Sons, New York, p. 203.  There are few histories of Spanish psychiatry written in English, 
but it seems that, as was common at the time, the Spanish psychiatrists were familiar with the writing and 
practice of psychiatry from other European countries.  See: Raquel Alvarez (1990), “The History of 
Psychiatry in Spain,” History of Psychiatry 2, pp. 303-313; Michael Richards (2004), “Spanish Psychiatry 
c.1900-1945: Constitutional Theory, Eugenics and the Nation,” Bulletin of Spanish Studies 81:6, pp. 823-
848; José-Javier Plumed Domingo and Antonio Rey-González (1996), “The Treatment of Madness in 
Spain in the Second Half of the 19th Century: Conceptual Aspects,” History of Psychiatry 17:2, pp. 139-
158  
82 Carrington, 1989, p. 178.  In his A History of Psychiatry, Edward Shorter writes that with the 
development of barbiturates like Luminal, “the first major attempts of the twentieth century to cure 
psychotic illnesses were launched.”( Shorter, p. 203)  He argues that the sleep narcosis treatment 
facilitated by such drugs “gave new hope to physicians whose life mission was the care of patients with 
major psychiatric illnesses.  After decades of warehousing patients, sleep therapy offered the prosect of 
cure.” (206)  Constructing narratives of psychiatric heroism is one of Shorter’s more problematic 
tendencies, something which Carrington’s text complicates. 
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awakening to consciousness was painful,” and reiterates this a sentence later: “I was in 

pain.” 83   Moreover, she relates her first encounter with Don Mariano, the head 

physician, who, when she refused to eat, “had slapped and strapped me down and 

compelled me to absorb food through tubes inserted into my nostrils.”84  The text’s 

introduction of institutional psychiatry is decidedly bleak, but not unrelievedly so, as 

she resists strenuously the efforts to subdue and constrain her, and injects moments of 

subversive humour into the narrative.85  Her “repulsive-looking” nurse is described as 

resembling “an enormous bottle of Lysol,” a suggestive description given her role as the 

‘disinfector’ of the ‘contaminated’ Carrington.86  It is with a note of pride, too, that 

Carrington writes that she was told, “when [she] became sadly reasonable,” that for 

several days she had been acting in an animalistic fashion, “jumping up on the wardrobe 

with the agility of a monkey, scratching, roaring like a lion, whinnying, barking, etc.”87  

This sort of unruly behaviour would, from a psychiatric perspective, confirm her 

insanity, but here it stands as evidence of her resistance to constraint.88   

 

Throughout “Down Below”, Carrington consistently evades an interpretation of her 

actions that would align with a clinical reading.  It is the behaviour of the asylum staff 

that seems bizarre.  Thus, although Carrington represents the brutality of psychiatric 

methods, the effectiveness of “Down Below’s” critique stems more from its refusal to 

                                                 
83 Carrington, 1989, p. 177 
84 Ibid, p. 177.  This force feeding is of course reminiscent of the treatment accorded to suffragettes in 
prison. 
85 Suleiman points to the importance of black humour in Surrealism and for the Surrealist ethic of 
rebellion.  Discussing Annie LeBrun, who was a late member of the Surrealist movement, Suleiman 
writes: “Black humour, she stated in a speech at a conference on Surrealism in 1966, is ‘the mark of the 
greatest insubordination, capable of affirming itself among the most varied minds’ endowed with 
‘subversive and liberating values….that place it quite naturally at the extreme point of the human 
adventure.’  Black humour, she concluded, is ‘a total revolt of the ego which refuses to let itself be 
affected by its own sensibility,’ opposing ‘all repressive notions…with a mood of affective and 
intellectual subversion that threatens the wellbeing of everything that considers itself stable.’” (Susan 
Rubin Suleiman (2003), “Surrealist Black Humour: Masculine/Feminine,” Papers of Surrealism 1, p. 3)  
Lusty also writes that “the text’s tone is both lucid and humorous, reflecting the strength of the subject 
and her refusal to become either a victim of institutional forces or an aestheticised object of madness.”  
(Lusty, Surrealism, Feminism and Psychoanalysis, p. 55)  She also insists that “Carrington’s 
characteristic black humour brings out the farcical and inept nature of her exchange between doctors and 
other officials, which heightens the sinister and frightening nature of her final incarceration.  Here 
humour restores a sense of agency to what is otherwise an alarming description of Carrington’s increasing 
vulnerability and powerlessness.” (Ibid, p. 74) Carrington’s later novel, The Hearing Trumpet, similarly 
deploys a subversive humour as a form of feminist critique.  See Mandlove, N.B. (1981) “Humour at the 
Service of the Revolution: Leonora Carrington’s Feminist Perspective on Surrealism,” Perspectives on 
Contemporary Literature 7, pp. 117-122 and Suleiman, 1990.  
86 Carrington, 1989, p. 178 
87 Ibid 
88 Moreover, in the broader context of Carrington’s work, this kind of hybrid behaviour, wherein the 
boundaries between human and animal are crossed, is to be sought after – as in “The Debutante,” for 
example.   
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engage with the clinical meanings imposed upon her.  Told, as it were, from the ‘inside’, 

this account of madness functions so that Carrington’s perspective seems entirely 

reasonable, while the actions of the supposedly eminently sane psychiatric staff 

becomes obscure (or even, as I suggested at the beginning of the chapter, mad).  

Carrington writes: 

 

Held by the leather straps, I said very politely to Frau Asegurado : ‘Untie me 

please.”  She said mistrustfully: ‘Will you be good?’  I was so surprised by her 

question that I remained disconcerted for a few moments and could not produce an 

answer.  I had only meant to do good to the entire world, and here I was, tied down 

like a wild beast!  I could not understand, I had no memory whatsoever of my wild 

outbursts and it all seemed to be a stupid injustice which I could only explain by 

blaming it on some Machiavellian impulse on the part of my guardians.89

 

Asegurado’s desire is for her to be ‘good’, the clear implication of which is for her to 

behave ‘reasonably’, that is, with (feminine) docility and containment.  Carrington, 

however, evades this response to her ‘mad’ behaviour by interpreting ‘good’ in broader 

terms (and in reference to her belief that it is her mission to rescue the world90), thereby 

entirely circumventing Asegurado’s regulatory intentions.  Referring to the fact that she 

is strapped to her bed and unable to move as a “stupid injustice” trivialises, not the 

experience, but the motivations behind such actions. 

 

It is also clear that ‘good’ behaviour in the asylum context aligns with appropriately 

feminine behaviour.  As Carrington is judged to be getting better she is moved to a new 

part of the asylum, a small, “commonplace” bungalow where she is allowed to live in a 

domestic setting, without overt surveillance.91  She is told that this bungalow is to be 

her home, and that she is to have responsibility for it, an obvious attempt to inculcate a 

sense of domesticity and demure femininity a female asylum inmate.  Carrington’s 

response to this enforced domesticity is both amusing and highly indicative of the kinds 

of evasion and resistance that characterises her response to psychiatric authority.  When 

Don Luis announces her movement to Amachu, the new ward, he says to her: “That 

house will be your own, your home (I gave the word ‘home’ a broader, cosmic meaning 

and placed strangely enough under the sign of the figure 6), and you will be responsible 
                                                 
89 Ibid 
90 I discuss Carrington’s quest to redeem a world seemingly torn apart by war in the following chapter. 
91 She refers to her attendants, Piadosa, Jose and Asegurada, as her servants, reversing the hierarchy of the 
situation.  
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for it.”92  Here, Carrington’s metaphysical speculations literally intervene in Don Luis’s 

attempted imposition of a properly feminine identity, interrupting his attempt to foster a 

sense of domestic responsibility and overriding the meaning of his speech.  She also 

refuses to accept the conventional meanings of home, instead inducting the term into 

her own cosmic schema, while disregarding what would conventionally be the 

psychiatrist’s prerogative speak.  Carrington is acutely sensitive to the regulatory 

function of her move to Amachu.  She writes that: 

 

Despite the confidence placed in me, despite the commonplace aspect of the small 

bungalow which aroused no mistrust in my mind, when I entered the inner corridor 

separating the various rooms, I felt that I was caught in a trap like a rat.  The doors 

in that corridor looked like they had been cut out of the wall and were part of it, so 

that when closed they became almost invisible.93

 

Carrington is again calling into question psychiatric practices by recognising the trap 

implicit in her forced domesticity and refusing to internalise the domestic, feminine 

ideal being imposed upon her. 

 

One of the most interesting and important examples of Carrington’s circumvention of 

psychiatric discourse comes through the way in which the symptoms of her madness are 

constructed.  From the time she leaves for Spain, Carrington is subject to hallucinations 

which become increasingly intense, particularly once she is taken to the asylum (and 

become especially dominant after her drug treatments).  There are three distinct but 

interrelated themes that structure her delusions.  Firstly, she believes that the world is 

being hypnotised and manipulated by fascist powers and that she has been chosen to 

rescue the world; secondly, that she has been taken to the asylum to prevent her from 

doing her duty, and that her doctors are in league with the fascists; and thirdly, that in 

order to rescue the world and escape the asylum, she must make it to ‘Down Below’, a 

mystical realm (located in Abajo [“below”], one of the asylum’s wards) wherein she 

will be united with the cosmos and will fulfil her destiny.  There is also profusion of 

                                                 
92 Leonora Carrington (1944), “Down Below,” [trans. Victor Llona] VVV 4, p. 83.  The syntax is different, 
and less suggestive, in the later version: “[Don Luis] added: ‘This house will be your own, your home and 
you will be responsible for it.’  I, however, gave the word home a broader, cosmic meaning, which was 
represented by the number six.” 
93 Ibid.  The later version is slightly different here too, in a way that softens the impact of what she is 
saying.  Instead of being caught in a trap, she writes that she felt “as though I was caught in a labyrinth, 
like a rat.”  Carrington’s sense of enclosure here is evocative of the confinement and stultification 
represented in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s classic story of women’s madness, “The Yellow Wallpaper.” 
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often dense and obscure mystical references in the text.  Random objects and places are 

endowed with cosmic significances and these obscure, non-rational textual elements are 

perplexing and even a little confronting.  It would be easy to dismiss these 

hallucinations as the impenetrable delusions of madness.   

 

Rather than just signifying her madness and thus functioning as symptoms, however, 

Carrington’s ‘hallucinations’ are the central focus of “Down Below.”  The plot is driven, 

not by Carrington’s progression toward sanity, but by her quest to reach “Down 

Below.”  Pre-1988 versions of the text even end before her sanity is safely 

(re)established, and in this respect, “Down Below” is not a narrative of Carrington’s 

experience of and recovery from madness, but about the narrator’s search for Down 

Below.   

 

This privileging of Carrington’s delusions within the narrative suggests that the density 

of mythological references and metaphysical speculation in “Down Below” can be read 

as a refusal of the psychiatric narrative.  This is not, of course, the only possible 

approach to this aspect of Carrington’s text, and given the complexity of her imagery, 

there are multiple possible ways of reading these delusional elements.  Within the space 

of the asylum and from a psychiatric perspective, they signify primarily as symptoms, 

and as evidence of Carrington’s ‘incurable insanity’.  Therefore, the fact that Carrington 

situates these delusions so centrally and unapologetically gives weight to my argument 

that she deploys them in resistance to a psychiatric narrative of madness.  In other 

words, the textual endorsement and privileged status of the text’s mythological aspects 

means that they can be read as a rebellious refusal to accede to their pathologisation.  

The eminent reasonableness with which Carrington’s ‘mad’ acts and delusional 

thoughts are narrated makes it difficult to read such ‘delusions’ simply or diagnostically, 

whereas in the asylum they were identified as deviant and treated punitively with 

seizure-inducing drugs.  For example, Carrington arranges the remnants of her breakfast 

serving of fruit “in the form of designs representing as many solutions to cosmic 

problems,” with the belief that “Don Luis and his father, seeing the problems solved on 

my plate, would allow me to go ‘Down Below’, to Paradise.”94  Carrington narrates 

such ostensibly mad convictions without demarcating them as mad, constructing them 

as normal and natural beliefs.   

 

                                                 
94 Carrington, 1989, p. 194 

 184 



“The essence of utter anguish”: The Cardiazol Incident 

Carrington’s use of this substitutive strategy is at its most effective in relation to the 

trauma of the Cardiazol incident.  Prior to her first treatment with Cardiazol, there are 

several references to ‘Down Below’, mystical forms of knowledge and the idea that her 

doctors are in collusion with the sinister Van Ghent, Franco and Hitler, but these 

mystical aspects of the text become significantly more pronounced after her ‘treatment’.  

The Cardiazol incident is the most central and horrific incident in the text, and it is one 

of the few points at which the narrative breaks down, dissolving into fragments 

connected by ellipses: 

 

All of a sudden, Jose, Santos Mercedes, Asegurado and Piadosa [all of her 

attendants] were in my room.  Each one of them got hold of a portion of my body 

and I saw the centre of all eyes fixed upon me in a GHASTLY GHASTLY stare.  

Don Luis’ were tearing my brain apart and I sank, I sank down into a well…very 

far…The bottom of that well was the stopping of my mind for all eternity in the 

midst of utter anguish.  But will you ever understand what I mean by the essence of 

utter anguish […] Have you any idea what the Great Epileptic Ailment is like?  

That ailment is induced by Cardiazol.  I learnt later that my condition had lasted ten 

minutes; I was convulsed, pitiably hideous, I grimaced and my grimaces were 

repeatable all over my body.95

 

This is the most significant incidence of the imposition of psychiatric power in the text.  

Carrington’s doctors are clearly working within a therapeutic model investing in organic 

aetiologies for madness,96 and the treatment works on the assumption that shocking the 

body into submission will produce compliant behaviour.   

                                                 
95 The VVV version of this event is quoted here, as it is the more evocative (Carrington, 1944, p. 80).  In 
the 1988 version, “GHASTLY GHASTLY” is replaced with a single, lower case ‘ghastly’ (Carrington, 
1989, p. 191-192).  Cardiazol, and indeed, convulsive therapy, was a relatively new treatment in 1942.  
Shorter writes that Cardiazol was ‘discovered’ by Ladislas von Medua in Budapest in 1934.  He published 
the first article on it in 1935 and by 1936 had tried the drug on 110 patients.  However, Shorter writes, 
“Cardiazol was never a big success, mainly because it was too unreliable in producing fits and was feared 
by the patients.  Müller soon discarded it at Müsingen because of patients’ ‘agonizing fears of dying and 
crumbling away ... it was no wonder that they often strongly resisted a repeat experience.’  Indeed, during 
a Cardiazol fit they looked to be on the point of expiring.  Said Müller: ‘the sight of the artificially 
produced attack of epilepsy, especially of the contorted blue faces, was so awful to me that I sought to get 
away from the room whenever I could.’ …” (Shorter, p. 216)  The photograph Shorter includes of a 
patient undergoing a Cardiazol seizure is disturbing: the man’s head is arched back, as the doctor seems 
to be forcing something into his mouth, his legs stick straight up in the air, his arms are stretched forward, 
and his hands strain outwards.  The man’s uncontrolled movement and agony are evident in the tension of 
his body. (Ibid, p. 214) 
96 Valentine writes that early twentieth century psychiatry was “polarised over the broad approaches of 
somatic and mentalist.” (Valentine, p. 8)  The somaticist approach was founded on a belief that madness 
was a disease of the body: “madness is located in the brain, and the brain is an organ like any other.”  The 
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Carrington’s Cardiazol experience is utterly devastating.  Afterwards, she “intimately 

tasted despair,”97 and she becomes entirely submissive.  This sudden inculcation of 

submissive compliance is not represented as the success of psychiatric therapeutics, but 

as the breaking of her spirit: 

 

I confessed to myself that a being sufficiently powerful to achieve such a torture 

was stronger than I was; I admitted defeat, the defeat of myself and of the world, 

without any hope of liberation.  I was dominated, ready to become the slave of the 

first comer, ready to die, it all mattered little to me.  Don Luis came to see me later.  

I told him that I was the feeblest human being in the whole world, that I could meet 

his desires, whatever they might be, and that I licked his shoes.98

 

The horror of the Cardiazol treatment engenders a sense of abjection for Carrington.  

Here, the world has been hollowed out of meaning, and Carrington is bereft of hope or 

agency and, importantly, this absence of meaning, and indeed, subjectivity, is produced 

by psychiatric intervention, not by madness.  Carrington’s submission is understood, by 

her doctors, in gendered terms and is thoroughly approved of.  Don Mariano, the head 

doctor, visits her after her treatment and says: “So you feel better, Mademoiselle?...I am 

no longer seeing a tigress, but a young lady.”99  Her compliance, appropriately feminine 

behaviour, and acknowledgement of psychiatric authority, are rewarded by a trip to the 

sun room. 

 

It is, however, after the first Cardiazol injection that Carrington’s metaphysical 

speculations regarding the nature of the cosmos become considerably more acute.  It is 

as if they appear in the text to counterbalance Don Mariano’s assertion that she is better, 

to undermine his confidence in his therapeutic success.  However, they also represent a 

rebellious reassertion of identity and confidence.  In contrast to the emptying out of 

subjectivity perpetrated by the Cardiazol, Carrington becomes somewhat messianic in 

her hallucinations.  In her ‘delusions’ she is a powerful figure, connected to the universe 

                                                                                                                                               
mentalist approach, on the other hand, understood madness to be “the result of psychological problems, or 
a combination of psychological and physical problems,” in which madness is a disease of the mind. (Ibid, 
p. 7-8)  The distinctions between these broad schools were not clear cut, but Carrington’s doctors were 
clearly working with a strongly somaticist model. 
97 Again, the VVV version is more resonant, as the term ‘intimately’ is removed from the 1988 text, and 
the difference in resonance between ‘intimately’ tasting despair, and simply ‘tasting despair’ is 
considerable.  See Carrington, 1944, p. 80 and Carrington, 1989, p. 192. 
98 Carrington, 1989, p. 192 
99 Ibid, p. 193.   
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and able even to manipulate the firmament.100  It might be suggested that such delusions 

are actually evidence of her powerlessness, that she is driven into mythological delusion 

as a flight from the brutality of the asylum, and that her imagining of such outlandish 

forms of power is in fact reflective of just how powerless she is.  This is certainly a 

valid reading.  However, if we keep in mind that “Down Below” is not a mimetic 

reproduction of Carrington’s madness, but a retrospectively reconstructed text, and her 

metaphysical references are understood as a substitutive narrative strategy, then it is 

also possible to read her ‘delusions’ as rebellious self-assertion and as a refusal to 

comply with a psychiatric narrative in which clinical treatment produces compliant and 

feminine behaviour.  Carrington writes: 

 

I made calculations and deduced that the father was the planet Cosmos, represented 

by the sign of the planet Saturn … The son was the Sun and I was the Moon, an 

essential element of the Trinity, with a microscopic knowledge of the earth, its 

plants and creatures.  I knew that Christ was dead and done for, and that I had to 

take his place, because the Trinity, minus a woman and microscopic knowledge, 

had become dry and incomplete.  Christ was replaced by the Sun.  I was Christ on 

earth in the person of the Holy Ghost.101

 

This is clearly a subversive passage, as Carrington reimagines herself as Christ, a role-

reversal necessitated by the sterility of the current system.  Carrington places herself at 

the centre of the Trinity, and her casual dismissal of Christ (“I knew Christ was dead 

and done for”) further emphasises the powerful position she is claiming for herself.102  

The pantheistic intermingling of mythological traditions evident in this passage, and 

indeed, throughout the text, enhances the subversiveness of Carrington’s ‘delusions’.   

 

Writing of Carrington’s esoteric speculations, and the passage quoted above in 

particular, Lusty argues that, “in [her] hallucination of grandeur it is microscopic 

knowledge, metaphorically gendered as ‘woman’, which is missing in the divine 

                                                 
100 She writes: “here I was alone and naked, with my bed sheet and the sun – the sheet united to be body 
in a dance.  Here in the Sun Room I felt  was manipulating the firmament.” (Ibid, p. 194) 
101 Ibid, p. 195 
102 Carrington’s heretical stance is especially subversive, given the importance of Catholicism in Spain.  
Moreover, Michael Richards notes the influence of Catholicism in Spanish psychiatry in the interwar 
period, suggesting, for instance, that: “In the Spain of the 1920s and 1930s, the attempt to understand the 
mind and mental and emotional illness was to be conducted through the forms of both the ‘mentalist’ (or 
psychological) and organicist (bodily) traditions, and both would rely to a degree on beliefs in the 
influence of heredity … [The] reception of theories of mind and body in Spanish medical culture … were 
apparently received according to the dictate of either the rationalist-positivist theory and discourse or 
Catholic doctrine.” (Richards, p. 824) 
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scheme of the world.” 103   Lusty reads this as an assertion of the importance of 

recognising the subjective elements of madness (the microscopic) instead of the abstract 

intellectualising of madness evident in Surrealism. 104   It is possible to extend this 

argument to psychiatry and thereby read this passage as an insistence on the subjective, 

in opposition to the hollowing out of subjectivity perpetrated by the Cardiazol, as well 

as a critique of a psychiatric practice that comes at the expense of its subjects.  The 

microscopic functions as a shield against the obliteration of specificity and individuality 

enacted by the diagnostic mechanism, which imposes pathological significances. 

 

“Down Below” is structured around Carrington’s quest to reach Abajo.  This is the 

pavilion in the asylum that represents ‘Down Below’ and paradise, as well as the place 

that will break the control that the Morales’ have over the world.  This mythological 

quest functions as a substitute for a psychiatric narrative, in that the quest is the primary 

focus of the text, rather than Carrington’s progression from madness to sanity.  That this 

mythological quest implicitly critiques psychiatry is evident in the way in which it helps 

her to withstand the torture of Cardiazol.105  After the first injection, she is given back 

some of her possessions, and for Carrington, these take on cosmic and arcane meanings.  

She arranges them in significant patterns, and believes that Don Luis will reward her by 

leading her to Down Below.  But he comes to give her another Cardiazol injection 

instead.  Rather than experiencing the trauma of the first injection, however, she 

marshals the strength gathered through her mystical revelations and resists the power of 

Don Luis’s injection: 

 

Thereupon I organized my own defence.  I knew that by closing my eyes, I could 

avoid the advent of the most unbearable pain: the stare of others.  Therefore I 

would keep them closed for a very, very long time at a stretch […] Keeping my 

eyes closed enabled me to endure the second Cardiazol ordeal much less badly, and 

I got up very quickly, saying to Frau Asegurado, ‘Dress me, I must go to Jerusalem 

to tell them what I have learned’ […] As I advanced everything became richer and 

                                                 
103 Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” p. 351.   
104 Lusty suggests that this passage also recalls Andre Breton, “Christlike as the self-professed leader of 
the surrealist revolution, whose work on madness is ‘incomplete’ and ‘dry’, lacking the microscopic 
detail that Carrington is now recounting…” (Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” p. 351) 
105 She writes that: “I gave an alchemical life to the objects according to their position and their contents.  
(My face cream, Night, in the black-lidded jar, contained the lemon, which was an antidote to the seizure 
induced by Cardiazol.)” (Carrington, 1989, p. 196)  Here, Carrington’s alchemical knowledge is 
constructed explicitly as a defence against psychiatric science. 
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more beautiful around me.  I did not stop until I came to the door of Down 

Below.106

 

Having “organized [her] own defence,” Carrington takes herself to Down Below.  

Throughout the text, she has waited to be given permission or to be taken on her quest, 

but finally she is able to exercise agency in resisting the effect of the Cardiazol and is 

therefore able to make it to Down Below by herself.   

 
Carrington does not romanticise madness; it is no quixotic and libratory adventure into 

the unknown.  At the same time, however, she insists on garnering meaning from her 

experience, refusing the psychiatric assumption that her madness can be reduced to 

“incurable insanity.”  “Down Below” is narrative of madness which consistently evades 

alignment with Surrealist and psychiatric expectations for such a narrative.  It is a 

narrative that inscribes agency and resistance to the discourses which would either coopt 

or circumscribe and overdetermine her experience of madness.  Working outside of the 

conventions of the case study genre, Carrington calls into question psychiatry’s 

assumption of the authority to interpret, narrativise, classify and treat madness; she 

draws attention to all that the psychiatric case study, with its imperative to know, order 

and contain, cannot recognise.   

 

 

 

                                                 
106 Ibid, p. 197 
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Chapter Four 
Leonora Carrington and the Madness of War 

 
I argue in this chapter that Carrington’s madness can be understood as a radical loss of 

bodily containment and spatial locatedness, brought about by her inability to find a 

visual or psychological perspective that will shield her from the horrifying spectre of the 

war.  It is my contention that the collapse of bodily boundaries represented in the text 

can be linked to the damage and manipulation of bodies perpetrated by the war, and I 

read “Down Below” as a text centrally concerned with the problematics of witnessing 

the war, what Jean Gallagher considers the “troubled nature of vision for women in a 

belligerent culture.”1  While this reading of “Down Below” as a form of war literature 

constructs Carrington’s madness (and its corporeal effects) as a response to trauma, and 

attends to the devastating impact this trauma has on Carrington, I am also concerned 

with the several small moments in the text which suggest that Carrington also imagines 

her sense of psychic and bodily disintegration as potentially inaugurating an alternative, 

benign relationship between the self and the world.  In spite of the impossibility of the 

redemptive task Carrington sets herself, rescuing the world from fascism, and the 

devastating psychological effects this quest to rescue the world has, there is some 

suggestion in the text that Carrington is able to imagine harmonious possibilities from 

her corporeal and spatial dislocation and in her over-identification with the external 

world.  This is not to negate the suffering and trauma inscribed in the text or to suggest 

that “Down Below” is ultimately a text which champions madness as an appropriate or 

ethical response to the war.  Rather, “Down Below” is a text which seeks to find 

meaning and possibilities within an otherwise traumatic experience of madness. 

 

Carrington’s text therefore complicates a simply symptomatic reading of her madness, 

which, as Natalya Lusty suggests, does in fact exhibit “many of the classic symptoms of 

paranoid schizophrenia.”2  Lusty compares “Down Below” to what is perhaps the most 

well known account of schizophrenia, Daniel Paul Schreber’s Memoirs of my Nervous 

Illness, noting a number of shared symptoms: “a conflict between the ego and reality, 

often stemming from an intolerable idea or event which lead to hallucinatory or 

delusional symptoms, including world-destruction fantasies, delusions of persecution, 

                                                 
1 Jean Gallagher (1998), The World Wars Through the Female Gaze, Southern Illinois University Press, 
Carbondale and Edwardsville, p. 2. 
2 Natalya Lusty (2003), “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” Textual Practice 17:2, p. 347.   
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oral regression and the assumption of the role of the redeemer.”3  Rather than allowing 

her symptoms to stand as symptoms, that is, rather than dismissing her conviction that 

the world is being hypnotised by fascist forces (Franco and Hitler in particular, but also 

her doctor, Don Luis, and her father’s employee, Van Ghent) and her belief that it is her 

responsibility to rescue the world, in “Down Below” these ostensible symptoms 

function as a critique of the war and of fascism.  It is not the case that Carrington’s 

experience of madness, or that madness itself, is somehow inherently transgressive and 

anti-fascist.  I am not recycling here the argument that forms of madness, like hysteria, 

can be read as a protest against repressive social structures.  It is in constructing a 

narrative of her experience that Carrington invests madness with particular meanings, 

and in the process of narrativisation that her experience takes on anti-fascist 

significances.  Therefore, although Carrington’s madness is in one sense a classic 

instance of paranoid schizophrenia, she constructs her experience in such a way that it 

takes on meaning beyond the symptomatic, and in her self-consciously modernist text, 

madness is bound up with the horrors of war. 

 

Remembering that the war was still ongoing, and two years away from finishing, when 

Carrington first wrote “Down Below” in 1943, her interest in forging a harmonious 

relationship between the self and the world is in stark contrast to the ethic of territorial 

domination animating the war.  Similarly, the sense of responsibility for the world that 

she takes on is the obverse of the fascist mania for domination and control.4  Again, it is 

not my argument that madness is inherently anti-fascist, but that madness is presented 

as both a product of the war’s violence and a means of conceptualising an alternative 

and more compassionate relationship between the self and the world.  These are not 

uncomplicated positions, and any redemptive potential madness may accrue in the text 

is obliterated by the trauma of her incarceration in the asylum, but the attempt to endow 

her madness with anti-fascist meanings is nonetheless significant.   

 

I want to begin this analysis somewhat circuitously, however, by thinking about the map 

of the asylum that Leonora Carrington includes in “Down Below.”  This is partly 

                                                 
3 Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” p. 347.  Schreber was of course the subject of Freud’s 
“Psychoanalytic Notes on an Autobiographical Account of a Case of Paranoia,” one of his few 
discussions of psychosis.   
4 I discuss later in the chapter Steve Pile’s argument, drawn from Klaus Theweleit, that there is a 
connection between fascist discourses of geography and embodiment.  This intersection between the 
space and the body manifests, Pile argues, in a preoccupation with armoured (corporeal and geographical) 
boundaries.  Steve Pile (1996), The Body and the City: Psychoanalysis, Space and Subjectivity, Routledge, 
London and New York, p. 198-210 
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because considerations of Carrington’s striking and fascinating map are largely absent 

from the critical literature, but also because it functions as a hinge between these two 

chapters on Carrington; it consolidates the argument I made in the previous chapter, that 

the text’s privileging of Carrington’s delusions displaces, or remaps, a psychiatric 

account of her experience, while also speaking to my interest in this chapter in 

Carrington’s representation of war and the kinds of psychological and spatial 

disruptions it produces.  Just as psychiatry works to establish control over the terrain of 

madness through its claim to exclusive knowledge and its classificatory imperative, so 

too does the technology of mapping represent a mastery of space, functioning through a 

similar dynamic of knowledge and naming, wherein “everything can be surveyed and 

pinned down.”5  In “Down Below” the space of the asylum is interpreted through the 

framework of her ‘delusions’, and as such, the map performs a personalised and 

ostensibly mad representation of space.   

 

Carrington’s map is interesting for the way in which it complicates both psychiatric 

authority and the spatial mastery implied by mapping.  The map is a subjective and anti-

hierarchical text, one which calls into question scientific models of knowledge and the 

authoritative possession of space.  It is also suggestive of the constellation of concerns 

explored in this chapter: the complex interrelations between spatiality, visuality, 

embodiment and war in Carrington’s text.  The map is a graphic representation of the 

kind of imbrication of subject and space through which, I argue, Carrington attempts to 

invest her madness with a progressive, non-fascist import and imagine an alternative 

and benign form of embodiment and spatiality.  It is, moreover, a text which inscribes 

multiple perspectives and calls for imaginative engagement.  As a non-hierarchical and 

non-rational text, with flexible and fluid boundaries, eschewing epistemological as well 

as spatial mastery, it is distinct from the ideal of military precision, the fascist 

preoccupation with order, structure and authority, and the fight for territorial domination, 

which animate the war.  I want, therefore, to take some time to explore the significance 

of Carrington’s extraordinary map. 

 

                                                 
5 Steve Pile and Nigel Thrift (1995), “Introduction” in Steve Pile and Nigel Thrift (eds), Mapping the 
Subject: Geographies of Cultural Transformation, Routledge, London and New York, p. 1 
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Leonora Carrington (1989 [1944]), “Down Below” in Leonora Carrington, The House of Fear: Notes 
from Down Below, Virago, London, p. 189 
 

Mapping and Madness 

Kathleen Kirby writes that “changes in the aesthetic appearance of maps testified to the 

growing authority of scientific discourse, which would terminate in an erasure from the 

map of all signs of the immediately subjective.”6  Carrington’s map, however, insists 

upon the subjective and, in doing so, calls into question the kind of scientific and social 

authority claimed by mapping and by psychiatry.  The map’s iconography encodes the 

mythological speculation which colours Carrington’s hallucinations, and the map is 
                                                 
6 Kathleen Kirby (1996), “RE: Mapping Subjectivity: Cartographic Vision and the Limits of Politics” in 
Nancy Duncan (ed.), BodySpace: Destabilising Geographies of Gender and Sexuality, Routledge, London 
and New York, pp. 46-47.  Kirby writes that “the central bastions of European mapping from the 
seventeenth century onwards ‘were measurement and standardization’.  In both realms, idiosyncrasy and 
emotionality, physicality and specificity, are increasingly marginalised.”  (Ibid) 
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fanciful rather than literal.  She holds out the possibility that a ‘mad’ map might provide 

ways of knowing, ways of seeing and forms of representation that (hyper)rational 

scientific discourses obscure or are simply unable to recognise.  This is not just a 

metaphoric instantiation of the Surrealist argument that madness opens up vistas to 

unknown worlds.  It is also an insistence on the importance of the subjective, of the 

possibility of multiple ways of seeing, and perhaps also a challenge to read her ‘mad’ 

response to the world (and the war) as a legitimate perspective, to take her 

representation of the war seriously.   

 

Even though it is framed as a guide to the layout of the asylum, provided to assist the 

reader, the map is referenced in the text eight pages before it actually appears and 

fourteen pages after Carrington first arrives at the asylum.7  Carrington writes that: “by 

looking at the map, you will see the respective positions of Villa Pilar, Radiografia, 

Covadonga, Amchu and Abajo; that will enable you to get your bearings in the 

garden.”8  The textual space between this reference to the map and the map itself does, 

however, complicate Carrington’s gesture of orientation; “Down Below” is only fifty-

one pages in length, so a gap of fourteen pages is considerable.  The reader works with 

the text’s written coordinates and spatial descriptions (aware, like Carrington, that 

somewhere there is a map), but even when they do reach the map, it undermines the 

sense of ‘bearings’ and orientation that Carrington promises.  Carrington’s map is full 

of mystical imagery drawn from the hallucinatory world she inhabits while in the 

asylum.  The names she gives buildings and spaces are the ones she uses in her 

delusional state, marking the map out as a determinedly non-scientific and non-rational 

representation of space.  ‘Radiography’, presumably the location of Carrington’s 

Cardiazol injections, is depicted as a coffin; ‘Down Below’ is represented by a large, 

flaming sun, accompanied by smaller icons of the sun and moon, an image of woman’s 

head which looks as if it may be a transmitter or aerial, and another priest or Christ-like 

figure; Villa Pilar resembles an underwater castle; while ‘Africa’ is a garden of snake 

heads.  There is an image of a deformed, agonised horse looking as if it may be kneeling 

in supplication before the gates of the asylum, particularly suggestive given that, as 

Aberth writes, “horses occupy a central role in Carrington’s entire oeuvre,” generally 

                                                 
7 Leonora Carrington (1989 [1944]), “Down Below” in Leonora Carrington, The House of Fear: Notes 
From Down Below, Virago, London, p. 189 
8 Ibid, p. 180 
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functioning as totemic figures.9  Within the Radiography coffin is an image of a woman 

with two heads (or possibly two women whose bodies have merged).  The map also 

shows a woman enclosed in a cage, and another doubled woman (wearing a cloak and 

carrying a walking stick, which perhaps suggest some kind of shamanic status) who is 

connected to a large, amorphous doppelganger figure.  The map’s key gives no 

indication of the identity of these women, but they can easily be read as self-

representations, as inscriptions of the subjective.   

 

The key itself further undermines the orderliness expected of a map.  Not all of the 

images are named, leaving spaces of mystery within the map, and even some of the 

images and locations that are named remain obscure.  For instance, Carrington’s room 

at Down Below is labelled the site of “the eclipse and the limbos.”  Nearby is “the lair,” 

while the “Wide Down Below alley” is listed under the key but does not correspond to 

anything within the map.  There is also no ‘logical’ numbering sequence.  Starting with 

an A. and B., there is then an X., followed by the numbers 1-11 (and including a 6b, but 

not a 6a), and then a return to an alphabetical sequence (a., b., and c.), before ending 

with the “Wide Down Below alley,” which is given no signifying mark at all.  This is a 

seemingly small point, but it gestures towards the map’s divergence from the rational 

and logical, and its disinclination towards the imposition of order onto mapped terrain.  

Steve Pile and Nigel Thrift argue that: 

 

The practices of visual representation of the map serve to disguise the power that 

operates in and through cartography…The map does not simply itemise the world; 

it fixes it within a discursive and visual practice of power and meaning; and, 

because it naturalises power and meaning against an impassive and neutral space, it 

serves to legitimate not only the exercise of that power but also the meaningfulness 

of that meaning.10

 

Carrington’s map, however, does not represent the asylum as a knowable or rational 

space and in refusing to do so, she denaturalises the power relations typically encoded 

in the mapping process.   

 
                                                 
9 Susan Aberth (2004), Leonora Carrington: Surrealism, Alchemy and Art, Lund Humphries, Hampshire 
and Burlington, p. 32.  Carrington’s interest in horses is evident throughout her writing and in a number 
of her paintings, especially her self-portrait Inn of the Dawn Horse, her novel Little Frances, and the 
collection The Seventh Horse. 
10 Steve Pile and Nigel Thrift (1995), “Mapping the Subject” in Steve Pile and Nigel Thrift (eds), 
Mapping the Subject: Geographies of Cultural Transformation, Routledge, London and New York, p. 48 
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Space and subject are mutually imbricated in Carrington’s map.  It is an affective text, 

not simply aiming for a neutral or objective tracing of the asylum, but inscribing stories, 

emotions, experiences and personalised forms of signification into the map.  

Carrington’s map does not simply represent a space, but draws attention to the meaning 

that space holds for the mapper.  Inscribing herself into the landscape, Carrington is not 

a neutral or disembodied mapper, dominating and controlling space through the power 

of her vision.  Pile and Thrift argue that the scopic regime underpinning the 

conventional map “valorises the neutrality of seeing: the world is turned into a set of 

geometrical arrangements based on an abstract, fixed, universal, isotropic and material 

understanding of space.” 11   Carrington’s map, in contrast, offers a plurality of 

perspectives and is constructed from the viewpoint of a markedly non-neutral subject, a 

subject who is, moreover, considered mad.12   

 

Signposting its own constructedness and narrativity, while eschewing even the 

requirement to itemise, the map disclaims the possibility of obtaining complete or 

objective knowledge of the space of the asylum.  In doing so, Carrington delegitimises 

the kinds of power and meaning that accrue to the map and, by extension, to psychiatry, 

which claims her, a madwoman, as a site of knowledge and mastery.  Although there is 

no direct equivalence between the science of mapping and the science of psychiatry, 

both have recourse to the presumption of (scientific) authority and both order and 

control what they purport only to describe. 13   It may seem that I am setting up a 

potentially problematic slippage between space and the body (or mind) of the 

madwoman, but my argument is less that psychiatric and cartographic discourses have 

equivalent effects, than that Carrington is responding in “Down Below” to scientific 

models of knowing.  Characterising both mapping and psychiatry is a claim to 

objectivity, an investment in classification, the legitimation of the operation of power 

and the construction of authoritative meaning.  It is in this sense that Carrington’s 

                                                 
11Ibid, p. 45 
12 In its three-dimensionality, Carrington’s map is given texture and depth, while the contrast between the 
two and three-dimensional images produces a sense of disorientation, as if the map is somehow warped.  
This contrast also opens up the possibility of other visual perspectives, so that a multiplicity of vision is 
inscribed into the map itself.  Carrington’s map works in the same way as the acts of substitution I 
identified in the previous chapter.  Her own, subjective perception is overlaid on the supposedly rational 
space of the asylum, and the possibility of achieving knowledge and mastery, of either space or madness, 
is called into question.    
13 In this respect too, Carrington’s map is a distinctly different narrative of madness to the psychiatric 
case study, as discussed in the previous chapter.  The madness represented by the map is not approached 
in terms of diagnosis, aetiology or treatment, but remains unknowable and unordered.  
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subjective mapping of the asylum can be read as a distinctly different representation of 

madness than the forms of representation permitted within psychiatric discourse. 

 

It is also Carrington’s subjective representation of space which permits my discussion 

of the map in terms of the text’s representation of war.  Whatever its ideological basis, 

war plays itself out in terms of territorial domination, through the claiming of space.  

Carrington’s breakdown begins shortly after the Germans cross the Maginot Line and 

begin moving into France.14  Throughout the text, as I shall demonstrate in detail later, 

there is a concern with the violation of boundaries, the aggressive movement across 

borders, fascist forms of domination and control, and with bodies displaced or 

dismembered by the war.  The movement of the German army into France causes 

Ernst’s internment and necessitates Carrington’s flight into Spain, while Carrington’s 

madness manifests as a confusion of bodily boundaries, mirroring and playing out the 

disruption of national borders.  Violent territorial domination and belligerent spatial 

mastery, aimed at by Hitler and achieved by Franco, feature both as causal factors and 

hallucinatory content in Carrington’s madness.  Carrington’s body boundaries are 

severely and traumatically disrupted in the text to the point where she can no longer 

distinguish between her own interiority and the violence and madness of the world at 

war.15  She induces vomiting, for instance, and writes that “I had realised the injustice 

of society, I wanted first of all to cleanse myself, then go beyond its brutal ineptitude.”16  

She believes that her stomach has become “the seat of that [brutal] society.” 17   

Carrington’s map, however, insists upon the possibility of an alternative relationship 

                                                 
14 Marina Warner (1989), “Introduction” in Leonora Carrington, The House of Fear: Notes from Down 
Below, Virago, London, p. 16 
15 The idea of the war as uncontainable and unmappable also, Deborah Parsons writes, preoccupies 
Elizabeth Bowen: “the global nature of the war meant a sense of disconnection from any understanding of 
the situation as a whole and any conception of its progress.  Bowen writes in The Heat of the Day, for 
example, that ‘war’s being global meant it ran off the edges of maps; it was uncontainable’.  The effect of 
this global war was the further disorientation of a society traditionally dominated by the mastering gaze of 
the male observing figure.  The war broke into everyday life, fragmented it both literally and spiritually, 
but it could not be grasped as a whole.” (Deborah Parsons (1997), “Souls Astray: Elizabeth Bowen’s 
Landscape of War,” Women: A Cultural Review 8:1, p. 26)  Moreover, although she is writing in a very 
different context, Bowen also registers the civilian experience of war as a loss of individuation: 
“Emphasizing that her stories are of war-time rather than war, [Bowen] goes on to state that what 
pervaded the war-time psyche was this experience of wandering in both city and identity.  She repeats 
that, during the war, the ‘feeling of slight differentiation was suspended: I felt one with, and just like, 
everyone else.  Sometimes I hardly know where I stopped and somebody else began.  The violent 
destruction of solid things, the explosion of the illusion that prestige, power, and permanence attach to 
bulk and weight, left all of us, equally heady and disembodied.’” (Ibid, p. 28) 
16 Carrington, 1989, p. 164 
17 Ibid 
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between subject and space, undermining the possibility of achieving a mastery of space 

by privileging a malleable landscape open to subjective inscription.18   

 

If, as Kirby argues, “cartography institutes a particular kind of boundary between 

subject and space, but is also itself a site of interface, mediating the relationship 

between space and the subject and constructing each in its own ossified way,” 19   

Carrington’s cartographic venture suggests a more mobile and subjective, 

compassionate and benign, nexus between the self and the world.  This intersubjective 

representation of a harmonious merging of self and world can be understood in 

opposition to the forms of embodiment and spatiality ascendant during wartime.  In the 

context of the war, with its ethic of territorial domination and its multiple forms of 

violence and bodily destruction, Carrington’s map seems to call for non-hierarchical, 

non-exclusive spatial relationships.  The map encodes an implicit recognition of 

multiple spatial perspectives.  Clearly a personal and idiosyncratic representation, the 

map does not presume to offer an objective or universal transcription of the asylum; it 

holds out the possibility of multiple, overlapping, mutually constitutive spatial visions.  

Moreover, it is a text which requires imaginative engagement on the part of the reader; 

as there are no obvious meanings or unambiguous signs, decoding the map requires and 

recourse to a narrative or speculative, rather than empirical, logic.  It is a map which 

leads in multiple directions.  There are arrows and lines which may indicate possible 

trajectories, but there are no directions as to what should be either viewed or travelled to 

first.  Carrington’s map is not about an authoritative mastery of space, and its 

imprecision contrasts explicitly with a fascist obsession with borders and domination.   

 

Katherine Conley argues that the preoccupation with mapping in “Down Below” is a 

way for Carrington to assert control over her experience, and she suggests that “the 

language of lines and maps traces the border between clarity and instability…” 20   

Conley goes on to write that: 

 

                                                 
18 The usual purpose of a map is to orientate the subject in space, and, Kirby writes, to “ensure that the 
relationship between knower and known remains unidirectional.  The mapper should be able to ‘master’ 
his environment, occupy a secure and superior position in relation to it, without it affecting him in 
return.”  (Kirby, p. 48.)  In Carrington’s map, however, subject and space are mutually imbricated, and 
the mapper is as affected by the space being mapped as the space is by the mapper.   
19 Kirby, p. 47 
20 Katherine Conley (1996), Automatic Woman: The Representation of Woman in Surrealism, University 
of Nebraska Press, Lincoln and London, p. 68.  Conley draws attention to Carrington’s frequent use of 
spatial terms, and her allusions to borders and voyagers, but only briefly mentions the actual map 
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This preoccupation with maps, with their precision, and with borders and liminal 

space betrays the healthy wish on Carrington’s part to keep in mind the way back.  

Despite her own stubborn pursuit of the ideas and behaviour that had sent her  

away in the first place, she apparently never lost sight of the buried wish to find her 

way out of the labyrinth which the extraordinary circumstances of the time had 

placed her.21

 

While I agree that “Down Below” is a text preoccupied with mapping, Conley’s 

suggestion that Carrington is interested in the precision of maps seems to me to be 

inaccurate.  I also find problematic the idea that Carrington’s madness was the result of 

obstinate stubbornness.  There is, moreover, a contradiction embedded in Conley’s 

argument.  She asserts, somewhat judgmentally, that it was Carrington’s stubborn 

pursuit of Surrealist ideals that sent her mad in the first place, and also that she was 

responding to the extraordinary circumstances of her time.  Carrington, it seems, is to be 

blamed for her reckless pursuit of a madness which was the product of circumstance.  

As my reading of Carrington’s map demonstrates, attending to “the extraordinary 

circumstances” of her time, responding to the intricacies of her representation of space, 

and reading “Down Below” as war literature can work to generate more complex 

readings of Carrington’s narrative of madness. 

 

“Down Below” as War Literature 

After expressing apprehension about the process of narration, and a fear of reliving the 

events narrated in the text, Carrington begins her account “with the moment when Max 

was taken away to a concentration camp for the second time under the escort of a 

gendarme who carried a rifle.” 22   Carrington’s subsequent slide into madness has 

generally been attributed to this moment in which Ernst is taken away and she is left, as 

a twenty three year old, by herself in rural France on the eve of the Second World War.  

As Renee Reiss Hubert describes it, “after her brutal separation from Max Ernst, 

Leonora suffered a complete breakdown and, shortly after, was hospitalised in 

Santander.” 23   The same story is told by Susan Rubin Suleiman, and with similar 

dramatic flair: “… after Ernst was taken into custody by French police, Carrington 

suffered a mental breakdown and was diagnosed as ‘incurably insane’ by a Spanish 

                                                 
21 Ibid 
22 Carrington, 1989, p 164 
23 Renee Riess Hubert (1994), Magnifying Mirrors: Women, Surrealism, and Partnership, University of 
Nebraska Press, Lincoln and London, p. 113 
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doctor, then shipped off to the asylum with her family’s approval.”24  In virtually all 

critical accounts of Carrington (and not only those which discuss “Down Below”), a 

causal connection is made between Max’s detainment and Carrington’s madness. 25   

Several authors, including Suleiman, do interpose Carrington’s flight into Spain (the 

period that is the focus of my discussion) between the key events of the detainment and 

the madness, but the implication remains the same: left without the support of her lover, 

Carrington is driven into psychosis. 

 

In this chapter, however, I am interested in the other figure that is present at the moment 

Ernst is taken away, the “gendarme who carried a rifle.”  I would like to suggest that the 

presence of this militarised body, and the presence of other bodies displaced, disfigured, 

and dismembered by the war, are as significant to Carrington’s experience of madness 

as Ernst’s detainment.26  That is, I want to read “Down Below” differently to how it is 

usually approached; not as a primarily Surrealist text, or in terms of Carrington and 

Ernst’s relationship, but as a kind of war literature.27  In the period between Ernst’s 

detainment and Carrington’s arrival in Santander, almost universally neglected by 

critics, there are a number of moments in which Carrington comes into contact, 

imaginatively and perhaps literally, with the war.  Carrington’s madness, I suggest, 

might in fact be read as a manifestation of civilian war neurosis, the disintegration of 

                                                 
24 Susan Rubin Suleiman (1990), Subversive Intent: Gender, Politics and the Avant-Garde, Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, p. 171 
25 Annette Shandler Levitt writes that the second time Carrington tried to secure Ernst’s release she was 
unsuccessful, “and having given up the house in St-Martin-d’Ardéche and begun her own exile through 
Spain – she suffered a breakdown and was institutionalized in Santander.”  (Annette Shandler Levitt 
(1996), “The Bestial Fictions of Leonora Carrington,” Journal of Modern Literature 20:1, p. 68)  
Similarly, Alice Gambrell writes: “When Ernst was arrested in France prior to the occupation, Carrington 
made a difficult border crossing into Spain, and in the process had a nervous breakdown.”  (Alice 
Gambrell (1997), Women Intellectuals, Modernist Difference: Transatlantic Culture 1919-1945, 
Cambridge University Press, p. 74)  In a different text, Suleiman again links Max’s incarceration with 
Carrington’s madness, writing: “He is interned again, shuttled back and forth between camps; escapes and 
returns to St Martin, but is taken away again.  Leonora anguished, starves herself and begins to 
hallucinate.”  (Susan Rubin Suleiman (1993), “The Bird Superior Meets the Bride of the Wind: Leonora 
Carrington and Max Ernst” in Whitney Chadwick and Isabelle de Courtivron, Significant Others: 
Creativity and Intimate Partnership, Thames and Hudson, London, p. 97).   
26 Sidra Stich argues that Surrealist representations of deformed and disfigured bodies can “be related to 
the presence of a large population of the physically maimed and mutilated, the casualties of World War I 
and ensuing conflicts.”  (Sidra Stich (1990), “Anxious Visions” in Sidra Stich (ed.) Anxious Visions: 
Surrealist Art, University Art Museum, Berkeley, p. 27) 
27 Conley does hint towards the role of the war in producing Carrington’s madness, but for Conley the 
significance of this nonetheless remains anchored in Ernst and Surrealism: “Unfortunately, owing to the 
extreme circumstances brought about the living in France with a German citizen at the outbreak of World 
War Two, Carrington’s fate came to represent Nadja’s in other ways…”  (Conley, 1996, p. 55)  Lusty 
also points to the way in which “Carrington repeatedly connects her internal experience with the external 
chaos of war,” but she does not elaborate on this aspect of Down Below.  (Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging 
Doors”, p. 342) 
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bodily boundaries represented in “Down Below” reflecting a traumatised response to 

the spectre of disrupted bodies that the war produces.   

 

This gesture of reading “Down Below” as war literature functions, like my discussion of 

Carrington’s engagement with psychiatry, to place the text into a different contextual 

matrix.  Understood in terms of a response to the historical and political context of the 

text’s production, the beginning of World War Two and the aftermath of the Spanish 

Civil War, Carrington’s madness takes on significance beyond the simply symptomatic.  

Rather than just an individual pathology or personal trauma (caused, for instance, by the 

disappearance of her lover), considering the text as a narrative engaged with the 

experience of war positions Carrington’s madness as a form of war neurosis, charged 

with political and social meaning.  There is a bourgeoning body of literature on the 

civilian experience of war and the forms of war neurosis this generated, and bringing 

this critical work to bear on “Down Below” grounds Carrington’s writing and her 

representation of madness in its material context.28  I have suggested that, out of her 

sense of psychic and corporeal disintegration, Carrington attempts to forge a 

harmonious and non-domineering relationship with the world.  Reading “Down Below” 

as war literature gives support to this argument, as it encourages attention to the way 

that the war is imagined, lived, represented, and resisted, as well the damage and forms 

of wounding it creates. 

 

This attention to the wartime context of the text draws partly from Natalya Lusty’s brief 

mention of the war, and builds on it in important ways.  Lusty writes that: 

 

By drawing our attention to the political and historical details of her narrative, 

Carrington reads her own psychic drama as part of the traumatic and chaotic sphere 

of war.  This seems apt considering how the political world intervenes, quite 

abruptly – with Ernst’s removal – into Carrington’s idyll in the South of France.  

As both a lover and artistic collaborator, Ernst occupied a central position in 

Carrington’s life up to this point.  While Ernst’s arrest and incarceration acts as the 

                                                 
28 Tate’s work is the most notable example (Trudi Tate (1998), Modernism, History and the First World 
War, Manchester University Press, Manchester), but an interest in civilian war neurosis is evident also in, 
for instance: Claire M. Tylee (1990) The Great War and Women’s Consciousness: Image of Militarism 
and Women’s Writings, 1914-64, Macmillan, Hampshire; Celia Kinsbury (2002),  The Peculiar Sanity of 
War: Hysteria in the Literature of World War One, Texas Tech University Press, Texas; Margaret R. 
Higonnet (2002), “Authenticity and Art in Trauma Narratives of World War I,” Modernism/Modernity 
9:1, pp. 91-107; and Andrea Peterson (2004), “Shell Shocked in Somerville: Vera Brittain’s Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder” in Angela K. Smith (ed.), Gender and Warfare in the Twentieth Century: 
Textual Representations, Manchester University Press, Manchester.   
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catalyst for her ensuing psychosis, her alarm at his absence is replaced by an 

increasingly obsessional focus on how her own bodily and psychic trauma begin to 

mirror the chaos and violence of the external world.29

 

I am uncomfortable with what seems to be Lusty’s suggestion that ‘politics’ are only of 

concern to Carrington because they interrupt her rural idyll. 30   If nothing else, the 

intensity of Carrington’s concern about Spain, evident throughout “Down Below,” 

suggests that the Spanish Civil War was an issue she had been aware of, and 

knowledgeable about, for some time.  Carrington had, after all, arrived in Paris in 1937, 

in the middle of the Spanish Civil War and the year that Guernica was exhibited in the 

Spanish Pavilion at the Paris International Exhibition (the same exhibition that Marina 

Warner writes that Carrington first exhibited with the Surrealists). 31   Lusty also 

                                                 
29 Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” p. 345.  Lusty makes a similar point again: “Carrington seems to 
suggest that the hallucinations and delusions that she experienced are tied not only to her private 
psychotic moment but the psychosis of history, the literal madness of war-torn Europe.  In trying to 
uncover the memory of those days, the narrative refuses to lose sight of the historical context of her 
suffering and madness: her personal loss of Ernst as a result of his own institutionalization as an enemy 
alien.” (Ibid, p. 350)  She also writes that: “Carrington recounts the vivid details of her hallucinations and 
delusions as part of a microscopic focus, but connects them to a macroscopic view of a world in traumatic 
crisis.  Thus historical events in the outside world take on an important though oblique relationship to the 
material realities of her experience of psychosis and incarceration.” (Ibid, p. 50)  I agree with Lusty that 
Carrington refuses to lose sight of the historical context of her suffering, but suggest that it is a context 
which includes, but is not confined to, the incarceration of Ernst, and, moreover, that historical events are 
of more than an oblique significance.  Hubert, as I mentioned in the Introduction, also notes Carrington’s 
focus on the war: “Carrington repeatedly links personal experience to political conditions.  She never 
loses track of the presence of warfare, of fascism, of Nazi ideology, and she considers her internment and 
political repression interchangeable, mirror metaphors of one another.” (Hubert, p. 115) 
30 It is when Carrington explains her politically radical theories, that “the World War was being waged 
hypnotically by a group of people – Hitler and Co.”, to the British Consul in Spain that she is first 
subjected to medical (and psychiatric) supervision.  She writes that “this good British citizen [the Consul] 
perceived at once that I was mad, and phoned a physician, Martinez Alonzo by name, who, once he had 
been informed of my political theories, agreed with him.”  (Carrington, 1989, pp. 173-174) Politics are 
therefore relevant to Carrington in ways other than their interruption of a love affair, although the 
separation from Ernst is greatly distressing. 
31 Warner, p. 12.  There is no direct evidence of Carrington’s personal interest in the Spanish Civil War 
prior to “Down Below”.  However, in the circles in which she was moving, the war was a significant 
concern.  In his autobiography, Roland Penrose tells of a house party he hosted at his brother’s house in 
Cornwall for visiting Surrealists, including Carrington and Ernst: “Max Ernst was to visit London and 
stay with me in Hampstead during his exhibition at the Mayor Gallery.  It was then that he met Leonora 
Carrington, a brilliant girl whose talent as a writer was only exceeded by her gifts as a painter.”  (Roland 
Penrose (1981), Scrap Book 1900-1981, Thames and Hudson, London, p. 107)  As Aberth notes, although 
Penrose’s memoir was written many years later, “what is still remarkable is the enormous respect he pays 
to Leonora, a young woman of 20, who as yet had not written any stories or really painted much of any 
worth.” (Aberth, p. 26)  Penrose goes on to list the extraordinary group of personages who congregated in 
Cornwall: Ernst and Carrington, Paul and Nusch Eluard, Herbert Read, Eileen Agar, Joseph Bard, E.L.T. 
Messens, Lee Miller, Man Ray, and Ady Fidelin.  He then writes that “in spite of the misery in the news 
from Spain, the season seemed locally set fair and nowhere could the vigour with which the surrealists 
pursued their work be suppressed.  It was the same summer that Picasso in Paris was painting Guernica 
and in Cornwall Eluard completed one of his most moving poems La Victorie de Guernica, inspired by 
the same crime.  His presence and the candour of his thought, expressed with startling vigour, were a 
constant stimulus even when for some trivial reason he exploded in a flash of anger.  ‘The poet is not he 
who is inspired but he who inspires’, were Eluard’s words and this was confirmed in the daily reality of 
life in his company.”  (Penrose, p. 107)  The Civil War was a significant preoccupation for the Surrealists: 
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describes the collapse of Carrington’s sense of bodily integrity and psychic 

identification with the external world as an “increasingly obsessional focus,” 

constructing this aspect of Carrington’s account as more aberrant than her distress over 

Ernst’s incarceration.  Clearly, the collapse of Carrington’s bodily boundaries is a 

symptom of her psychosis, but it is the way that Lusty naturalises Carrington’s distress 

at losing Ernst while pathologising her anguish with the war that I find problematic.  

Lusty suggests that it is apt for Carrington to ground her narrative in the historical and 

political context because this intrudes upon her relationship with Ernst, but Carrington’s 

perception that the war is impacting upon her own body is rendered obsessional.  Lusty 

only briefly analyses the place of the war in Carrington’s text and indeed, my own 

analysis is indebted to her perception of the way that “Carrington’s psychosis … is 

signalled by a disintegration of the self’s boundaries and the near fusion of self and 

world.”32  I want to take the text’s references to the war seriously, however, and read 

them as a very real concern with various kinds of traumatic dislocations produced by 

the war (including but not limited to Ernst’s internment). 

 

The Second World War and the Spanish Civil War provide the key historical settings 

for Carrington’s narrative.33  Susan Aberth writes that Ernst was interned in May of 

1940, while the beginning of “Down Below” is dated the 23rd of August, and Carrington 

establishes that the text is being narrated exactly three years after her internment in 

Santander.  The events in the text therefore take place roughly between May of 1940 

and the end of 1941, meaning that the ‘phoney war’ period of political and military 

détente had only just ended as Carrington’s madness was beginning.  Her experience of 

the war would likely, then, have been of a diffuse but ever-present state of anxiety, 

compounded by the several times that Ernst was taken away by French officials in the 

time between the outbreak of the war and the internment that contributed to 

                                                                                                                                               
it was Penrose who arranged for Guernica to be exhibited in London in 1938, Carrington knew Salvador 
Dalí and Joan Miró, both of whom were exiles from Spain, and Ernst was also painting anti-fascist work 
around the time he met Carrington.  Clearly, then, the Civil War was a topic about which Carrington’s 
friends were passionately interested and which she was likely to have been reasonably well-informed 
about – especially if Penrose’s claims about Paul Eluard’s proselyting endeavours are to be believed.  For 
information on the Surrealist response to the Civil War, see: Robin Adéle Greeley (2006), Surrealism and 
the Spanish Civil War, Yale University Press, New Haven and London; and Stich.   
32 Lusty, “Surrealism’s Banging Door,” p. 345 
33 Carrington admittedly writes at the beginning of “Down Below” that various events taking place in the 
outside world, like the fall of Belgium and the entry of the Germans into France, interested her very little 
and caused no fear.  However, she includes them in her narrative and her claim that they were happening 
in the outside world, and thus did not especially concern her, is problematised by the fact that her 
madness manifests as a collapse between internal and external worlds.  The war is very much a part of 
Carrington’s narrative, whether or not she acknowledged this directly. 
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Carrington’s breakdown.34  The Spanish Civil War particularly preoccupied modernist 

artists and intellectuals, including the Surrealists, during the years preceding the 

narrative events told in “Down Below”.  The Surrealists were vocal supporters of 

Republican Spain, publishing “several frantic tracts calling upon the French people to 

support the Spanish Republican government’s armed struggle against General Francisco 

Franco’s fascist military forces.”35  The Spanish Civil War garnered support from artists 

and intellectuals from across the European Left, to the extent that a number of 

prominent modernists (including women) actually joined the International Brigades and 

provided material support for the Republican cause. 36   The defeat of the socialist 

Republicans by the fascists is registered in Carrington’s lament for Spain as she crosses 

the border: “I was quite overwhelmed by my entry into Spain: I thought it was my 

kingdom: the red earth was the dried blood of the Civil War.  I was choked by the dead, 

by their thick presence in that lacerated countryside.”37  Both the Civil War and the 

Second World War therefore frame “Down Below,” which was written while the latter 

was still ongoing.  

 

                                                 
34 Aberth notes that “in 1939, after the French declared war on Germany, Ernst was interned at 
Largentiere, not far from St. Martin d’Ardéche, along with 100 or so other German nationals.  Carrington 
could visit him and brought him clothing, provision and art supplies but soon he was transferred to the 
Les Milles camp near Aix-en-Provence where the conditions in an old brick factory were crowded and 
unsanitary.  According to Marcel Jean, he stayed there for three months and was freed only at Christmas 
1939 thanks to the intervention of Paul Eluard who pleaded his case personally with the appropriate 
minister.”  (Aberth, p. 45) 
35 Greeley, p. 1 
36 Valentine Cunningham writes that “what was startling and special about Spain was that this relatively 
small-scale war had so many voluntary writer-participants in it – whether they were doing medical work 
or actually fighting, were engaged in propaganda or political activities, or had gone to Spain simply to 
report events.” (Cunningham, quoted in Norman Page (1990), The Thirties in Britain, Macmillan, 
Hampshire, p. 83) It was, Cunningham suggests, the one decisive event which “focuses the hopes and 
fears of the literary ‘30s, a moment that seems to summarise and test the period’s myths and drams, to 
enact and encapsulate its dominant themes and images.” (Ibid, p. 84)  That Carrington was familiar with, 
and participant in, modernist debates about art and fascism, crystallised by the Spanish Civil War, is 
evidenced by Jimmy Ernst’s, Max’s son, account of his awkward first meeting with Carrington.  He met 
Carrington for the first time unexpectedly, when calling to visit while his father was out.  Fortunately, 
Max returned home shortly, bringing with him Paul and Nusch Eluard.  Jimmy writes that Ernst and the 
Eluards had just been to see Guernica at the Spanish Pavilion, and that they discussed the significance of 
the painting through the night.  He goes on to write: “the subject of Guernica came up again the next time 
that Eluard joined Max, Leonora Carrington and me for tea at rue Jacob.  For my sake, he had brought 
along a large number of photos about to be published in the magazine Cahiers d’Art that Dora Maar, 
Picasso’s mistress of many years, had taken during the progress of Guernica.  I found the changes and 
transformations the mural had undergone fascinating and had to ask Max how he really felt about it.  
Picasso to his mind had created far more important works than this one, but the circumstance of its 
existence had made it an object of public discussion obscuring the painting while stressing its subject 
matter….But I was after more answers for myself: Could paintings defeat Franco, stop Hitler or prevent 
the next war?  Eluard replied, ‘Max probably has not told you that only a few months ago, some of us, 
including Malraux, had to convince him not to volunteer for active field duty against Franco.  One of our 
arguments was that his paintings and collages are far more dangerous to fascism than his bullet ridden 
body.”  (Jimmy Ernst, A Not so Still Life: A Memoir, St Martins Press, New York, 1985, pp. 89-90) 
37 Carrington, 1989, p. 170 
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As Carrington slides further into madness, the boundaries between her body and the 

external world become increasingly porous.  She begins to experience the violence of 

the world within her own body.  For instance, she identifies the bout of dysentery she 

suffers upon her arrival in Spain with the ‘illness’ of Madrid, suggestively considering 

the aftermath of the Civil War in terms of illness and disease and conflating politics 

with bodily imagery.  Carrington writes: 

 

In the political confusion and the torrid heat, I convinced myself that Madrid was 

the world’s stomach and that I had been chosen for the task of restoring that 

digestive organ to health.  I believed that all anguish had accumulated in me and 

would dissolve in the end, and that explained to me the force of my emotions.  I 

believed that I was capable of bearing that dreadful weight and of drawing from it a 

solution for the world.  The dysentery I suffered from later was nothing but the 

illness of Madrid taking shape in my intestinal tract.38

 

In this rather extraordinary passage, the turmoil of the world is both imagined in 

corporeal terms and experienced corporeally.  Madrid becomes for Carrington the 

stomach of the world, and redeeming the world is equated with curing “that digestive 

organ.”  At the same time, the diseased state of Europe infects Carrington’s body, and 

her own intestinal tract becomes, like Madrid, the epicentre of the world’s ills.  Here, in 

a complex set of representational trajectories, the political turmoil of Madrid comes to 

stand in for the state of the world, Carrington’s intestines mirror the state of Madrid, the 

world is imagined as a body and Carrington’s body is convulsed by the misery of the 

world.  Clearly, the turmoil of the war is experienced by Carrington in an extremely 

visceral manner.  Such slippages between Carrington’s body and the external world are, 

I would suggest, inextricably bound up with what might be considered the ‘madness’ of 

the war, and they engender in Carrington a sense of responsibility, to the extent that she 

comes to believe it is her duty to rescue the world and break the malevolent power that 

the Fascists (Hitler and Franco in particular) exercise.  Her madness therefore manifests 

in an explicitly political fashion and in a way that is acutely responsive to the war.  This 

image of the collapse of the body into the world (and the world into the body) is 

                                                 
38 Ibid, p. 171-171.  It is evident that Spain holds a particularly significant place in Carrington’s 
perception of the world’s turmoil.  The Spanish Civil War seems to exemplify, for Carrington, the horror 
of the war, and it is around Spain that many of her hallucinations focus.  It is significant that it a site of 
Fascist triumph that represents, for Carrington, the focus of the world’s illness.  Moreover, in terms of the 
blurring of her bodily boundaries, Spain is often the focus of these moments of corporeal instability.  
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incredibly resonant, and I shall attempt to unravel some of its significances throughout 

this chapter. 

 

Civilian War Neurosis 

Reading “Down Below” as war literature also situates Carrington in relation to the 

number of other women writers, many of whom were modernists, who wrote about their 

wartime experiences.39  In the critical literature on the connections between the war, 

modernism and madness there is an emphasis, for obvious reasons, on the experiences 

and writing of the First World War, and discussions of war related madness tend to 

concentrate on ‘shell shock’ and the experiences of combatants.40  In locating “Down 

Below” as war literature and reading Carrington’s madness as a form of civilian war 

neurosis, I draw on Trudi Tate’s Modernism, History and the First World War; in 

particular, her discussion of the civilian experience of war and her reading of another 

modernist woman who struggled with civilian war neurosis: HD.  Although HD’s First 

World War novel, Bid me to Live, was not completed until the 1940s and thus shares in 

part a common frame of reference with “Down Below,” I am mindful that the 

experience of the First World War should not be conflated uncritically with that of the 

Second.  Carrington herself was not born until 1917 and the decades after the First 

World War were notoriously tumultuous and ushered in a great number of social and 

technological changes, as well as giving rise to the variety of experimental literatures 

and artistic practices that would come to be known as modernism.  The way in which 

each war was experienced, and how it was waged and why, not to mention how it was 

written about and what kinds of effects it had, are vastly different.   

 

I am less concerned, however, with parallels between Bid me to Live and “Down 

Below” than with the continuities between Tate’s reading of HD as a civilian war 

neurotic and the way in which I am reading Carrington’s text.  There is one moment in 

“Down Below” in which Carrington does (perhaps) come in to direct contact with the 

                                                 
39 Other modernist women concerned with the war include: HD, Antonia White (whose heroine, Clara 
Batchelor, hallucinates about soldiers while in an insane asylum), Rebecca West, Gertrude Stein, Lee 
Miller, and Virginia Woolf. 
40 The majority of critical work around the war and madness focuses on combatants and, in terms of 
modernism, the focus has been on the ways in which the First World War and shell shock are registered 
in the writing of the ‘men of 1914’ (although Septimus Smith in Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway is an exception 
here).  Recent critical work (like Tate, Tylee, Kinsbury, Higonnet and Peterson’s) has begun to recognize 
women’s war writing and the existence of civilian war neurosis.  Rebecca West’s Return of the Soldier 
(1918) was the first literary (and modernist) text to reference shell shock, and other texts like Antonia 
White’s Beyond the Glass and HD’s Bid me to Live are similarly concerned with the impact of the war on 
women and its production of madness.  
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war, but otherwise the war is for her a highly mediated experience, something she learns 

of through narrative and imaginative engagement.  Tate, responding to an argument put 

forward in an article in the medical journal The Lancet, titled “Insanity and the War,” 

which suggested absurdly that the spectacle of men “laying down their lives for a 

principle” redeemed “the pictures of mangled bodies and human beings gasping in their 

dark struggle against death,” writes that: “civilians do not see this ‘picture’ [of the war], 

of course: they imagine it.  And when civilians did actually imagine some of the 

horrible sights of the Great War, they became susceptible to war neurosis.”41  Civilians 

engaged in imagining the Second World War were perhaps better prepared for its 

horrors, although they also had access to two decades worth of increasingly graphic 

First World War narratives and were perhaps better informed about the material and 

psychological experience of war.  Ernst had been involved in the First World War, as 

had many of the Surrealists, and Surrealism itself is often understood as a response to 

the manifold traumas and upheavals of the First World War.42  Tate’s interest in civilian 

war neurosis suggests that people who had no firsthand experience of the war, but heard 

stories or imagined what others were experiencing, were nonetheless susceptible to 

being psychologically affected by it, often in similar ways to combatants. 

 

Involuntary and uncontrollable physical symptoms are one of the key symptoms of war 

neurosis, which, for ‘shell shocked’ combatants often manifested as partial paralysis, 

                                                 
41 Tate, p 11.  The article she refers to was published in The Lancet on the 4th of September, 1915.  Tate 
notes that the reference to mangled bodies grasping in the dark comes from the superintendent of a lunatic 
asylum. 
42 For instance, Stich writes that “in the aftermath of World War I, concern about human nature and the 
future of civilisation reached a high level of intensity.  The recognition of violence as a dominant human 
trait and the realization that human will had caused destruction on a previously unfathomed scale shifted 
Western thinking about the nature of life.  Conflict and disorder, irrationality and destruction became 
actualities that could not be ignored or treated as aberrant conditions….The cataclysm of 1914-18 had 
severely shaken attitudes and confronted the modern world with new concerns about the self and society.  
Surrealism was born of these upheavals and deeply rooted in the confusion that resulted from them.”  
(Stich, p. 11) Ernst himself had been involved in the war, as Hal Foster notes: “Max Ernst was drafted 
into an artillery regiment of the German army in 1914 at the age of twenty-three.  Though soon 
transferred away from the front, he was wounded twice and so nicknamed ‘Iron Head’.  ‘We young 
people came back from the war in a state of stupefaction,’ he would later remark.  “Max Ernst died the 1st 
of August 1914.  He resuscitated the 11th of November 1918….’  This account of the war in terms of 
shock is telling, as is the alienation of the first person by the third.” (Hal Foster (1991) “Amour Fou,” 
October 56, 1991, p.69)  Foster also suggests that Ernst used the shock of the war as a kind of aesthetic 
stimulus, writing that: “it is precisely in such terms of psychic disturbance as evoked by the war that I 
want to consider five or six of his early collages.  This is not to suggest that Ernst was so disturbed, but 
rather that he deployed certain characteristics of such disturbance, familiar to him from prewar studies in 
psychology at the University of Bonn, to critical ends.”  (Ibid ) See also: Hal Foster (1998), “Exquisite 
Corpses” in Lucien Taylor (ed.), Visualizing Theory: Selected Essays from VAR 1990-1994, Routledge, 
New York and Annette Becker (2000), “The Avant-Garde, Madness and the Great War,” Journal of 
Contemporary History 35:1, pp. 71-84 
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the loss of speech, hearing, or memory, nightmares and general nervous sensitivity.43  

The modernist poet HD believed hearing about the sinking of the passenger ship 

Lusitania caused her the stillbirth of her child, and for Tate, this corporeal reaction to 

war-related shock can be read as an instance of civilian war neurosis.  HD was told 

about the Lusitania and its 1200 civilian casualties shortly before the birth, and 

maintained even years later that she lost the child “from shock and repercussions of war 

news broken to [her] in a rather brutal fashion.”44  As Tate writes, in this instance of 

war-related bodily trauma, “it was a story which did the damage.”45  For Tate, HD’s 

‘neurotic’ conviction that the sinking of the Lusitania killed her child, “suggests a direct 

relationship between violent public events and the private lives of civilians during 

wartime.”46  Tate’s argument that war stories have psychological and corporeal effects 

can be usefully extended in relation to Carrington.   

 

An awareness of the damage that stories can do, particularly in terms of their production 

of traumatic corporeal disruptions, is very much present in “Down Below”.  Carrington 

does perhaps, for a brief moment, come into contact with actual dead and dismembered 

war bodies, but throughout “Down Below” it is the very idea of the war that animates 

Carrington’s hallucinations and which precipitates her slide into madness.  Tate writes 

that HD’s fiction is: 

 

Concerned with the problem of being a witness to the slaughter of the war – but a 

witness who does not actually see the worst of what happens.  As a witness, Julia 

[in Bid me to Live] can only imagine what the soldiers have to face.  She is exposed 

to the war discursively, through stories and fantasies of the men’s 

suffering…Powerlessness in the face of other’s suffering – whether witnessed or 

imagined – was a significant cause of war neurosis in both civilians and soldiers 

during the Great War.47

 

                                                 
43 Kinsbury, p. 118 
44 HD, quoted in Tate, p 15 
45 Ibid 
46 Ibid, p 10.  Tate argues that HD’s response to the war is not represented as a specifically gendered form 
of war neurosis.  She asks: “Is HD’s view of her lost child specifically a woman’s response to the Great 
War, or a feminist protest that the violence of war has permeated even the most private of spaces, the 
unborn child in the womb?  Perhaps, yet HD’s work resists precisely this kind of rigid gendering.  Rather, 
she explores the peculiar effects of trauma on both women and men, and the uneven ways in which the 
wear penetrates civilian society.”  (Ibid) 
47 Ibid, pp. 30-31 
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For both Carrington and HD, imaginative and narrative encounters with the war are 

positioned as carrying traumatic resonances comparable to the visual or experiential.  

Carrington is preoccupied with the idea that the Spanish people have been hypnotised 

by malevolent fascist powers, and her conviction that she is responsible for saving them 

can be understood as a response to her powerlessness “in the face of other’s suffering.”  

Tate writes that HD has difficulty with representing the validity of her trauma, given 

that she writes as “a woman, a civilian, and survivor.”48  “[HD’s] war writings,” she 

argues, “are troubled by these questions, torn between guilt and self-righteousness; 

staking a civilian claim to war experience – and suffering – yet helplessly aware of the 

greater suffering of the combatants.”49   In “Down Below,” perhaps because of the 

extremity of her response to the war, Carrington is far less anxious about her right to 

narrativise her war experience, and the text valorises her imaginative apprehension of 

the war as a form of civilian (and female) war trauma. 

 

While not discounting the great distress obviously occasioned by HD’s stillbirth, 

Carrington’s loss of bodily integrity is more thoroughgoing; such that the boundaries 

between her body and the world break down completely.  Tate argues that: 

 

Throughout her writings, HD explores and often dissolves the boundaries of 

subjectivity.  At the same time, her war fiction represents subjects who are 

threatened to the point of severe neurosis by the war’s reshaping of subjectivity.  

Not all transgressions of boundaries are liberating, for women or for men.50

 

Whereas Tate reads HD’s representations of the dissolution of subjectivity in a 

cautionary manner, I suggest that Carrington’s representation of psychological and 

corporeal disintegration carries various possibilities.  While her loss of individuation is 

far from ‘liberating’ and is, at times, overwhelming, disorientating and decidedly 

harrowing, “Down Below” nonetheless presents the possibility that alternative stories, 

subjectivities and forms of embodiment can contest the violence and damage 

perpetrated by the war.   

 

 

                                                 
48 Ibid, p. 30 
49 Ibid, pp. 30-31 
50 Ibid, p 32 
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“That mirror – my stomach – had to be rid of the thick layers of filth”: Bodies and 

the Contamination of the War 

This imbrication of war, bodies, and madness, along with the effects of narrative and the 

problematics of witnessing the war’s violence, is evident from the very opening of 

Carrington’s account, and I return here to the text’s stomach imagery.51  This paragraph 

is rather lengthy, but worth quoting in detail: 

 

I begin therefore with the moment when Max was taken away to a concentration 

camp for the second time, under the escort of a gendarme who carried a rifle (May 

1940).  I was living in Saint-Martin d’Ardéche.  I wept for several hours, down in 

the village; then I went up again to my house where, for twenty-four hours, I 

indulged in voluntary vomitings induced by drinking orange blossom water and 

interrupted by a short nap.  I hoped that my sorrow would be diminished by those 

violent spasms, which tore at my stomach like earthquakes.  I know now that this 

was but one of the aspects of those vomitings: I had realized the injustice of society, 

I wanted first of all to cleanse myself, then go beyond its brutal ineptitude.  My 

stomach was the seat of that society, but also the place in which I was united with 

all the elements of the earth.  It was the mirror of the earth, the reflection of which 

is just as real as the person reflected.  That mirror – my stomach – had to be rid of 

the thick layers of filth (the accepted formulas) in order properly, clearly and 

faithfully to reflect the earth.52

 

The recurrent image of Carrington’s stomach as both a point of connection to the earth 

and cosmos and its mirror, is an extraordinary one, and it captures the vehemence of her 

sudden and dramatic loss of individuation in the face of the overwhelming impact of the 

war.  There are a number of complex ideas embedded in this paragraph, and I will take 

some time to unpack its multiple significances.   

 

Firstly, this paragraph makes it clear that it is not simply Ernst’s internment that 

prompts her madness.  His forced removal causes her great distress, clearly, and she 

resorts to inducing convulsive bodily spasms in an attempt to “allay her sorrow.”  

Carrington then, however, links this bodily expression of distress quite explicitly to the 

                                                 
51 Hubert writes that Carrington “displace[s] the emotional center from the heart to the stomach, a 
recurring metaphor serving to ground the relation of the narrator in nature and its elements.” (Hubert, p. 
116) 
52 Carrington, 1989, p. 164.  In the VVV text, the bodily imagery is slightly more visceral.  In this version, 
Carrington writes: “I hoped that my sorrow would be allayed by those violent spasms which tore my 
stomach apart like so many earthquakes.”  (Leonora Carrington (1944), “Down Below” VVV 4, p. 70) 
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awfulness of the war: “I know now that this was but one of the aspects of those 

vomitings: I had realized the injustice of society.”  Max’s internment in fact functions as 

something of a synecdoche of the war; it is the catalyst which awakens her to the war’s 

“brutal ineptitude” and the nefarious influence of the “accepted formulas.”  For 

Carrington, the war brings about a radical loss of agency, evident in the forced 

relocation of bodies, represented by Ernst’s incarceration and the influx of Belgian 

refugees into Carrington’s village, as well as the imposition of socially conservative 

“accepted formulas.”53   

 

Carrington’s account of madness begins with an indictment of belligerent social values 

(represented as “thick layers of filth”) and their invasion of individual lives and bodies.  

The ‘accepted formulas’ Carrington references perhaps also relate to her family’s social 

milieu, which she had been so eager to escape.  Given that representatives of Imperial 

Chemicals, her father’s company, are consistently aligned with Hitler, Franco and 

fascist ideologies, these accepted formulas can perhaps be understood as a complex 

mixture of bourgeois capitalism, nationalistic, masculinist militarism, the patriarchal 

structures which forced her to participate in a debutante ball and various kinds of fascist 

and conservative attitudes.54  Carrington writes later of her fear of German soldiers as 

                                                 
53 Carrington’s references to Belgium and Belgian refugees may be significant.  During the First World 
War, the alleged German atrocities in Belgium were one of the main English propaganda tools to 
inculcate hatred for the Germans – along with the sinking of the Lusitania.  There is no way to determine 
just how familiar Carrington would have been with this aspect of British history, or if the ‘rape of the 
Belgians’ would have had resonances for Carrington in the late 1930s, but that it is one of the few specific 
events of the war that Carrington references suggests that it was at least of some significance for her.  
Allyson Booth argues that the propagandistic use the British made of the Belgians during the First World 
War reflected a concern with the spatial organisation of contemporary war, and an anxiety about civilians 
being made targets in the conflict.  She also suggests that the ‘rape of Belgium’ raised issues of factuality 
in war representation; something that she argues provides a context for a more general modernist distrust 
of the factual.  These issues – the spatiality of the war, the experience of civilians, representation and 
factuality – are all concerns which animate “Down Below,” and it is thus possible that Belgium carries a 
particular resonance in the text.  Booth writes: “both official British discourse and British popular 
sentiment articulated Germany’s invasion of Belgium and its air raids on England as a violation of the 
proper spatial organisation of the war: civilians, according to this English view, were supposed to occupy 
safe havens, soldiers were supposed to occupy war zones, and the two kinds of space were not supposed 
to intersect.  Thus Germany’s invasion of a neutral country and its shelling of British civilian targets were 
both condemned as transgressions of this spatial organisation, but it was the ‘rape of Belgium’ (both 
figuratively and literal) that became for England the most powerful symbol of German transgression…I 
examine the ways in which charges of rape, along with the British attempt to substantiate those charges, 
raised the issue of factuality in a way similar to the way in which the same issue reverberates through 
modernism.  The ‘rape of Belgium’ provides a historical context in which the modernist mistrust of 
factuality may be more clearly understood.”  (Allyson Booth (1996), Postcards from the Trenches: 
Negotiating the Space Between Modernism and the First World War, OUP, Oxford, p. 67) 
54 Van Ghent, who is connected with her father’s chemical company, ICI, is described as a Dutch man 
“who was Jewish and somehow connected with the Nazi government…  He showed me his passport, 
infested with Swastikas.  More than ever I aspired to ridding myself of all social constraints.”  (Carrington, 
1989, p. 171)  Carrington writes again that “to me Van Ghent was my father, my enemy and the enemy of 
mankind.”  (Ibid, p. 173)  Later, she tries to explain his nefarious power to the British Consul, explaining 
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automatons, and her horror of “thoughtless, fleshless beings.”  She is also accused of 

being a spy, probably denounced by villagers themselves terrified by the war and 

subject to propaganda, and soldiers enter her home and threaten to shoot her on the 

spot.55  Carrington is resentful of the intrusion of the “accepted formulas” into the lives 

and bodies of both herself and others. 

 

In the opening sentence of “Down Below”, Carrington declares she was pronounced 

“incurably insane,” and given this initial declaration of madness, the text’s first instance 

of corporeal and psychological instability, quoted above, is ostensibly an unambiguous 

symptom of madness.  The apparent obvious madness of Carrington’s belief that her 

stomach is a mirror of the world is, however, a reading that Carrington both offers and 

undermines.  Written from the perspective of the present, and presumably sane, moment 

of narration, Carrington asserts that her self-induced vomiting was a response to her 

realization of the injustice of society; that it is a ‘sane’ Carrington who positions her act 

of self-purging as a response to the “brutal ineptitude” of society calls into question just 

how mad this hysterical act is.  Carrington suggests that her madness is a response to the 

madness of the war.  The only way she can respond to the intrusion of the war into her 

own life, to the forced relocation of Max is, to reproduce this upheaval, by producing 

her own violent bodily spasms.  This may be a mad response, but it also makes a kind of 

sense. 

 

Carrington feels physically contaminated by the injustice and brutality of the war and 

her anxiety manifests in explicitly bodily ways, as the above quote illustrates so 

strikingly.  The shock of Max’s incarceration, and the moment of traumatic revelation it 

brings about, produce, it would seem, a crisis of bodily integrity.  Realising the brutality 

and injustice of the world, Carrington is compelled to cleanse herself, and although this 

begins with ‘voluntary’ vomiting, it results in the complete collapse of Carrington’s 

                                                                                                                                               
that “Hitler and Co.” were represented in Spain by Van Ghent.  It is if course highly unlikely that Van 
Ghent would be both Jewish and a Nazi, but the key point is that he is a representative of her father and 
connected with the Nazi regime, something which compels Carrington to desire ridding herself of social 
constraints.  Lusty writes that “driving the structure of Carrington’s story are her attempts to escape a 
series of male figures who come to represent the powerful presence of her father: Max Ernst, who 
because of their difference in age already constituted a father figure to Carrington; various associates of 
Carrington’s father – such as the Dutchman Van Ghent; various embassy officials; the Doctors in Madrid 
as well as in the asylum at Santander.  It is Van Ghent who plays a particularly sinister role in 
Carrington’s delusional fantasy and who takes on the role of the persecuting father as well as Hitler’s 
accomplice.” (Natalya Lusty (2002), Surrealism, Feminism and Psychoanalysis: The Crisis of 
Representation in the Work of Leonora Carrington, Claude Cahun and Cindy Sherman, PhD Thesis, 
University of Sydney, p. 73) 
55 Carrington, 1989, p. 165.   
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bodily boundaries.  Her stomach becomes the point at which she is imaginatively 

connected to the rest of the world and, she writes, it is the seat of the society whose 

brutality she has just realized.  This realization punctures her, like a wound, and she 

takes on an identification with, and sense of responsibility for, the suffering generated 

by such ‘brutal ineptitude’.56  With her stomach both reflecting and containing a world 

thrown into disorder and on the verge of collapsing into violence, she induces vomiting 

to purge herself and the world of contamination. 

 

Visual Disturbances 

The collapse of Carrington’s corporeal boundaries, and the continuities that are 

established between Carrington and the external world, are bound up with the 

difficulties of witnessing the war.57  Embedded within Carrington’s account of the loss 

of Max, her realization of the brutalities of the war and the first of her crises of bodily 

boundaries are several references to the problematics of vision.  Carrington asserts that 

her stomach is the mirror of the earth, “the reflection of which is just as real as the 

person reflected.”58  Here, it seems that Carrington believes that representation is as 

significant as ‘reality’ and, by extension, that narratives of the war, or even imaginative 

apprehensions of it, are just as ‘real’.  However, Carrington then complicates this 

conception of vision and representation by then suggesting that the mirror is, in fact, 

unable to reflect “properly, clearly and faithfully.”  Covered in thick layers of the filth 

                                                 
56 There is an essential optimism to Carrington’s hallucinations here, as she believes that the war is a 
distortion and that it is possible for her stomach, now imagined as a mirror, to be cleansed of the layers of 
filth and therefore to reflect the world ‘clearly and faithfully’.  Carrington’s assumption is, of course, that 
there is an innate goodness in the world and she imagines herself, somewhat messianically, as the one 
who will reveal this. 
57 There is also a Surrealist context for this focus on vision.  In “The Disenchantment of the Eye: 
Surrealism and the Crisis of Ocularcentism,” Martin Jay analyses the Surrealist preoccupation with vision 
and visuality.  Jay explicitly links this preoccupation with the aftermath of the First World War.  He 
writes: “if, as it is often claimed, the First World War challenged and in certain cases toppled the 
traditional hierarchies of European life, the domination of sight, long accounted  the ‘noblest of the 
senses’ was by no means impervious to its impact.  …  The ancient scopic régime, which might be called 
Cartesian perspectivalism, lost what was left of its leading role, and the very premises of ocularcentrism 
themselves were soon being called into question.  …These effects were perhaps nowhere as evident as in 
interwar France, when many intellectuals from a wide variety of different camps experienced a palpable 
loss of confidence in the eye, or at the very minium, in many of its time-honoured functions.  …  Even, 
that is, the Surrealists, who are often accounted among the most starry-eyed exponents of visionary 
redemption, came to question the possibility or even the desirability of that goal.”  (Martin Jay (1994), 
“The Disenchantment of the Eye: Surrealism and the Crisis of Ocularcentrism” in Lucien Taylor (ed.), 
Visualizing Theory: Selected Essays from VAR 1990-1994, Routledge, New York, p. 176)  Jay charts 
Surrealism’s thoroughgoing investment in and critique of ideas of visuality, and links this concern with 
the eye to a post-war loss of visual authority.  See also Natalya Lusty (1998), “The Detached Eye: 
Surrealism’s Aesthetics of Violence” in Natalya Lusty and Ruth Walker (eds), Masochism: Disciplines of 
Desire, Politics of Danger, Aesthetics of Cruelty, ARC Publications, Sydney). For a broader discussion of 
visuality and modernist writing, see: Karen Jacobs (2001), The Eye’s Mind: Literary Modernism and 
Visual Culture, Cornell University Press, Ithaca and London. 
58 Carrington, 1989, p. 164 
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of accepted formulas, it produces distorted images.  There is a disjunction in 

Carrington’s conception of the mirror.  It shifts from re-producing the subject and the 

world, to reflecting improperly and unfaithfully.  These two possibilities, faithful and 

faithless modes of reflection and representation, point to a crisis in vision, an anxiety 

about how to see, understand and represent the many disruptions of war.  Furthermore, 

rather than grapple with the traumatic realities of the war, having to see (even if only 

imaginatively or narratively) the disruptive brutality of the war, or facing the prospect of 

seeing in accordance and compliance with the filthy “accepted formulas”, it seems that 

Carrington is precipitated into an alternative mode of vision: that of delusion.  

Carrington’s madness, therefore, might be understood as another mode of apprehending 

the war. 

 

My argument that Carrington’s madness represents an alternative mode of visuality is 

indebted to Gallagher, who is also interested in HD’s war literature.  Gallagher argues 

that HD attempts to construct an expanded vision of the war, a way of seeing beyond 

“the socially agreed description(s) of an intelligible world.”59  Drawing on Norman 

Bryson’s assertion that forms of vision that deviate from the conventional are marked as 

“hallucination, misrecognition or ‘visual disturbance’,” Gallagher is concerned with 

unconventional, hallucinatory visual disturbances in HD’s World War Two-era 

writings.60   She contends that HD constructs “an expanded field of wartime vision 

through sustained attention to hallucination, dream-images, and the unrepresentable 

‘something’ beyond the borders of normally intelligible visuality.”61  HD’s project, 

suggests Gallagher, is to re-imagine wartime visuality for women, to generate viable 

ways of apprehending the war: 

 

H.D.’s privileging of ‘visual disturbances’ in her Blitz-era prose might be read as a 

form of discursive civil disobedience by which she represents the female seeing 

subject as one exposed to what is most terroristic in visuality … in order to explore 

the possibilities and limits of a collective, ‘ethically accountable’ wartime visuality. 

 

Carrington’s aims, and indeed her methods, are different to HD’s.  She is not, for one, 

attempting to explore the possibility of a collective visual perspective; Carrington is 

completely overwhelmed by her own inability to shield herself from the war’s terroristic 

                                                 
59 Norman Bryson, quoted in Gallagher, p. 97 
60 Ibid 
61 Ibid, p. 159 

 214 



vision.  Yet, Gallagher’s suggestion that HD inscribes visual disturbances as another, 

ethically accountable, way of confronting the war’s violence is a useful way of 

understanding Carrington’s delusions.  It enables the madness represented in “Down 

Below” to be read both as a product of Carrington’s position as a civilian witness to the 

war, and as a visual disturbance representing a possible alternative mode of 

apprehending the war. 

 

Throughout The World Wars Through the Female Gaze, Gallagher is concerned with 

how women writers and artists, such as HD, responded to the visual anxieties produced 

by both world wars. 62   For Gallagher, seeing becomes a particularly vexed issue for 

women in a wartime context.  Given “the gendered distinction between the masculine 

‘authoritative eyewitness’ and the feminine ‘passive spectator’,” women, she argues, are 

positioned as “passive spectator[s] of uncontrollable violence.63  Gallagher writes that: 

 

the liminal figure of the female observer on the scene of military engagement who 

struggles with the attractions, promises, limitations, difficulties, contradictions, and 

trauma of wartime visuality; whose gaze is subject to manipulation and control by 

soldiers; and who is the object of the surprised, puzzled, menacing or derisive 

military gaze – this is the figure that emerges in my study, a lightening rod for 

wartime visual anxieties, inscribing resistances to and gaps in the unifying 

militarised gaze of a belligerent culture.64

 

Gallagher argues that the texts in her study construct “fragmented or indirect” modes of 

visual apprehension, constructing “female wartime observers through failures, gaps or 

blockages in vision.”65  HD’s recourse to hallucinatory perception of the war is one 

example of such indirect modes of visuality.  This idea of the female observer grappling 

                                                 
62 Gallagher writes that “a significant part of H.D.’s World War II-era autobiographical prose represents 
the female gaze as a means of understanding ‘war, its cause and effects’ and as a way of constructing the 
female subject in a belligerent culture … H.D. offers her readers an expanded understanding of what 
constitutes seeing (and) war through her sustained attention to the female gaze and to the relations 
between wartime visuality and the specular structures of the patriarchal family.”  (Ibid, p. 97)  Gallagher 
also quotes H.D. writing, in Tribute to Freud, that “‘war, its cause and effects, with it inevitable aftermath 
of neurotic breakdown and related nerve disorders’ was ‘the thing I primarily wanted to fight in the open’ 
in her analysis with Freud in the 1930s” (Ibid, p. 186)  The role of the female, civilian witness to war, the 
difficulties of vision for women during the war, and this connection between the war and neurosis and 
breakdown suggest continuities between HD’s writing and “Down Below. 
63 Gallagher, p. 103. Gallagher writes that “vision is one of the crucial elements that has traditionally 
marked the gendered division of war experience: men ‘see battle’; women, as non-combatants par 
excellence, do not.”  (Ibid, p. 3)   
64 Ibid p. 156 
65 Ibid, p. 6.  Gallagher writes on Edith Wharton, Mildred Aldrich, Martha Gelhorn, Lee Miller, HD and 
Gertrude Stein.  It is significant that many of these women have modernist affiliations 
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with wartime visual anxieties and inscribing resistance through gaps and fissures in 

vision resonates with, and is also complicated by, Carrington, who, as I have suggested, 

is so horrified by her apprehension of the war that she becomes psychically and 

corporeally unstable.   

 

Gallagher suggests that women writers developed strategies for looking aslant, for 

mediating and fragmenting their vision of the war.66  It seems, however, that Carrington 

struggles to contain her vision, and thereby protect herself, through the act of looking 

away.  As such, she feels herself responsible for ridding the world of its torment, and 

continually sees before her the suffering of people and the manipulative brainwashing of 

the fascists, believing “that all anguish had accumulated in [her].”67  The war becomes 

the subject of her delusions, such that there is nowhere else for her to look.  She is 

consumed by the act of looking.  Gallagher argues that in HD’s fiction, to look directly 

at the war is to “court the kind of wartime ‘nerve disorders’ that HD’s work is so bent 

on understanding and avoiding.”68  This is, she argues, “a madness understood in terms 

of vision or an excess of vision.” 69   Carrington’s madness might, therefore, be 

understood in terms of an anxiety around, and an excess of, wartime vision. 

 

The difficulty of looking at the war, the “struggle with the attractions, promises, 

limitations, difficulties, contradictions, and trauma of wartime visuality,” is strikingly 

evident in the only moment in “Down Below” in which Carrington is confronted 

visually with the effects of combatant violence.  More often, Carrington’s vision of the 

war focuses on civilian experiences.  It is not generally military combat that disturbs 

Carrington, but the impact of militarisation on civilian populations: her separation from 

Max; her village “thronged with Belgians” (refugees from the German invasion of 

Belgium); the “soldiers who had entered my home and accused me of being a spy and 

threatened to shoot me on the spot”; the spectre of entire populations hypnotised and 

                                                 
66 The necessity of looking “in directions other than those authorized” is a product both of the 
unassimilable violence of the war, and of the need to avoid complicity with the perpetration and 
perpetuation of such violence.  (Ibid, p. 158)  Gallagher argues that a “totalized field of vision” is “crucial 
to militarist discourse,” (Ibid, p. 157) a discourse which “would make ‘disappear’ the fact of the war’s 
destruction to the human body and that would construct a civilian observer whose literal and figurative 
line of sight follows the trajectory set by Allied soldiers.”  (Ibid, pp. 157-158)  For Gallagher, then, 
propaganda works to make civilian observers look at the war in prescribed ways, ways that make the 
observer complicit with the violence being perpetrated.  She suggests, however, that “the very 
engagement of women’s vision tends to break up the unified subject of propaganda and the panoramic 
visual field with its promise of a complete, consistent view of the war.”  (Ibid, p. 158) 
67 Carrington, 1989, 170-171. 
68 Gallagher, p. 107 
69 Ibid 
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coerced, who “seemed to be made of wood”; the nefarious power of the agents of 

Fascism; the distant threat of zombie-like soldiers; and the soldiers who “threw me onto 

a bed, and after tearing off my clothes raped me one after the other.”  Carrington is 

traumatised by the loss of agency and identity in the face of militarism, exemplified by 

her rape but evident too in Max’s incarceration and the flood of refugees displaced from 

their homes.  She is also disturbed by what Gallagher argues was the propagandistic 

attempt to construct wartime seeing subjects complicit with a militarised visual 

perspective, like the automaton soldiers, the hypnotised Spanish people, and the 

villagers who accuse her and Ernst of being spies.70  The spectre of individuals made to 

collude with militaristic aims – such that, for instance, they see the benign Ernst as a 

threat, or, as soldiers, lose their individuality and compassion and see only as military 

subjects – is what seems to trouble Carrington.  The sight of people being uprooted, 

moved against their will, and becoming propagandistic zombies is mirrored by her own 

loss of agency and individuation.   

 

These concerns are, however, intensified when Carrington is visually confronted with 

dead bodies and the material effects of the war: 

 

We had driven all night long.  I would see before me, on the road, trucks with legs 

and arms dangling behind them, but being unsure of myself, would shyly venture 

aloud: ‘There are trucks ahead of us,’ just to find out what the answer would be.  

When they said: ‘The road is wide, we’ll manage to bypass them,’ I felt reassured; 

but I did not know whether or not they saw what was carried in those trucks, 

greatly fearing to arouse their suspicions and becoming prey to a vast feeling of 

shame, which paralysed me.  The road was lined with rows of coffins, but I could 

no find no pretext to draw their attention to that embarrassing subject.  I was very 

frightened: it all stank of death.  They obviously were people who had been killed 

by the Germans.  I learned since then that there was a huge military cemetery in 

Perpignan.71

 

This passage points to an anxiety around how to look at the war.  The reader, like 

Carrington, is unsure whether there really are dead bodies lining the road or 

dismembered bodies hanging from trucks, or if it is another delusion.  This horrifying 

image of the war hovers between reality and hallucination, as if the sight of the violence 

                                                 
70 Ibid, p. 6 
71 Carrington, 1989, p. 167 
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perpetrated by the war is so terrible that it confuses any distinction between reality and 

psychosis.  Even Carrington’s assertion that there was a military cemetery in Perpignan 

fails to prove definitively the reality of the things that she sees here.  Whether this is a 

real or imagined encounter, the spectre of so many dead and dismembered bodies 

intensifies the crisis of vision in the text. 

 

Carrington literally does not know how to look at these bodies, and does not know how 

to ask others to see them either.  Furthermore, seeing these “trucks with legs and arms 

dangling behind them” produces within her feelings of shame and embarrassment, as if, 

through the act of looking, she has become compromised and somehow complicit in 

their deaths.  As with Gallagher’s reading of HD, this is a madness caused by an excess 

of vision.  Carrington’s shame is also produced by an anxiety about not being able to 

look properly at the sight before her.  If the bodies are indeed really there, her travelling 

companions, Catherine and Michel, respond to this sight by not looking at and not 

acknowledging its presence.  Carrington, however, is unable to find an appropriate 

visual perspective.  She does not know what it means to look properly at the sight 

before her, but she also cannot look away.  Carrington is compelled to see, but does not 

know how to understand such images, and Catherine and Michel’s refusal or inability to 

acknowledge the image of dead bodies before them compounds this anxiety.  It is 

notable too that the image of coffins lining the road produces for Carrington a feeling of 

embarrassment.  This would seem to be an almost inappropriate response, but it points 

to the way in which Carrington personalises, and internalises, the trauma or wartime 

visuality.  The sight of dismembered bodies and the image of rows of coffins, of 

hundreds of people “who had been killed by the Germans” is experienced by Carrington 

on a highly personal level.  The disintegration of her bodily boundaries replicates and 

plays out the trauma of the image of arms and legs dangling from a truck.  

 

Mary Ann Caws writes that one of the aims of Surrealist visual practices was to collapse 

the distinction between subject and object, “to overcome the split between seer and seen, 

visionary and view.”72  The problem with this, she argues, is that with the numerous 

images of violated, caged or damaged women’s bodies produced by Surrealism, “the 

female onlooker is – willingly or not, partially or wholly – identified with the body 
                                                 
72 Mary Ann Caws (1989), The Art of Interference: Stressed Readings in Verbal and Visual Texts, Polity 
Press, Cambridge, p. 112.  Caws writes that “the Surrealist body represented, taken (in) by the gaze and 
glance of the spectator, presents no margin of interpretation.  By the desire of Breton as critic, all distance 
is to be suppressed between seeing and the object seen, between the look of desire and the prey, between 
the two objects imagined or seen together.”  (Ibid, p. 119)   

 218 



under observation.”73  A similar sort of collapse between seer and seen is evident in 

“Down Below”, as Carrington’s sight of bodies violated by the war contributes to the 

collapse of her own sense of bodily integrity.  Gallagher draws on Caws’ argument 

about Surrealism in her discussion of Lee Miller’s wartime photography.  She suggests 

that Miller’s photographs of, for example, Nazi concentration camps or the bodies of 

dead soldiers, draw upon but also subvert Surrealist visual practices, particularly in 

terms of this collapse between seer and seen.  She writes that: 

 

The ideal of diminishing or erasing the distance between subject and object, the 

possibilities of inscribing a seeing subject constituted by both identity and 

difference, the gendered body open to the erasure of boundaries and inscription by 

the space surrounding it, the liberating or dispossessing effects of such an erasure, 

the struggles of the female observer to find a position that is neither complicitous 

with nor submissive to a dominating gaze – all surface with new and often 

irresolvable tensions in Miller’s wartime photography….Her work shows an 

abiding concern with distance and proximity, identification and difference, the 

unstable relation of figure to ground, in order to inscribe a female viewer who 

would as far as possible take into account the enormous damage of the war to the 

human body.74

 

Carrington and Miller, who knew each other well, share a familiarity with Surrealist 

visual practices, and Carrington grapples with similar issues of proximity and difference, 

as well as oscillating between experiencing “the gendered body open to the erasure of 

boundaries” as dispossessing and liberating.   

 

Gallagher argues that Miller draws upon a Surrealist strategy of collapsing the distance 

between seer and seen in order to produce images of war-damaged bodies that direct 

attention to the problematics of seeing such images.  Her wartime photographs 

foreground the difficulties of wartime visuality, often interpellating the viewer of such 

images into the photograph’s complex visual trajectories.75  Miller’s photography both 

                                                 
73 Ibid, p. 112 
74 Gallagher, p. 74 
75 For instance, describing an image of a unconscious soldier on an operating table, surrounded, even 
obscured, by doctors, nurses and medical equipment, Gallagher writes: “this representation of the act of 
looking at and into a soldiers body, looking closely at the damage done by combat, is for the viewer an 
experience of visual distance, fragmentation and blockage, even as the soldier himself, ostensibly the 
‘focus’ of the photograph, is fragmented and absorbed by his surroundings.” (Ibid, p. 82)  Gallagher 
discusses another photograph that Miller took of Nazi S.S. guards who had been beaten by former 
concentration camp inmates, an image in which “Miller visually holds her viewers to a full mutual gaze 
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works to contain the fundamental affront of the damaged bodies she witnesses (she was 

among the first to enter Dachau and Buchenwald) and, especially as she was a war-

correspondent for Vogue, to “take into account the enormous damage of the war to the 

human body,” to respond ethically and with consideration to the spectre of the war.  

Carrington is, however, unable to attain the control and balance that Miller’s 

photography achieves.  She is overwhelmed by images of brutality and is unable to find 

a visual perspective that allows distance and difference (or even differentiation).  She 

becomes wholly identified with the suffering she imagines.  Although she was exposed 

to far less traumatic images than Miller, who was on the front lines, Carrington’s 

madness comes from the intensity of her proximity and identification.76  Carrington’s 

struggle to manage the relations of identification and difference is, moreover, 

experienced not only psychically, but corporeally.  It is Miller’s photographs which bear 

the imprint of the war’s damage, but for Carrington, such images are projected onto and 

taken into her own body, so while, for Gallagher, Miller’s photographs inscribe a 

female viewer struggling with how to take account of the trauma of wartime visuality, 

in “Down Below” it is Carrington’s body upon which such difficult visuality is played 

out.77

                                                                                                                                               
with the camp guards.”  (Ibid, p. 88) The guards are wearing civilian clothes, and are shot kneeling, with 
bloodied faces, in a small cell.  Gallagher writes that what is “enclosed and central” in this image “is their 
gaze looking back at the viewer,” which could, she argues, “be said to enclose the viewer as well, to 
demand that the view encounter these human agent of the Third Reich’s ‘Final Solution’ and to test the 
viewer’s own response to the fact that the guards are wounded themselves….To look at the photographs 
at all, the viewer cannot look askance but must somehow make sense of the eye-to-eye encounter with 
these men as both agent and objects of violence and make crucial distinctions among different kinds of 
wartime violence.  The viewer must consolidate a possibly oscillating ethical position; she must make 
sense of her contradictory impulses of identification, distancing, and revulsion when participating in this 
visual encounter….Positioned within the frame of these images from the camps, the Vogue viewer is 
called upon by these photographs to both look and look away, simultaneously to gaze most intently and to 
seek a route of visual escape or relief, to look the enemy full in the face and to discount him as a full 
human subject...” (Ibid, pp. 88-89)  Gallagher suggests that in these particular images “Miller completely 
eschews any trace of surrealist mimicry, of the invasion of bodies by space, that has helped her earlier 
photographs to hold ‘in view’, by a series of visual contradictions, the central fact of the war’s damage to 
the human body.” (Ibid, p.89)  In these photographs, Miller both controls the images she is herself 
viewing, and draws attention to the difficulties and politics of the act of viewing. 
76 It is notable, however, that Miller’s biographer, Carolyn Burke, suggests that she suffered from Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder, the contemporary term for war neurosis.  Perhaps, then, the mediation of 
Miller’s camera offered only temporary control and distance from the awful war images she was exposed 
to.  (Carolyn Burke (2005), Lee Miller: A Life, Knopf, New York, p. 312)  I should note too, in the light 
of the horrifying suffering witnessed by Miller as one of the first journalists to encounter the holocaust, 
that I in no way want to elide the trauma experienced by those who were more directly damaged by the 
war.   The civilian war neurosess arguably experienced by Carington, Miller and HD are not the same as 
combatant war neurosis or the trauma of the holocaust.  Yet I also do not want to set up a hierarchy of 
suffering, something which seems like a problematic and even dangerous endeavour.  It is important to 
attend to the different ways in which the war was experienced, and experienced as traumatic. 
77 It may be the case, however, that the narrative of “Down Below,” or perhaps the process of 
narrativisation, enables Carrington to forge psychological distance.  It is, moreover, a visual trope that she 
uses to describe her narrative.  She writes, when reflecting on the difficulty of narrating her story, that: 
“This morning, the idea of the egg came to my mind and I thought that I could use it as a crystal to look at 
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Bodies and an Identification with the External World 

It is not only the shock of (perhaps) seeing bodies lining the road and hanging out of 

trucks which causes the crisis of bodily boundaries evident in “Down Below”.  

Carrington’s loss of individuation is a response to the general awfulness of the war and 

is not tied specifically to the Perpignan incident; indeed, what Carrington describes as 

the “first stage of [her] identification with the external world,” occurs just before this 

episode in the text.78  The cemetery incident does nevertheless exemplify the centrality 

of visuality to Carrington’s war neurosis, and it points to the heightened significance 

that bodies take on for Carrington, in terms of both her madness and the war.  Although 

this psychic and corporeal instability comes from an over-identification and sense of 

excessive proximity, in the text, however, Carrington’s loss of bodily containment pulls 

in two directions.  It is initially produced by anxiety and distress brought about by the 

spectre of the war, but it also comes to take on significance as a gesture of 

intersubjective unity and wholeness, functioning, like HD’s hallucinations, as a 

potentially ethically accountable response to the traumatic vision of the war.79   

                                                                                                                                               
Madrid in those days of July and August 1940 – for why should it not enclose my own experiences as 
well as the past and future history of the universe?  The egg is the macrocosm and the microcosm, the 
dividing line between the Big and the Small which makes it possible to see the whole.  To possess the 
telescope without its essential half – the microscope – seems to me the darkest incomprehension.  The 
task of the right eye is to peer into the telescope, while the left eye peers into the microscope.” 
(Carrington, 1989, p. 175)  This quote suggests that the narrative is a way of looking again at Madrid, and 
the images of the microscope and telescope are explicitly visual devices for obtaining different visual 
perspectives.  The egg, which symbolises the microcosm and macrocosm, near and far, proximity and 
distance, is the image Carrington thinks she can use to enable her to look again at Madrid.  Carrington’s 
assertion that the failure to achieve both forms of vision represents “the darkest incomprehension” 
underscores my argument that her madness was bound up with traumatic wartime visuality.  Writing of 
this same quote, Conley argues that “during her illness, Carrington was able to see both micro- and 
telescopically, but she could not see how to situate herself clearly between the two.  In fact, because of 
her overeager identification with beings and notions outside of herself, she lost a sense of her own 
identity.” (Conley, p. 69)  The ability to see with both proximity and distance would not, however, seem 
to be something she was able to do at the time, it is something she achieves through the process of 
narrativisation.  I would also suggest that Carrington’s over identification with the external world is a 
product, not of desire or overeagerness (a remarkably pejorative term in this context), but the trauma of 
the war. 
78 Carrington, 1989, p. 167 
79 In Gestures of Genius: Women, Dance and the Body, Rachel Vigier also addresses the representation of 
the body in “Down Below,” arguing that “Carrington underwent a tremendous visceral change in which 
she literally reached through the body constructed for her by history to make contact with an earlier 
version of her female self.  This visceral change was a necessary act for leaving the patriarchal state 
anchored in her body and imagination.  Though interpreted as a nervous breakdown, it can also be read as 
an act of excavation to rid the body and the senses of the internalised patriarchal order.” (Rachel Vigier 
(1994), Gestures of Genius: Women, Dance and the Body, The Mercury Press, Ontario, 1994, p. 66)  
Vigier also reads Carrington’s corporeal instability in relation to the war, and suggests that Carrington is 
not substituting her body for the world, in an attempt to gain control “of insurmountable social forces,” 
but “is entering through her body a sensed continuity between herself and the earth, an experience which 
challenges the long standing dominant ideologies of male dualistic thought evident all around her in the 
deadly machinations of war.” (Ibid, p. 67)  My position is in some ways similar to Vigier’s, but while I 
am also interested in how Carrington images continuities between herself and the earth, I am cautious 
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Three weeks after Max’s internment, Carrington’s period of self-purging and fasting, 

and the first signs of her impending madness and loss of bodily containment, her friends 

Catherine and Michel come to visit and persuade her to escape France with them.  

Catherine is terrified of the rapidly advancing German army, and this “distilled into 

[Carrington], hour after hour, a growing fear.” 80   They secure a travel permit, but 

shortly after leaving, Carrington’s condition intensifies: 

 

We were riding normally when, twenty kilometres beyond Saint-Martin, the car 

stopped: the breaks had jammed.  I heard Catherine say: ‘The brakes have 

jammed.’  ‘Jammed!’  I, too, was jammed within, by forces that were foreign to my 

conscious will, which were also paralysing the mechanism of the car.  This was the 

first stage of my identification with the external world.  I was the car.  The car had 

jammed on account of me, because I, too, was jammed between Saint-Martin and 

Spain.  I was horrified by my own power.81

 

In this first unambiguously traumatic manifestation of madness, Carrington’s body 

boundaries are completely ruptured and, she believes, a causal relationship has been 

established between her mind and the external objects.  Carrington loses a sense of 

individuation and agency through this over-identification with the car, and this loss of 

control, coupled with the excessive influence she believes is having over the car, is 

experienced as both horrifying and frightening.   

 

Moreover, in the VVV version of the text, it is not only foreign external forces that are 

manipulating Carrington and the car, but her own anxieties (about the war, leaving Max, 

and her frenzied flight into Spain): “‘Jammed!’  I, too, was jammed within myself by 

forces that were foreign to my conscious will, which I was sure it was paralysed by the 

pressure of my anxiety acting upon the mechanism of the car.”82  In this version of the 

                                                                                                                                               
about suggesting that this is the primary aim of Carrington’s text (let alone her madness).  Moreover, 
rather than reading the experience of madness as one in which Carrington achieves unity with the world, I 
am interested in how this idea functions textually, and politically.  I am also concerned that Vigier’s 
argument that Carrington’s madness was necessary for her to shed patriarchal inscriptions on the body is 
to impose a particular discourse of madness onto Carrington’s text, in much the same way as the 
Surrealists.  Interestingly, Vigier discusses Carrington alongside both Fitzgerald and HD, arguing that all 
three women “the body becomes a protected place of discovery, comfort and sanity.  And for each of 
them dance is, in one sense or another, a way of entering into the body and a way of making or 
interpreting a renewed relation to the self.” (Ibid, p. 63) 
80 Carrington, 1989, p. 166 
81 Ibid 
82 Carrington, 1944, p. 71  
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text the syntax is slightly less coherent and somewhat more frenetic, and a stronger 

connection is made between Carrington’s war-related anxieties and this eruption of 

madness.83  This instance of the rupture of Carrington’s bodily integrity is linked to the 

war and experienced as traumatic, paralysing, and overwhelmingly frightening: “I 

jammed in my anguish beyond all power of description.  I jammed in the motions of my 

body.” 84   In spite of this traumatic corporeal merging with the car, however, 

Carrington’s experience of the collapse of the boundaries between the self and the world 

takes on other meanings in text. 

 

Carrington also represents the loss of bodily boundaries as a potential means of 

establishing harmonious relations with others and with the world, as an ethical response 

to the war’s destruction and displacement of bodies.  After the Perpignan cemetery 

incident, Carrington’s loss of bodily control intensifies; she dives into a ‘voluntary’ 

coma when she is told not to talk, and losing control over her motions, is unable to walk 

straight (“I walked like a crab”) or up stairs (“an attempt at climbing stairs would again 

bring about a ‘jam’”). 85   When she, Catherine and Michel go for a walk on the 

mountainside, she is again ‘jammed’, but this time her paralysation leads to a realization.  

She writes: 

 

I was trying to understand this vertigo of mine: that my body no longer obeyed the 

formulas established in my mind, the formulas of old, limited Reason; that my will 

was no longer meshed with my faculties of movement, and; since my will no 

longer possessed any power, it was necessary first to liquidate paralysing anguish, 

then to seek an accord between the mountain, my mind and my body.  In order to 

be able to move around in this new world, I had recourse to my heritage of British 

diplomacy, and set aside the strength of my will, seeking, through gentleness an 

understanding between the mountain, my body and my mind.86

 

When Carrington successfully establishes her entente with the mountain, she “realises 

the possibility of a very subtle understanding which [she] had not perceived before,” 

and is able to move among the rocks and cliff faces with surprising agility.  In this 

passage, Carrington abandons conventional conceptions of subjectivity, rationality and 
                                                 
83 Here, it is Carrington’s anxiety which jams the car, not the foreign forces that are inhabiting her.  This 
is significant because hallucinations about control by external forces are a classic schizophrenic symptom.   
84 Ibid.  In the 1989, version she simply writes: “my anguish jammed me completely.”  (Carrington, 1989, 
p. 168) 
85 Carrington, 1989, p. 168 
86 Ibid, p. 168-169 
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embodiment, “the formulas of old, limited Reason” (which recall the “accepted 

formulas” from earlier in the text), and tries instead to enact an alternative, 

intersubjective and, importantly, gentle and benign way of being.  This abandonment of 

reason and attempt to forge a harmonious relationship with a mountain can clearly be 

read as simply a symptom of her madness, an escape into psychotic hallucination.  

However, in the context of war and fascist domination, and the destruction and control 

of bodies they produce, Carrington’s mad delusions have other resonances.  Her entente 

with the mountain is achieved through gentleness and understanding, rather than 

through domination and control. 

 

Rather than engaging in purposeful action, forcing bodily compliance (like a soldier in 

the trenches), or setting out to conquer the mountain, Carrington “lay flat on my face on 

the slope with the sensation that [she] was being completely absorbed by the earth.”87  

After this act of communion, she is able to ascend the mountain, and indeed, becomes 

as “agile as any goat.” 88   Carrington’s abandonment of “old, limited Reason” and 

conventional mind/body relations, in which the rational mind is in firm control of the 

body and the will directs the subject’s actions in the world, constructs a “new world” 

which stands in stark contrast to the belligerent world around her.  Carrington writes: 

 

Following my entente with the mountain … I proposed to myself an entente with 

the animals: horses, goats, and birds.  This was accomplished through the skin, by 

means of a sort of touch language which I find it difficult to describe now that my 

senses have lost the acuity of perception they possessed at the time.89  

 

If the trauma of the war has driven her into madness and fractured her sense of bodily 

integrity, it has also perhaps prompted this desire for intersubjective unification and 

benign communication.  In contrast to her earlier sense of being ‘jammed’, paralysed 

and tortured by the anguish of the war, in a gesture of gentle, understanding entente, 

Carrington has regained her agility and a sense of peace. 

 

                                                 
87 Ibid, p. 169 
88 Ibid 
89 Ibid.  Carrington goes on to assert that “the fact remains that I could draw near animals where other 
human beings put them to precipitate flight.  During a walk with Michel and Catherine, for instance, I ran 
forward to join a herd of horses.  I was exchanging caresses with them when the arrival of Catherine and 
Michel caused them to scamper away.”  (Ibid) 
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This alternative form of embodiment, wherein Carrington is in a state of partial merging 

with nature and in which bodies are able to communicate directly, is in stark contrast 

with the text’s representation of combatant bodies.  Described alternately as automatons 

and zombies, for Carrington, wartime bodies are dehumanised and might be understood 

as also being ‘jammed’.  Bodies connected with fascism are a source of horror in the 

text, and there is a strong sense that Carrington fears contamination by them.  When 

Catherine is persuading her to leave St Martin, she inculcates in Carrington a feeling 

dread in relation to the advancing German soldiers: 

 

For Catherine, the Germans meant rape.  I was not afraid of that, I attached but 

small importance to that.  What caused panic to rise within me was the thought of 

automatons, of thoughtless, fleshless beings.90

 

Recalling the argument I made earlier – that it is less the actual reality of the war than 

the idea of it that traumatises Carrington – here it is not violation that she fears but 

rather the idea of bodies devoid of subjectivity and conditioned to perpetrate violence.  

In the 1988 version of the text, Carrington substitutes the term ‘robots’ for ‘automatons’, 

confirming a fear of the dehumanised and suggesting an uneasiness with the rigidity or 

solidity and resolute separateness of the soldier body.   

 

Fascist subjects are also represented in terms of bodily rigidity and psychological 

manipulation.  Writing of Van Ghent, a representative of her father’s company (and for 

Carrington, a fascist agent), she asserts that he is responsible for hypnotising Madrid, 

“turn[ing] the people into zombies and scatter[ing] anguish like pieces of candy in order 

to make slaves of all.”91  To counteract this power she, rather perceptively, tears up and 

scatters in the street a number of newspapers (“which [she] believed to be a hypnotic 
                                                 
90 Carrington, 1944, p. 71.  Automatons are also a Surrealist preoccupation.  Hal Foster writes of the 
Surrealist automaton as evoking the estrangement of the body “as machine and commodity under 
capitalism.”  (Foster, “Exquisite Corpses,” p. 160)  Foster argues that this link between the automation 
and the commodity recurs in Surrealism: “the unconscious as an autonomous machine, the sexual as a 
mechanistic act, the commodification of sexuality as the sexualisation of the commodity, the difference 
between male and female projected as the difference between the human and the machinic, an 
ambivalence concerning women as an ambivalence regarding the mechanical-commodified.” (Ibid) 
Moreover, he writes that “in the early years after World War I this traumatic becoming machine and/or 
commodity of the body is focused in the figure of the mutilated and/or shocked soldier.  Then, in the mid-
1920s, with the spread of Taylorist and Fordist disciplines of the industrial body, the worker becomes the 
epitome of these processes.  Finally, with the fascism of the 1930s, a new figure, the worker-soldier, the 
armoured body become weapon-machine, emerges to overdetermine the other two.”  (Ibid, p. 161) The 
way in which Foster suggests the automaton in Surrealism resonates, as reflecting (among other things) 
an ambivalence about the feminine and a concern with the armoured body as weapon, make it an arresting 
image for Carrington to pick up on. 
91 Carrington, 1989, p. 172 

 225



device resorted to by Van Ghent”92).  She is, however, “horrified to see people in the 

Alameda go by who seemed to be made of wood.”93  Carrington believes that, like the 

German soldiers, these ‘wooden’ Spanish subjects have been hypnotised by fascist 

powers, becoming automatons themselves.  That Carrington’s anxiety about the fascist 

indoctrination of Spain is expressed in corporeal terms is significant, as bodily rigidity 

comes to be a sign of fascist control. 

 

In this context, the fluidity of bodily boundaries that characterises Carrington’s madness 

can be understood as a resistance to, or refusal of, the models of embodiment offered (or, 

rather, imposed) by the war.  Pile’s discussion of the body preoccupations of the fascist 

Freikorps, although reflecting a slightly different (though interrelated) context, suggests 

the magnitude of the difference between Carrington’s mad body and the fascist body.94  

Drawing on the work of Klaus Theweleit, Pile argues that fascist discourse is 

particularly concerned with the male body and its relationship to the world.95  He writes: 

 

Fascist discourse speaks about bodies and their relationship to others….Fascist 

fantasies, fascist subjectivities, fascist bodies and fascist spaces are constituted and 

fixed through boundaries which mark inside and outside, internal and external, true 

and false, good and bad.  These borders are, however, neither permeant nor 

impenetrable and, so, their maintenance requires a permanent state of discipline, 

vigilance and war.96

 

Pile suggests that there is a connection within fascism between bodily and territorial 

spaces, which manifests in a concern with the maintenance of strong, disciplined 

boundaries around these spaces; in this mode of thought, preserving the integrity of the 

body space is parallel with territorial defence, and arming the body is equivalent to 

arming geographical spaces (or nations).  Pile asserts that:  

 

                                                 
92 Ibid 
93 Ibid 
94 Pile’s discussion centres on the Freikorps, who were a group of irregular soldiers with strong Fascist 
inclinations in Germany between the wars.  The SS and the SA would draw on Freikorps people and arms 
in Nazi Germany, so although they were no longer in existence in exact form during the period 
Carrington is writing about, there is nonetheless a similarity in context.  (Pile, p. 198) 
95 Ibid, p. 199.  Pile is referencing Klaus Theweleit’s two works, Male Fantasies, Volume One: Women, 
Floods, Bodies, History (1977) and Male Fantasies, Volume Two: Psychoanalyzing the White Terror 
(1978).  For a discussion of fascism and modernism, see also Jana Howlett and Rod Mengham (eds) 
(1994), The Violent Muse: Violence and the Artistic Imagination in Europe, 1910-1939, Manchester 
University Press, Manchester and New York. 
96 Pile, p. 199.  
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from soldier to fascist, these men safeguard themselves from ego-engulfment and 

ego-fragmentation by armouring their egos, by standing up, by standing firm, by 

becoming part of a larger body [of men], by becoming part of the war 

machine….Fixing and maintaining the armour of the body and the integrity of the 

corps becomes an ineradicable component of the fascist soldier’s identity, their 

desire and their politics.”97

 

Central to fascist discourse, then, is the armoured body, the body with inevitably 

penetrable but robustly maintained boundaries. 98   Carrington’s fear of robotic 

automatons and subjects who seem to be made of wood is elucidated by the connection 

Pile makes between fascism, rigid bodies and the prosecution of war.  

 

Pile, moreover, reads the fascist investment in bounded spaces as evidence of the 

“intersection of psychic forms, the body, imagined geographical space and the social 

(patriarchal, military, bourgeois) order.”99  A similar intersection pertains in “Down 

Below”, as Carrington’s madness provokes an albeit strikingly different relationship 

between the (female) body and space, in ways that undercut the patriarchal, military and 

                                                 
97 Ibid, p. 203 
98 The idea of the armoured body is one which Foster also suggests can be found in Ernst’s post-World 
War One collages.  He writes that he is interested in Ernst’s (and Hans Bellmer’s) “psychic apprehension 
of the body as armour.”  (Foster, “Amour Fou,” p. 64)  Foster’s analysis of Ernst’s collages from 1920 in 
fact reveal a surprising continuity with some of the concerns explored in this chapter, a subject 
traumatised by the war, preoccupied with fascist bodies, and drawing on madness as a representational 
tool.  Foster suggests that Ernst too sets up a counterposition between madness and fascism, although 
Ernst’s knowledge of madness is not first hand, as Foster clearly emphasises, but a product of his study of 
psychology and interest in the art of the mentally ill.  Carrington would not necessarily have been familiar 
with Ernst’s early work, but it may be the case that her use of the mad body in opposition to the fascist 
body is influenced by Surrealism.  Foster writes that Ernst’s collage Petite machine “points to an 
historical armouring of the body….Here, under the shocks of massive industrial war and pervasive 
capitalist exchange, the (male) body has become an instrumental camera or gun.  Paradoxically, however, 
this very instrumentality renders it dysfunctional as a body image, and this in turn points to the psychic 
dimension of the collage.  For a certain autistic system is intimated: this armoured body, this ‘self-
constructed small machine’, suggests a defensive shield, perhaps even a machinic substitute, for a damned 
ego, one which, however, debilitates this ego all the more.  In effect, then, these armoured figures may 
allude not only to military-industrial shock but also to the disturbed body image or ego construction 
attendant upon such shock.”  (Ibid, p. 75) He then goes on to note: “It is well known that Ernst studied 
‘the artistry of the mentally ill’ and, for that matter, that the Nazis scorned it, especially in association 
with modernist art.  His early collages converge with such representations in several respects: e.g., not 
only a heteroglossic mixing of writing and drawing but also a contradictory imaging of bodies as both 
disjunctive and mechanistic.  Such symptomatic signs were familiar to Ernst at the time of his machinic 
figure, i.e., even before the 1922 publication of the classic Hans Prinzhorn text The Artistry of the 
Mentally Ill; but his use of such visual clues goes beyond the stylistic.  In some sense Ernst intuited that 
this disturbed image-making articulated a disturbed ego construction, and that, if repositioned in a 
(proto)fascist milieu, it might be politically incisive precisely because it was psychologically incisive.”  
(Ibid, pp. 77-78)  These connections between war trauma, madness, bodies and fascism can also be seen 
in “Down Below,” although Carrington’s experiential relationship to madness distinguishes her work 
from Ernst’s.  Importantly, it is also the civilian body and, moreover, the female body, that Carrington 
locates as the site of war-damage, in contrast to Ernst’s preoccupation with the disturbed male body.   
99 Pile, p. 203.   
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bourgeois order (“the formulas of old, limited Reason”).  In Carrington’s formulation, 

the loss of body boundaries does not (necessarily) lead to a loss of identity, and 

geographical space offers possibilities other than that of containment and possession.  

The permeability of the body may enable forms of rapprochement, such as the touch 

language Carrington shares with the horses.   

 

This representation of the permeable body merging with external space also returns us 

to the map with which I began this chapter.  If, as I argue, Carrington’s ‘mad’ mapping 

of the asylum resists the scientific and classificatory imperatives of psychiatry, it might 

also be said to imagine a relationship between the subject and space alternative to a 

fascist insistence upon firmly maintained boundaries.  Carrington’s map, with its 

determinedly subjective and markedly non-rational inscription of space, is an implicitly 

embodied text which graphically enacts the kind of intersubjectivity suggested by her 

entente with the mountain.  In the map, subjectivity and space are mutually constitutive, 

as the map is as much a representation of herself as it is an image of the asylum.  

Carrington suffers from precisely the kinds of “ego-engulfment and ego-fragmentation” 

Pile argues that fascist soldiers guard against, but, while never eliding the trauma of her 

experience, she responds to it and represents it in terms markedly different than 

“armouring” her ego, or “becoming part of the war machine.”  Pile writes that:  

 

the armoured space of the Fascist male body becomes a 1:1 map of authority, terror 

and death, absorbed into a total reality machine, where a sense of ‘I’ is lost of an 

‘us versus them’ matrix of identity, where feelings are directly invested in the 

bodies of territorial institutions – such as the nation – in an embodied geographical 

world…100

 

Carrington’s map might also be described as an embodied geographical world, but it 

offers possibilities other than “authority, terror and death” and a subjectivity constituted 

through the identification of a different, deviant, threatening, or mad other.  Eschewing 

representational accuracy and inscribing fanciful, malleable boundaries, Carrington’s is, 

moreover, far from a 1:1 map. 

 

In her discussion of the function of maps and mapping in the First World War, Allyson 

Booth argues that the carnage of trench warfare can in part be attributed to an 

                                                 
100 Ibid 
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investment in the accuracy and mimetic value of maps on the part of those responsible 

for organising the war, as well as the detachment that the map facilitates.  She writes 

that: 

 

battle maps represented not only simplified landscapes but also physical sites 

where grisly acts of violence took place on a regular basis.  Their clean abstraction 

thus stirred understandable resentment among those who were not only familiar 

with what was happening in the war zone but mot likely had been victims of its 

violence.  Maps thus provide apt images of the dangerous gap between 

representation and experience.101

 

Booth argues that while the “generals were attempting to impose upon the battlefield 

their own visions of the world […] the ambitious lines they drew on their maps usually 

resulted not in new lines of trenches on the battlefield but rather new lines of type in the 

causality lines.”102  The trench warfare of the First World War is a distinctly different 

context to rural France in early 1940, and Carrington’s map is not a battle map.  

Nevertheless, Booth’s argument that wartime mapping involves a “clean abstraction” of 

the violence and bodily destruction of the war, and indeed, that the investment in the 

ability of maps to order and organise space and bodies, in ways that lead to the damage 

or destruction of those bodies, clearly contrasts with Carrington’s map.  Carrington’s 

refusal to erase the subjective from her map can be read, then, as a determination to 

keep in view the suffering caused by the war (or psychiatry): the images of a body 

encased in a coffin and the agonised horse are inscriptions of suffering which attempt to 

mitigate the “dangerous gap between representation and experience.”  In its 

representation of malleable boundaries between subjectivity and space, its resistance to 

authoritarian forms of bodily control and its refusal to obscure the damage perpetrated 

by psychiatry and, if we read Carrington’s madness as war neurosis, also by the war, the 

map offers a way of representing bodies, spaces and mapping different to dominant 

wartime and fascist imaginings. 

 

An association between the rigid body and fascism or, more importantly, the mad body 

and transgression, is also a feature of Surrealism, and before concluding this chapter I 

want to briefly examine here one specific Surrealist invocation of the hysterical body 

constructed in opposition to fascism.  Elena Filipovic argues that the 1938 Exposition 
                                                 
101 Booth, p. 94 
102 Ibid, p. 95 
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Internationale du Surréalisme, which was held at the Galarie Beaux-Arts in Paris and 

included two of Carrington’s paintings, can be read in opposition to two Nazi 

exhibitions of late 1937: the Great German Art Exhibition and the Degenerate Art 

exhibition.103  For Filipovic, the Surrealist exhibition space, designed by Duchamp and 

Breton, contests the fascistic construction of the Nazi’s nationalistic exhibition, with its 

emphasis on racially and ideologically pure art, as well as playfully subverting the 

Degenerate Art exhibition, which included, and conflated, modern art and the art of the 

insane.   

 

One of the central features of the Surrealist exhibition was a dancer’s performance of 

hysteria, choreographed by Dalí and several other Surrealists, which, Filipovic argues, 

placed “an uncontrollable, convulsive body at [the exhibition’s] centre.”104  Filipovic 

writes that “with her tattered nightdress, bared breasts and live rooster in hand, the 

dancer writhed in and out of the crowd of exhibition onlookers.  She moved between 

floor, pond and the exhibition’s quartet of beds, hissing, screaming and splashing 

visitors.”105  What is significant about this performance of hysteria for the purposes of 

my argument here is Filipovic’s suggestion that the hysterical body of the dancer, 

Hélène Vanel, worked as a counterpoint to the ordered and tightly controlled Nazi body.  

She argues that: 

 

                                                 
103 Filopovic writes that the German Great Art Exhibition functioned nationalistically, and that Hitler’s 
preoccupation with the museum space of the exhibition indicates that “the Nazi museum served as a 
fundamental crucible for the Reich’s civil indoctrination – an indoctrination that pivoted on the 
representation of the clean and healthy body.” (Elena Filipovic (2003), “Surrealism in 1938: The 
Exhibition at War” in Raymond Spiteri and Donald LaCoss (eds), Surrealism, Politics and Culture, 
Ashgate, Aldershot, p. 184) “The dramaturgy,” she argues, “was one of order and prosperity, sanity and 
racial purity.” (Ibid, p. 185)  In contrast, the Degenerate Art Exhibition contained the “abject 
representations [which] had no place in the immaculate, healthy space of the Nazi museum.” (Ibid, p. 186)  
She writes that the Degenerate Art Exhibition “decried modern art as the very work and representation of 
mental illness and degeneracy.” (Ibid)  Moreover, John MacGregor, discussing the Degenerate Art 
Exhibition, writes that “although the concept of degenerate art has been much discussed, its origin within 
the field psychiatry, and its essentially psychiatric, as opposed to aesthetic significance, has been little 
appreciated.  Degenerate art did not simply mean bad art, false art, politically dangerous art, Jewish art, or 
decadent art.  It meant psychopathological art: the product of painters or sculptors suffering from the 
psychiatric state of degeneracy.” (John MacGregor (1989), Discovery of the Art of the Insane, Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, p. 238) 
104 Ibid, p. 196 
105 Ibid, p. 194.  Filipovic connects this performance of hysteria explicitly to a broader Surrealist 
investment in the figure of the hysteric: “photographic traces of the rehearsal and the opening night reveal 
the constructed resemblance between Vanel’s bodily distortions and the images of hysteria ‘documented’ 
by nineteenth-century neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot.  In fact, the convulsive dance offered a live 
staging of the Surrealist celebration of hysteria that had been published a decade earlier in the pages of La 
Revolution surréaliste.  There, Breton and Louis Aragon appropriated photographs from Charcot’s 1878 
Iconographie photographique de la Salpétrière, reproducing the doctor’s most famous patient, Augustine, 
in stop-action poses, writing and gesticulating in white bedclothes on her clinic bed.”  (Ibid) 
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Precisely at the moment that the Nazis put the museum at the forefront of political 

aims and the specifically corporeal disciplining of the civic body, the Surrealists 

offer in counterpoint an installation with an uncontrollable, convulsive body at its 

centre.  The Surrealist performance of hysteria within the exhibition space takes on 

a distinctive complexity in light of the ‘degeneracy’ that haunts the Nazi 

museum…Fragile, feminine, excessive, uncontrollable, sensual, passionate, 

irrational, the infirm hysteric body could not but be a sharp riposte to any notion of 

a utilitarian body, including the Soviet social citizen, the Taylorist industrial 

worker, and particularly, the idealized and armoured Fascist body.106

 

Furthermore, the aural accompaniment to Vanel’s performance blended “the recorded 

cries of insane asylum patients, and the German army’s parade march,” and “in a 

moment when the spectre of Nazism loomed high, [these] ominous acoustics pitted 

soldierly body against degenerate body, martial discipline against irrational 

convulsion.” 107   The Surrealist exhibition, which Carrington most likely attended, 

constructs the mad body in opposition to controlled and regulated body of the fascist.108

 

This is a formulation which, as we have seen, Carrington picks up on in “Down Below”.  

Her counterposition of the bodies of fascist automatons and her own corporeal 

instability has political and anti-fascist resonances.  Again, however, while the 

Surrealist hysteric is, in this context, a hired dancer performing a rehearsed set of 

movements, Carrington’s body was beyond her control.  Carrington’s representation of 

the two possibilities – intersubjective entente and overpowering anguish – emerging 

from her bodily experience of madness thus complicates the Surrealist imagining of the 

transgressive possibilities of the mad body.  Carrington constructs the mad body as a 

possible counterpoint to the fascist body, contrasting her fluid bodily boundaries and her 

experience of entente with the earth with the violently dismembered war bodies of the 

cemetery and the rigid bodies of fascist subjects.  Hers is not a narrative, however, 

                                                 
106 Ibid, pp. 196-197.  Moreover, Filipovic notes, “Vanel’s performance induced délire and passion, not 
action in the name of Sate of enterprise.  Thus, even if hysteria has been used to describe the almost 
libidinal frenzy of the masses pulled by the shamanic power of Hitler, hysteria remained abhorrent to 
Nazi ideology.  It proscribed the aesthetic and architectural frame of order and rationality that tightly 
organized the masses into political spectacles in Olympics, rallies, parades and armies where the body 
was subsumed to the utmost control.”  (Ibid, p. 196)  It is precisely this kind of propagandistic control of 
the masses that Carrington reacts to in “Down Below.” 
107 Ibid, pp. 197 
108 Aberth notes that two of Carrington’s 1937 paintings were exhibited in the Exposition Internationale 
du Surréalisme, which opened on the 17th of January 1938.  It was not until the summer that Carrington 
and Ernst moved to St. Martin d’Ardéche, and as these were among the first of Carrington’s paintings to 
be exhibited, it is more than likely she attended the exhibition. 
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which unproblematically privileges madness, as either a source of poetic revelation or a 

political stance.  Carrington’s positive vision of the permeable body is not always 

sustained, and the loss of corporeal containment leads also to the trauma of being 

‘jammed’, paralysed and overwhelmed.  Carrington’s sense of responsibility for 

redeeming the world, while compassionate, is also ultimately crushing.  Madness 

experienced in terms of a merging of self and world is clearly not being represented as a 

panacea for the difficulties besetting a civilian witness to the war, and Carrington’s 

period of blissful coexistence exists in the text as an all too brief interlude between 

different traumatic experiences.   

 

As this chapter has demonstrated, approaching “Down Below” as a form of war 

literature opens up a number of different perspectives through which to consider the text.  

Reading Carrington’s madness narrativised as civilian war neurosis is not to engage in 

the kind of diagnostic speculation I have critiqued elsewhere, but to consider the terms 

and images through which Carrington constructs her narrative.  The war, as I have noted, 

was ongoing as Carrington wrote and, especially as she was surrounded by exiles from 

Europe, the effects of fascism and militarism were very much present.  That Carrington 

continually connects her own personal trauma, and her madness, to the broader trauma 

and madness of the World War, and, moreover, that she invests her loss of bodily 

containment with anti-fascist significances, can be read as an attempt to mitigate her 

disempowerment narratively (in terms of her madness, her treatment at the asylum, and 

in the face of the war).  Moreover, recognising Carrington’s wartime context helps 

dislodge those readings which attribute her madness either to the loss of Ernst or her 

too-eager embrace of the Surrealist mystification of the madwoman muse.   
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Chapter Five 
Genre, Madness and The Diary of Anaïs Nin 

 
In the winter of 1942 Anaïs Nin wrote in her Diary that she met Leonora Carrington in 

the charged space of a doctor’s office, where she was surprised, or perhaps alarmed, by 

Carrington’s assertion that she fears running out of creative inspiration: “she amazes me 

by saying that her greatest concern is that the source of her images in painting or source 

of material in writing might run dry.”1  “Eleanora [sic] had gone far,” Nin writes, “too 

far almost to return from those regions [of the unconscious].  How could she speak of 

the fear of running dry?”2  Furthermore, Nin muses, “it seemed to me that by unearthing 

the unconscious one found an infinite source of creativity, and the problem lay simply 

in how well, how eloquently to express the rich diggings.” 3   She notes, slightly 

superciliously, that the ‘fear of running dry’, has “always been the last of [her] 

concerns,” and, reflecting on the Surrealist belief in the creative potential of madness, 

writes: 

 

I feel that so many of the surrealists simulated their dreaming.  They simulated the 

unconscious, the mad, the fantastic.  Simulation always betrays itself by leading to 

barrenness.  Much as I was seduced by the theories, I always felt in their presence, 

as a group, that the unconscious was summoned by the intellect and made to 

perform.  None of them walk, weep, laugh, feel.  When the unconscious manifests 

you are like the primitive possessed.  No, the surrealists are in full possession, it is 

a game of wit and brilliance.  Those who were truly possessed lost their minds.4

                                                 
1 The doctor that both Nin and Carrington were visiting was Dr. Max Jacobson, who would later become 
John F. Kennedy’s controversial doctor, giving him, along with other American celebrities and artists, 
injections of Vitamin B laced with speed.  He was the original ‘Dr. Feelgood’.  It seems likely that he was 
also providing such medication for Nin.  She frequently owed him money, and at one point, she writes 
that when she was very ill with bronchitis, “he rushed over with his miracle bag and cured me instantly” 
(Anaïs Nin (1967), The Diary of Anaïs Nin, Volume III, Harvest, The Swallow Press and Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, New York and London, p. 27) Furthermore, although he was not a psychiatrist, Jacobson had 
earlier diagnosed Nin’s friend Helba as “pathologic, a hysteric.”  (Ibid, p. 205) Nin writes: “I took her to 
Dr. Jacobson and he told me she was a hysteric, a malingerer, and he could prove it by taking a spinal 
fluid test.” (Ibid, p. 188) Unsurprisingly, Helba refused the test.  Nonetheless, the fact that Dr. Jacobson’s 
office was a site in which Nin’s friend had been diagnosed as mad, and prescribed disturbing medical 
procedures, heightens her ambivalent response to Carrington’s madness.  Helba had also previously been 
diagnosed, by another doctor, as a degenerate syphilitic, the doctor having unearthed an apparent lineage 
of madness: her father “died insane” and her mother was “half-crazy” too.  The doctor interprets this in 
racial terms: “Degenerate,” the doctor said.  “The mixture of Spanish and Indian is bad.  The Indians are 
degenerate.  The Spanish father may have died of syphilitic madness.” (Anaïs Nin (1967), The Diary of 
Anaïs Nin, Volume II, Harvest, The Swallow Press and Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York and 
London, p. 174)  As Nin’s parents were Spanish and Cuban, she may have been particularly sensitive to 
Helba’s diagnoses of insanity. 
2 Diary III, p. 238 
3 Ibid 
4 Ibid 
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Nin’s insistence that the male Surrealists preferred to flirt with madness from the safe 

distance of sanity, and that their excursions into the unconscious were essentially 

simulative is certainly a prescient reading.  Her implicit recognition that Carrington 

exemplified a particular Surrealist ideal is also suggestive, as is her acknowledgment of 

the possibility that the vaulted experience of madness might be less enabling than the 

Surrealists imagined (although she does seem to indicate that Carrington, who fears 

“running dry,” has in fact “lost her mind”).  This passage also, however, constructs an 

opposition between the contrived and unemotional Surrealists and the authentic and 

expressive Nin.   

 

Nin’s three references to ‘possession’ suggest the complex negotiations going on as Nin 

positions herself in relation to Surrealism.  Her first assertion, that “when the 

unconscious manifests you are like the primitive possessed,” is an experiential claim, as 

Nin states authoritatively what the experience of the unconscious manifesting is like.5  

Here, possession is all-encompassing, natural, spontaneous, uncontrollable and 

resoundingly authentic, terms which resonate with how she writes about herself in the 

Diary: “I dream, I kiss, I have orgasms, I get exalted, I leave the world, I float … write 

in my head, compose, decompose, improvise, invent, I listen to all, I hear all that is 

said … I am everywhere.”6  This, apparently, is in contrast to the Surrealists, who are in 

“full possession,” and therefore unnatural, controlled and inauthentic.  However, it 

would also appear to be in contrast to “those who were truly possessed [and] lost their 

minds,” which, in this context, would seem to be a direct reference to Carrington.  

‘Possession’ shifts from being the guarantor of the authenticity of Nin’s experience of 

the unconscious, to the marker of Surrealist unauthenticity, to the characteristic of 

insanity.  It is the movement from the familiar ‘you’ to the distanced ‘those’ that 

particularly interests me.  Nin claims a position as one of the possessed ‘primitives’ and 

therefore superior to the contrived Surrealists, but this implicates her in a too-close 

identification with the “truly possessed” Carrington.  Nin is claiming that her 

explorations of the unconscious are more Surrealist than the Surrealists themselves, but, 

awkwardly for Nin, so too is Carrington’s experience of madness.  Nin’s ambivalent 

response to Carrington is thus bound up with the difficulty posed by Surrealist models 

of creativity for women, and it points to the way that Nin is in perpetual negotiation 
                                                 
5 Nin writes, for instance, that “with me my unconscious is so vast, so tremendous, like a vast ocean 
which is constantly manifesting its presence.” (Nin, Diary II, p. 230) 
6 Ibid, p. 269 
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with ideas of madness in her articulation, and construction, of her own identity and 

theories of creativity. 

 

Madness is often invoked in the Diary when Nin is writing through issues to do with 

subjectivity and creativity, and it is therefore my contention, across these two chapters 

on Nin, that madness is an important trope through which Nin figures the problematics 

of negotiating a productive feminine, creative subjectivity in a modernist context.  This 

chapter argues that references to madness recur around issues to do with the diary genre: 

‘madness’ is a term Nin draws upon as she articulates her ideas about her diary writing 

and a label she must contend with as she defends the Diary against those who do not 

recognise the genre as a legitimately literary endeavour.7  The chapter is divided into 

two sections.  The first section is concerned with previous Nin scholarship, and I 

suggest that in both biographical and critical studies Nin has been represented as a 

fundamentally pathological subject.  This construction of Nin as essentially ‘mad’ is, 

moreover, often predicated upon particular assumptions about the ‘authenticity’ of the 

diary genre.  The Diary is presumed to offer an accurate reflection of Nin’s (unstable) 

psychological state.  This is a stance which neglects Nin’s self-reflexive theorisations of 

the diary as a form offering the possibility of both a direct inscription of subjectivity 

and a fictionalised, imaginative and literary narrativisation.  The first section of this 

chapter aims, therefore, to complicate the pervasive image of Nin as pathological and to 

argue for the importance of attending to the complexities of Nin’s diaristic life writing.   

 

The second section turns around a series of debates about genre and gender, between 

Nin and Henry Miller, Lawrence Durrell and Otto Rank, which Nin writes about during 

the 1930s.  I am interested in the ways in which ideas about madness are drawn into 

these debates.  In particular, I find it suggestive and significant that in Nin’s 

representation of these conversations, when the term ‘madness’ is applied to Miller’s 

writing, for instance, it connotes genius or at least creative prowess, but when used with 

reference to Nin’s diary writing it signifies illness, disease and artistic limitation.  

Responding to what she represents as Miller, Durrell and Rank’s condemnation (and 

pathologisation) of the diary form, Nin’s defends her diary writing by alternately 

drawing upon or rejecting the creative discourse of madness that Miller, for one, happily 

                                                 
7 Madness resonates in a number of different ways in the Diary.  My interest here is in how Nin’s 
madness is connected with issues of genre and gender picks up on a particularly strong troping of 
madness, but it is imagined in a number of other ways throughout the Diary.   
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claimed for himself but refused to extend to Nin.  Madness is thus a key term in Nin’s 

negotiations of genre and gender.   

 

I would like to note here, too, that several of my concerns in this chapter also animate 

the following chapter on the modernist theories of creative madness which Nin responds 

to and reformulates in the Diary.  More so than with the preceding chapters of this 

thesis, these two chapters on Nin work very much in tandem, and some of the issues 

touched on in this chapter are taken up and elaborated on in Chapter Six.  Madness is 

referred to in an array of different ways in the Diary and Nin uses ideas of madness for 

a variety of purposes: she refers to hysteria when discussing the “chaos” of the 1930s,8 

references madness when discussing Miller’s writings about the city and modernity,9 

and in relation to the mystical predictions of her friend Conrad Moricand, an 

astronomer.10  With her lover Gonzalo she discusses Peruvian attitudes to madness and 

reflects on the madness of war;11 she references neurosis when discussing with the 

Marxist Gonzalo the tension between art and class; 12  and ponders the alleged 

degenerate insanity of Gonzalo’s wife, Helba.  She worries that “someday [she’ll] be 

locked up for love insanity,”13 and frequently discusses ‘schizophrenia’ with Miller.14  

                                                 
8 She writes: “We live on top of a crumbling world.  The more it crumbles the more I feel like asserting 
the possibility of an individually perfect world, personal loves, personal relationships, creation.  I may be 
trying to place an opium mat on top of a volcano.  The world is in chaos.  Panic.  Hysteria.” (Ibid, p. 94) 
9 For instance: “Now in this book, Henry’s disease lies revealed, terrifying, his dispersions, his atrophied 
emotions, the loss of his self in the city (“shattered by the city,” he writes).  But it is the crowd, the 
gigantism, the shiftless wandering that produces emptiness, the void, the split, the schizophrenia.  But 
what an interesting world, his world.  How ever-changing, disquieting.  I was walking through it, 
rediscovering its monstrosities, its perversities.” (Ibid, p. 96) 
10 Describing Moricand, she writes “He sees only the madness of the world, the approach of a great 
world-engulfing catastrophe.  For Moricand all life is a minor crystal phenomenon on the surface of a 
planet…” (Ibid, p. 99)  “Does he really know when disease and madness will strike?” she wonders, “Does 
he know when we are going to love, unite, separate?  Moricand believes that he knows.  Now he sits 
reading Henry his horoscope.  He talks at times like a child, at times like a homosexual, at times like a 
drug addict, at times like a schizophrenic.  But he is more than an astrologer, he is a poet.”  (Ibid, p. 101) 
11She writes:  “‘In Peru,” said Gonzalo, “they cure madness by the placing madman next to the flowing 
river.  The water flows, he throws stones into it, his feelings begin to flow again, and he is cured.’  So I 
look at the Seine flowing, but the madness continues.  I hear the cries of the people: “De La Rocque au 
poteau!” (To the guillotine).  From the train window, on my way to an innocuous dinner, I had a vision of 
trees uprooted, with their heads in the ground, and roots gesticulating in space.  A vision of war?” (Ibid, p. 
107) 
12 “At the café one day,” she writes, “Gonzalo began to ask me questions about psychoanalysis, the great 
enemy of Marxism.  I talked about Rank’s ideas, in relation to Helba’s neurosis.  He said after a while: ‘I 
want to read those books.’  Then suddenly he banged his forehead with his closed fist: ‘Curse all 
intellectual worlds.  Literary worlds.  Burn those books.  Nobody would be neurotic if the economic 
problem were solved.  Neurosis is for the rich.  It’s a luxury.  The poor need bread.  Did those books of 
yours solve the problems of the world?’  ‘Not all problems are economic,’ I said gently.” (Ibid, p. 131) 
13 Ibid, p. 205 
14 For example, she writes: “Henry gives me a summary of a three-day discussion of schizophrenia.  
Henry is worn out, nervous, affected by his own story of how he broke down Fraenkel and made him 
weep (we all reproduce in one form or another the process of psychoanalysis for each other: confession, 
exposing the self behind the masks, absolution, faith, new faith and new vision) […]  Henry was still 
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Madness is figured in a multiplicity of ways across the Diary and its meanings change 

and shift, from the serious to the offhand and from the diagnostic to the metaphoric.  

From among this plethora of references to madness, in these chapters I am drawing out 

what I argue is one of the dominant threads of Nin’s troping of madness: its connection 

with issues of narrative form, and with theories about creativity and writing.  Nin’s 

ideas about form and creativity are, of course, interrelated and mutually constitutive.  

Devoting a chapter to each of these concerns, however, allows me the requisite space to 

tease out the significances of Nin’s representations of madness.  While, then, the 

emphasis of the following chapter is Nin’s engagement with some of the ways that 

madness figures as a creative inspiration in modernist thought, my focus here is on 

critical readings of Nin, how the diary form is conceptualised in this criticism and the 

ways in which madness inflects Nin’s writing of and about the diary. 

 

Attending to the multiple and often contradictory significances of madness in Nin’s 

Diary produces a reading and image of Nin substantially different to how she and her 

work have routinely been approached.  Nin has often been dismissed as neurotic or 

perverse, and thereby construed as mad.15  Yet, her intense interest in ideas of madness, 

and her engagement in important modernist debates around madness, its meanings, 

causes and creative possibilities, as well as her concern with the implications of such 

modernist debates for conceptualising femininity, subjectivity and genre, have not 

occasioned sustained remark or analysis.  Reading Nin through the trope of madness 

therefore brings to light ideas, issues and perspectives that have been obscured by 

critical perspectives preceding this study.  Madness is not, by any means, the only 

framework through which to read Nin, but tracing its shifting presences through the text 

is a strategy attending to the Diary’s structure, and responding to the contradictions and 

vacillations apparent in Nin’s writing, without obscuring or attempting to resolve their 

                                                                                                                                               
talking about his analysis of Fraenkel, telling me how the description of schizophrenia also applied to 
him.” (Ibid, p. 51); and “We talk about schizophrenia, which I see as a lack of contact, a kind of withering 
of feeling with or for others.  And as I feel too much contact with human beings, the world, I said I must 
be suffering from the opposite of schizophrenia, empathy, identification with, dispersion into, abandon 
and loss of self in others.  Then why the feeling of loneliness?” (Ibid, p. 280) 
15 Claire L. Taylor, for instance,  writes that “In the early phase of her career, Anaïs Nin epitomised the 
‘neurotic’ writer of Freud’s imaginings, self-diagnosed and subsequently recognised as such by a 
succession of analysts.” (Clare L. Taylor (2003), Women, Writing and Fetishism 1890-1950: Female 
Cross-Gendering, Clarendon Press, Oxford, p. 193)  See also: Noel Riley Fitch (1993), Anaïs: The Erotic 
Life of Anaïs Nin, Little Brown and Company, Boston; Deirdre Bair (1995), Anaïs Nin: A Biography, G. P 
Putnam’s Sons, New York; Julie Burchill (1995), “But Did She Ever Like It?” Spectator, April 8; John 
Bemrose (1995), “Lies and Whispers” Maclean's. 108:10, p. 85; and Frank Baldanza (1996 [1962]), 
“Anaïs Nin” in Phillip K. Jason (ed.), The Critical Response to Anaïs Nin, Greenwood Press, Westport p. 
37.   
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complexities.16  The challenging aspects of Nin’s writing –  its contradictory tendencies 

and its inconsistencies; its lies, omissions and competing versions of events; the blurred 

boundaries between Nin and her persona in the Diary; and the multiplicity of meanings 

that madness takes on –  are not problems to be overcome and resolved through a 

unifying and authenticating theory.17  They are, in fact, the source of Nin’s continuing 

interest, and the pleasure of reading her work, especially in the second volume of the 

Diary.18   

 

 “Frustration and Hysteria”: Biographical Readings 

Interrogating Nin’s use of and interest in madness in the second volume is particularly 

important because of how she has been constructed as mad, or at least as pathological, 

                                                 
16 Helen Tookey has productively examined Nin’s writing of subjectivity in terns of performativity, and 
Mai Al-Nakib has interestingly read the Diary in relation to Deluze and Guatarri’s concept of the rhizome.  
(Helen Tookey (2003), Anaïs Nin, Fictionality and Femininity: Playing a Thousand Roles, Clarendon 
Press, Oxford and Mai Al-Nakib (2001), “Anaïs Nin’s Rhizomatic Diary” in Anne T. Salvatore (ed.), 
Anaïs Nin’s Narratives, University of Florida Press, Gainesville)  The Diary might also be productively 
read in terms of the numerous other decidedly suggestive tropes that structure the text, such as Nin’s 
interest in loss, war, wombs, labyrinths, veils, and prostitution.  There are, moreover, a number of critical 
works which address Nin’s interest in psychoanalysis and in terms of écriture féminine.  
17 For instance, Diane Richard-Allerdyce’s use of Lacanian theory, while interesting, also works in such a 
way that it fits Nin into a particular critical framework.  She writes that Nin’s interest in psychoanalysis 
“make psychoanalytic readings of her work a natural fit,” and notes: “I have found a natural affinity 
between Lacan’s and the Modernists’ emphasis on splitting and fragmentation, which I believe can shed 
light on Nin’s artistic and therapeutic aims.” (Diane Richard-Allerdyce (1998), Anaïs Nin and the 
Remaking of the Self: Gender, Modernism and Narrative Identity, Northern Illinois University Press, 
DeKalb, p. 5)  Richard-Alledyce’s emphasis on the ‘natural’ fit between Lacan and Nin, and between 
Lacan and modernism, runs the risk of obscuring the specificities of  each of them.  While Nin’s work 
might indeed be illuminated by Lacanian theory, Lacanian theory might also be illuminated by Nin, and it 
is important, I suggest, to avoid simply ‘applying’ theory to Nin’s work.   
18 Artificially detaching the second volume from the broader Diary narrative is potentially problematic, as 
segregating the events of the second volume from the chronological continuum of the diary narrative may 
produce a reading that suggests each volume is a discrete text.  It potentially neglects the thematic and 
narrative continuities between volumes, not to mention the mass of textual material which falls outside of 
the second volume.  Nin’s Diary is best understood as a continuous, interconnected text and while this 
chapter confines itself, for the most part, to the second volume, I am inevitably propelled both forward 
and backward to earlier and later volumes.  My emphasis on the second volume is a strategic segregation, 
but it is the volume in which Nin is most thoroughly preoccupied with madness, articulates most clearly 
her thoughts about the diary form and about women’s creativity, and is concerned with the Parisian 
modernists.  This conjunction of madness, the diary, women’s creativity and modernism form the basis of 
these two chapters on Nin, and these issues find their fullest expression in the second volume.  It is for 
this reason too that my emphasis is on the originally published diaries, rather than the more recent 
unexpurgated versions.  When she was first editing the diaries for publication, Nin was concerned with 
crafting a particular image of herself for public consumption and was constrained by the need to keep her 
husband and various lovers secret, and thus the expurgated Diary tends to emphasise Nin’s social, 
intellectual and artistic engagements, while the expurgated volumes generally concentrate on her sexual 
relationships.  This is not, of course, a rigid demarcation, but a suggestion that the expurgated volumes 
more thoroughly address my interests.  At the same time, it is impossible now to read the originally 
published volumes without reference to and from the perspective of the unexpurgated diaries; they 
unavoidably inform my reading of the second volume, and I draw on them directly at times.  I have also 
consulted the Nin archive at the UCLA Research Library, and occasionally note material that is not yet 
available in published form. 
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in recent critical and biographical accounts.19  These studies tend to emphasise Nin’s 

(allegedly pathological) sexuality and her ‘compulsive’ lying, and they position her 

writing, particularly in the Diary, as obsessional, compulsive or as a form of therapy.  

This pathologisation has tended to occur at the expense of an interest in her intellectual 

endeavours, her modernism or innovative, artistic and self-conscious use of the diary 

genre.20  I focus on biographical and scholarly readings of the Diary in the first half of 

this chapter in order to set up this particular vein in Nin’s critical and popular reputation, 

and thus to establish the importance of attending to her (modernist) representations of 

madness, which do something more than reflect her own psychological damage.   

 

Assumptions about Nin’s apparent madness are particularly evident in two of the most 

recent biographies of Nin, Anaïs: The Erotic Life of Anaïs Nin by Noel Riley Fitch 

(published in 1993, and with a title which clearly betrays its particular interests) and 

Anaïs Nin: A Biography, by Deirdre Bair (published in 1995).21  Fitch’s biography is 

                                                 
19 Reviews of Nin’s writing, or even the recent Nin biographies, also reveal a startling viciousness 
towards Nin.  In these reviews, the implication that Nin was mad is far less veiled than it is in critical 
accounts.  There are a litany of complaints about Nin.  Burchill claims that “she was a neurotic cow, old 
Anaïs, at heart.” (Burchill,  p. 37)  John Bemrose writes: “her acquaintances and friends found her 
hypnotically charming, childishly self-absorbed, addicted to sex, generous to other writers, and a liar of 
monstrous proportions.  Anaïs Nin, who died in 1977 at the age of 73, was all those things and more: a 
bigamist, a failed novelist, a friend and lover of such famous writers as Henry Miller and Antonin Artaud, 
and an original personality who turned her private misery into a dance of strange, contorted beauty.” 
(Bemrose, pg. 85) Genevieve Stuttaford claims that Nin suffered from ‘erotomania’, and she notes, 
appallingly, that she died of “cancer of the vagina,” with the implication that her voracious sexuality 
consumed even herself in the end. (Genevieve Stuttaford (1996), “Nearer the Moon: The Unexpurgated 
Diary of Anaïs Nin, 1937-1939 [Review]” Publisher’s Weekly 243:39, p. 64)   Reviewing Deirdre Bair’s 
biography, Laura Shapiro states: “by far the most curious aspect of Deirdre Bair's Anaïs Nin is how Bair 
could put up with her subject in the first place.”  (Laura Shapiro (1995), “Legend In Her Own Mind” 
Newsweek 125:12) The level of hostility reflected in these reviews is perplexing. 
20 There are exceptions to this:  Helen Tookey’s excellent and wide-ranging study discusses Nin as a self-
conscious diarist and considers her representations of the self and in relation to modernism, Podnieks’s 
addresses Nin’s use of the diary form at length, Philippa Christmass discuses the modernism of her 
writing, Wendy DuBow analyses the context of the diary’s reception, Mai Al-Nakib reads the Diary using 
Deluze and Guatarri’s theory of the rhizome, and the edited collections from Anne T. Salvatore and 
Suzanne Nalbantian offer a range of perspectives on Nin’s work.  Nonetheless, the view of Nin as 
essentially pathological is a strong current in the criticism.  (Tookey; Elizabeth Podnieks (2000), Daily 
Modernism: The Literary Diaries of Virginia Woolf, Antonia White, Elizabeth Smart and Anaïs Nin, 
McGill-Queens University Press, Montreal and Kingston; Philippa Christmass (2001), “Dismaying the 
Balance”: Anaïs Nin’s Narrative Modernity” in Anne T. Salvatore (ed.), Anaïs Nin’s Narratives, 
University Press of Florida, Gainsville; Wendy DuBow (1993), The Political Power of the Personal 
World: Anaïs Nin's Diaries in Their 1960s and 1970s Cultural Context, PhD Thesis, University of North 
Carolina; Al-Nakib; Anne T. Salvatore (ed.) (2001), Anaïs Nin’s Narratives, University of Florida Press, 
Gainesvile; and Suzanne Nalbantian (ed.) (1997), Anaïs Nin: Literary Perspectives, St Martins Press, 
New York.) 
21 In spite of their rather scurrilous representation of Nin, both Fitch and Bair are respectable scholarly 
biographers, authors of Sylvia Beach and the Lost Generation and Simone de Beauvoir: A Biography 
respectively.  The most recent Nin biography is Seduction: A Portrait of Anaïs Nin, by Margot Beth 
Duxler (Margot Beth Duxler (2002), Seduction, A Portrait of Anaïs Nin, EdgeWork Books, Boulder).  
Duxler met Nin as a shy and awkward teenager and they became, as Duxler thought, close friends.  Her 
biography was written in the aftermath of the revelations of the unexpurgated volumes and her distress at 
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the most peculiar, as it reads as a third person, present tense retelling of Nin’s published 

diaries (unlike Bair, she did not have access to the archival material).  The biographical 

narrative Fitch constructs works to transform the partial, fictionalised and fragmentary 

stories of the diaries into a singular, authoritative narrative.22  The founding assumption 

of Fitch’s biography is the theory that Nin was subject to childhood incest and sexual 

abuse, a “fact”, Fitch writes, that “is impossible to prove conclusively,” but which 

nonetheless “say[s] it all.”23  This ‘fact’, established from the first page of the biography 

and interpreted in such a way that Nin figures as a fundamentally damaged subject, 

frames the entirety of Fitch’s narrative and reduces all of Nin’s experiences and, 

moreover, her writing, to a product or reflection of that damage.24  Fitch also treats the 

                                                                                                                                               
discovering that she was not the only woman claimed by Nin as a spiritual child.  She wonders “how 
Anaïs could have told me that she believed the soul of the child she had miscarried had been reborn in 
me,” and is disturbed “to discover later that the ‘miscarriage’ had been an abortion in the seventh month” 
and, moreover, that “the declaration of progeny had been made to a number of [other young women] too.” 
(Duxler, p. 14)  The first half of the biography gives a brief and broad overview of Nin’s life, while the 
second half is explicitly diagnostic.  Duxler is a clinical psychologist, influenced by psychoanalysis, and 
she, like some of the other critics and biographers, she argue that Nin’s early trauma is the basis of her 
‘pathological’ behaviour – her lying and sexuality in particular.  Using a somewhat bizarre analogy, 
Duxler writes that Nin’s “creation of a false self is an adaptive response to losing an essential relationship 
[in Nin’s case, her father].  It functions in much the same way as a rhinestone necklace in the display 
window of a jewellery shop might.  The fake necklace appears convincing to most people, and they do 
not suspect that the real necklace, with its valuable and many-faceted stones, is protected from damage or 
theft in the store’s safe.  Like the false self, the decoy necklace serves to draw people’s interest.  Just as 
the rhinestones would chip and scratch when put to the test, however, so the false self tends to 
disintegrate in the crucible of real intimacy and its demands for spontaneity, resilience, and adaptability.” 
(Ibid, p. 120)  Nin’s early trauma caused her, Duxler suggests, to develop a false self, which does not 
permit her to tell the truth. 
22 Unlike Bair, she did not have access to the unpublished manuscripts, and her biographical narrative 
simply reconstructs and integrates Nin’s diaries. 
23 Fitch, p.3  
24 I take issue here, not with the idea that sexual abuse can (and does) cause trauma (or Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder) or with the possibility that Nin was traumatised by abuse by her father and his 
abandonment of her, but with the tendency for critics and the biographers to interpret Nin’s life and, more 
importantly, her writing primarily through the lens of this speculated trauma (and uncritically applied 
psychoanalytic frameworks).  Nin herself raises the possibility that she was abused by her father, and the 
basis for the speculation that Nin was molested by her father comes from a passage from the unpublished 
diary from 1933-1934, quoted in Bair.  It is a disturbing passage, but also raises itself its own possible 
fictionality.  Nin writes: “my father has taken me up to the little attic room to spank me.  He takes my 
pants off.  He begins to hit me with the palm of his hand.  I feel his hand on me.  But he stops hitting me 
an he caresses me.  Then he sticks his penis into me, pretending to be beating me. Oh, I enjoy it, I enjoy it.  
In and out, in and out, with my ass exposed, my pants down, he takes me from behind.  But my mother is 
coming up the stairs.  We have no time.  I clutch at him, suck him in, palpitating, Oh, oh, my Mother is 
coming up the stairs.  My father’s hands are on my ass – hot – I’m wet – I’m eager, eager.  Open, close, 
open, close.  I must feel him all before she comes.  I must shoot quickly – stab, once, twice – and I have a 
violent orgasm –.  I believe this really happened.  I do not believe my father penetrated me sexually but I 
believe he caressed me while or instead of beating me.  I remember the attic room when he took us to beat 
us.  I only remember with sureness a time I wept so much he didn’t have the courage to beat me.” (Nin, 
quoted in Bair, p. 18)  It is hard to know what to make of this difficult to read passage, but it would seem 
to be as much a retrospective fantasy more as an account of molestation.  Nin’s suggestion of the possible 
(semi)fictionality of this account does not rule out the possibility of truthfulness, whether as a memory of 
something which did ‘in fact’ happen, or of her either present or past imaginings.  (The complexities of 
remembering childhood sexual abuse has been the subject of considerable theorising and debate over the 
past decade, but, though this debate is highly relevant to a reading of Nin, these concerns sit outside this 
present study.  (For a discussion of a fictionalised autobiography about childhood sexual abuse, see 
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matter with a flippancy that is disturbing.  Describing the photographs Joaquin Nin took 

of his naked ten year-old daughter, Fitch writes, “she sat for ‘countless pictures’ in a 

prefiguring of the literary disrobing in her diary.”25  Fitch therefore conflates Nin’s 

father’s sexually inappropriate, possibly abusive, and certainly objectifying 

photography with Nin’s commitment to narrativising the self in the Diary.  The Diary is 

thus figured as a prurient form of similarly inappropriate sexual exhibitionism.  The 

issue here is not whether it is true or not that Nin experienced the trauma of being 

abused by her father.  Rather, it is the way in which this alleged abuse apparently marks 

Nin with an indelible psychological instability and this ‘madness’ becomes, in Fitch’s 

biography, the overriding determinant of her identity and the exclusive motivation and 

theme of her writing.26   

 

The unexpurgated diaries recount Nin’s numerous sexual encounters and multiple 

partners, and Fitch interprets these expressions of sexuality through a diagnostic 

framework, with a strongly moralistic tone.  She writes that: “the intrigue and betrayals 

of moving from one lover to the other in one day stimulate her.  When exhausted she 

returns to Louveciennes [her home in the suburbs of Paris] to sleep, write, masturbate, 

and write again,” once again equating Nin’s writing with pathological sexual 

behaviour. 27   Fitch goes on to invoke the authority of two psychologists (who are 

                                                                                                                                               
Nicola King, Remembering the Self: Memory, Narrative, Identity, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 
2000, pp. 61-92)  However, to read the Diary itself as only or even primarily a reflection and product of 
this trauma pathologises Nin’s writing and her literary ambitions.  In a different approach, Ellen G. 
Friedman discusses the way that the metaphor of incest functions in Nin’s writing, expanding this trope 
beyond the autobiographical in order to suggest that it is an image which “speaks to the woman artist’s 
relationship to traditional forms of expression and to the patriarchy in general.” (Ellen G. Friedman 
(2001), “Sex with Father: The Incest Metaphor in Anaïs Nin” in Anne T. Salvatore, (ed.), Anaïs Nin’s 
Narratives, University of Florida Press, Gainesvile p. 80) 
25 Fitch, p. 3 
26 This view is especially evident in Henke’s writing, but also in Richard-Allerdyce and Kim Krizan 
(Suzette Henke (1997), “Nin’s Father-Loss and Incestuous Desire” in Suzanne Nalbantian (ed.), Anaïs 
Nin: Literary Perspectives, St Martins Press, New York; Suzette Henke (2000), Shattered Subjects: 
Trauma and Testimony in Women’s Life Writing, St Martin’s Press, New York; Diane Richard-Allerdyce 
(1995), “Narrative and Authenticity: Strategies of Evasion in the Diaries of Anaïs Nin: Then and Now,” 
Anaïs: An International Journal 13, pp. 79-93; Richard-Allerdyce, 1998; Kim Krizan (1992), “Illusion 
and the Art of Survival: Tracing the Origins of Anaïs Nin’s Creativity, Anaïs: An International Journal 
10; and Kim Krizan (1999) “Smashing the Deformed Mirror: Anaïs Nin’s ‘Diary’ as a Construction of 
Self,” Anaïs: An International Journal 17). 
27 Fitch, p. 138.  In contrast to Fitch, however, Bair writes in a footnote that there is no evidence to 
suggest that Nin ever masturbated.  Bringing the full weight of her authority as biographer to bear on the 
question, Bair writes: “I am the first of Nin’s biographers to have had access to her entire UCLA archive 
as well as to relevant holdings by and about her in other libraries,” Bair writes, “I have interviewed most 
of the persons still alive in whom she might possibly have confided details of her sexual activity, and I 
have been given access to privileged documents kept by several of her analysts.  In all of this enormous 
mass of paper, there is no written evidence that AN ever masturbated.  She seems to have preferred to 
wait for an encounter with a man.” (Bair, p. 549n. 34)  It is difficult to know how to account for the 
authority that Bair musters to support her assertion that Nin did not, in fact, engage in masturbation.  It 
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named only in footnotes) to underscore the pathology of such behaviour.  “One 

psychologist” she writes, “has suggested that this fragmenting of her life into different 

parts is a means of making her neurosis concrete so that she can control the 

fragments.” 28   The other psychologist, who was apparently also a friend of Nin’s, 

“suggests that her sleeping with many men while remaining essentially virginal [Fitch 

maintains that Nin was ‘nonorgasmic’29] is clearly a ‘separation of sexuality from her 

essence’, a manifestation of what can happen with childhood trauma.”30  To emphasise 

                                                                                                                                               
points perhaps to a desire, evident in both biographies and in some of the critical work, to account for 
Nin’s sexuality and to determine both its forms and its meaning. 
28 Fitch, p. 138 
29 Ibid, p. 102. The argument that Nin was non-orgasmic, shared by Suzette Henke, is, like Bair’s 
insistence that Nin never masturbated, a very bizarre biographical preoccupation.  Henke argues that “a 
particularly bizarre dimension of Nin’s emotional masochism gives rise to an almost paralysing timidity 
that forces her to suffer the frustrations of frenzied sexual activity without orgasmic release.” (Henke, 
2000, p. 60)  Nin does say at several points that she is not orgasming, but what is notable is how both 
Fitch and Henke interpret this in terms of pathology.  They consider her sexuality dysfunctional and, as 
Henke terms it, ‘emotionally masochistic’.  I would also suggest that Fitch’s assertion that Nin 
‘confesses’ her secret, that she is not orgasming, is a problematic misreading, which, moreover, notes but 
fails to follow through on the power dynamics of her analytic relationship with Rene Allendy, who was 
her psychoanalysist but also, later, her lover.  Fitch writes: “Most of [Allendy’s] questions are directed at 
her relations with men and imply that the traditional male domination/ female submission roles are the 
norm.  The Diana complex envies man’s sexual power (could this explain her love of June)?  Is she 
ambivalent about sex because her father left her for that reason?  Why has she chosen weaker men?  Dos 
she need to conquer older men? […] Does she desire punishment, humiliation, abandonment.  She weeps, 
feels shame, and returns home to record their dialogue as she remembers it, confesses to the page that she 
has never yet had a real orgasm.” (Ibid, p. 123)  The source of Fitch’s narrative is a section from Henry 
and June, which I will quote here: “Allendy: ‘Do you know that sometimes the sense of sexual inferiority 
is due to a realization of one’s frigidity?’  It is true I was quite indifferent to sex until I was eighteen or 
nineteen, and even then, tremendously romantic but not really sexually awake.  But afterwards!  ‘And if I 
was frigid, would I be so preoccupied by sex?’  Allendy: ‘All the more so’.  Silence.  I am thinking that 
with all the tremendous joys Henry has given me I have not yet felt a real orgasm.  My response does not 
seem to lead to a true climax but is disseminated in a spasm that is less centred, more diffuse.  I have felt 
an orgasm occasionally with Hugo, and when I have masturbated [an assertion which contradicts Bair’s 
position], but perhaps this is because Hugo likes me to close my legs and Henry makes me open them so 
much.  But this, I would not tell Allendy.” (Anaïs Nin (1990 [1986]), Henry and June, From ‘A Journal 
of Love’: The Unexpurgated Diary of Anaïs Nin, Penguin, London, p. 130)  This response is clearly 
something more complex than a confession of pathological sexuality.  Allendy, as Fitch admittedly notes, 
is hectoring Nin, and she appears to be half-conceding, half-resisting his arguments and psychoanalytic 
theories.  Several pages later, Fitch writes again: “She has been having what she calls liberating sessions 
with Allendy, finally sharing her sexual secret, what she calls a partial frigidity.  She asks him why she is 
obsessed with sexuality yet has difficulty achieving orgasm (except when masturbating, which makes her 
ashamed and fearful of harming herself).  His answer is that she suffers from guilt; his assurance is that 
these problems are frequent for women.” (Fitch, p. 127)  Fitch does not even pause to unpack the gender 
bias of Allendy’s psychoanalytic assumption that problematic sexuality is normal for women before going 
on to quote, authoritatively, another psychoanalytic reading of Nin’s ‘pathological’ sexuality.  Moreover, 
the section from Henry and June Fitch is referencing is again more complex.  Nin writes that she “feel[s] 
an imperative need to tell him my biggest secret: In the sexual act I do not always experience an orgasm.” 
(Nin, Henry and June, p. 173)  Not always experiencing an orgasm is distinctly different to being 
‘nonorgasmic’ and suffering from ‘emotional masochism’.  She admits to masturbating, but says that “I 
believe it is wrong, morally and physically.  I was terribly depressed and ashamed afterwards,” and that 
she “used to fear it would diminish my mental power, my health, and that I would disintegrate morally.” 
(Ibid, p. 173)  Allendy does attempt to dispel Nin’s fears, but the key point is that Nin’s alleged sexual 
dysfunction is less a product of her personal psychological state, than a product of contemporary popular, 
sexological discourse (not to mention the Catholicism Nin was brought up in as a child).  Fitch again fails 
to account for the complexities of Nin’s sexuality. 
30 Fitch, p. 138  
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her point, Fitch concludes that Nin’s behaviour (sleeping with Hugo, Miller and her 

psychoanalyst, Allendy), and the “deterioration of her handwriting,” show that she is 

“falling apart.”31  The strategy of quoting unnamed psychologists or psychoanalysts 

recurs throughout the biography, and it works to establish authoritatively Nin’s 

sexuality and writing as aberrant and pathological.   

 

At other times, Fitch assumes the role of psychoanalyst herself.  Invoking psychological 

discourse to determinedly but dubiously diagnose Nin as pathological, Fitch writes that: 

 

a psychoanalyst today with the same information – a description of a violent, 

patriarchal father, a lifetime of seductive behaviour, and dreams of prostitution in a 

patient who is nonorgasmic, passive, masochistic yet fearful of pain, and sickened 

by her own sexual aggressiveness – would look for childhood sexual experience in 

the patient.32

 

Fitch explicitly frames Nin as a patient here, and, with her explicit recourse to 

medicalised discourses, her approach is clearly diagnostic.  I am also unsure when or 

where Nin confesses that she is sickened by her “sexual aggressiveness,” as the tone of 

Nin’s writing about sex tends more towards tremendous enthusiasm than pathology:   

 

I am warm, easily roused, passionate, whole – I can fuck.  Intellectuality, idealism, 

dreams, mysticism, astrology, poetry, piety…even piety can rouse me to fuck.  I 

can fuck treacherously, behind peoples back, in front of Allendy’s house, on the 

same bed, on the same day.33

 

The invocation of psychological experts, who speak authoritatively and diagnostically 

about neurosis and trauma, also effectively forecloses any other possible reading of 

Nin’s sexual behaviour.   

 

Moreover, to only read Nin’s sexuality and ‘promiscuity’ as a result of psychological 

trauma fails to account for the complexity of her self-narratives.  The diaries are read as 

source material which allow Fitch to diagnose Nin’s sexuality as pathological, but at the 

                                                 
31 Ibid 
32 Ibid, p. 127 
33 Anaïs Nin, Anaïs Nin Papers, Diary 39, January-March 1933, “Schizoide and Paranoia.  The Triumph 
of Magic.  Black and White Magic,” Department of Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research 
Library, UCLA, p. 45  
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same time, because Nin is considered traumatised or damaged, it would seem that her 

perspective cannot be trusted.  Fitch’s construction of a woman “who is nonorgasmic, 

passive, masochistic” necessarily neglects positive expressions of sexuality like the one 

referenced above.  My point is not that the ‘real’ Nin is actually “warm, easily roused, 

passionate” and not “nonorgasmic, passive, masochistic,” or even that Fitch’s biography 

is selective and partial (although it clearly is).  What I find particularly troubling is the 

presumption that the Diary accurately reflects Nin’s damaged and ‘mad’ self (so 

accurately that it is possible for psychological ‘experts’ to authoritatively diagnose her 

dysfunctional sexuality), but that her apparently non-pathological expressions of 

sexuality are cast as misguided self-deception (and, in fact, further evidence of her 

inappropriate sexuality).  The Diary cannot be read as a faithful and mimetic reflection 

of Nin’s ‘self’, but neither can the self that Nin constructs in its pages be simply 

discounted. 

 

Nin’s references to madness are also interpreted literally by Fitch, as evidence or even 

confessions of madness.  Given, as I have already suggested, the multiplicity of 

meanings that Nin invests in madness, Fitch’s expropriation of Nin’s madness 

references into her own clinical, diagnostic paradigm is problematic.  In addition to 

misreading Nin’s interest in madness as madness, and ignoring the modernist and wider 

context of Nin’s invocations of madness, it makes Nin complicit with Fitch’s diagnostic 

agenda, suggesting that Nin too recognised her behaviour as ‘madness’.  Fitch makes 

the dubious assertion that Nin’s behaviour “reveals the frustration and hysteria of a 

nonorgasmic woman,”34 and substantiates this in a footnote, where she claims that Nin 

“uses expressions such as ‘madness’ and ‘hysteria’ to describe her mental state at this 

time.”35  However, in the passage that Fitch is referring to, Nin does not use the term 

hysteria in the clinical sense that Fitch implies, and her reference to madness is literary 

rather than confessional.  Referring to her relationship with her husband, Hugh Guiler 

(known as Hugo), Nin writes:  

 

We have never been as happy or as miserable.  Our quarrels are portentous, 

tremendous, violent.  We are both wrathful to the point of madness: we desire 

death.  My face is ravaged by tears, the veins on my temple swell.  Hugo’s mouth 

trembles.  One cry from me brings him suddenly into my arms, sobbing.  We cry 

and kiss and come at the same moment.  And the next moment we analyse and talk 
                                                 
34 Fitch, p. 102 
35 Ibid, 436n11 
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rationally. […]  It is hysteria.  In cooler moments I wonder at the extravagance of 

our feelings.  Dullness and peace are forever over.36   

 

Instead of reading as a confession of psychological dysfunction, Nin’s referencing of 

hysteria has colloquial and metaphorical resonances, referring to an ecstatic, extravagant 

sexual union, rather than orgasmic frustration.  This would not seem to be a 

‘nonorgasmic’ moment at all.  ‘Madness’ is deployed for rhetorical effect, and although 

this passage suggests that Nin’s relationship with her husband is, to use her own term, 

extravagant, Nin is not confessing to madness here.  What Fitch fails to acknowledge is 

the literariness of Nin’s writing.  Recognising the complexities of Nin’s various 

invocations of madness and her use of the diary form, as I aim to do in this chapter, 

disrupts the legitimacy of Fitch’s diagnostic approach, and works towards complicating 

the image of Nin as sexually pathological and morally dubious.    

 

Bair’s biography replicates many of Fitch’s assumptions, although in a less explicit 

manner and without such an overt emphasis on diagnosing Nin.  While there is a lot that 

could be said about Bair’s construction and pathologisation of Nin, I want to pick up on 

and briefly outline one particular point: Nin’s reputation as a ‘compulsive’ liar, and 

especially the charge that she lied in the Diary.  One of the predominant features of 

Bair’s biography is a concern with identifying and elaborating upon the role of lies in 

Nin’s life and their presence in the Diary.37  Nin’s lying emerges in Bair’s biography as 

another instance of her psychological dysfunction, and although Bair, unlike Fitch, 

makes no specific diagnostic charge, the overwhelming emphasis on the lies allegedly 

told in the Diary strongly implies Nin’s status as a ‘pathological liar’.  One reviewer 

suggests that “the ‘lie’ factor in Bair's book returns with such predictable repetitiveness 

that, like a strident cacophony, it sheds its grating shards,”38 and as Lynette Felber 

writes, “Bair sets up the biography with an ethical judgement that ignores the generic 

                                                 
36 Nin, Henry and June, p. 5.  Nin goes on to write: “We asked ourselves yesterday, in the middle of a 
quarrel, ‘What is happening to us?  We never said such terrible things to each other?’  And then Hugo 
said: ‘This is our honeymoon, and we are keyed up.’  ‘Are you sure?’ I asked incredulously.  ‘It may not 
seem like one,’ he said, laughing, ‘but it is.  W are just overflowing with feelings.  We can't keep our 
balance.’  A seven-year-late, mature honeymoon, full of the fear of life.  In between our quarrels we are 
acutely happy.  Hell and heaven all at once.  We are at once free and enslaved.” (Ibid) 
37 Bair begins by critiquing the attitudes of the people she interviewed, who castigated Nin for her lies.  
Their “harsh appraisal,” she says, forced her to consider “where, or even why, was it decided that 
literature had to be founded on ‘truth’ (whatever that concept stands for in a postmodern age)?  And could 
we not apply the same appraisal – ‘she lied’ – to any number of other writers, men and women alike.” 
(Bair, p. xvi)  In spite of this early scepticism of the concept of autobiographical truth, Bair was herself 
clearly preoccupied with Nin’s lies. 
38 Bettina Knapp (1995), “Anaïs Nin: A Biography by Deirdre Bair,” World Literature Today 69:4, p. 803.   
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innovation of Nin’s tactic.”39  Bair charts, with relish and disdain, all of the intricate 

details of Nin’s numerous affairs and the lies that Nin told to the men she was involved 

with and to herself in order to sustain their relationships.40  The biography’s index, 

which tends to list references to people rather than particular thematic concerns, 

nonetheless provides a comprehensive list of the points at which the biography 

addresses Nin’s lies.41   

 

Bair directs a persistent, disdainful scepticism towards Nin, and the biography is 

marked by a subtle yet unmistakable tone of disapproval, even censure, grounded 

primarily in a concern with the lies that Nin told in her Diary.  For instance, she writes, 

ostensibly descriptively but, in effect, pejoratively: 

 

[the diary] remained the one place where she believed she told the absolute truth, 

and the mensonges vital [Nin’s idea of the ‘necessary lie’] helped her to believe 

that she was doing so without actually having to do it.  By admitting that she was 

writing a lie, she avoided having to write the truth, and the lie then became the 

                                                 
39 Lynette Felber (2002), Literary Liaisons: Auto/Biographical Appropriations in Modernist Women’s 
Fiction, Northern Illinois University Press, DeKalb, p. 40 
40 The reputation that Nin has for lying has two parallel tracks.  The first relates to the multiple lives that 
Nin led in her attempt to manage and keep separate her various lovers.  While living in Paris in the 1930s, 
where she lived with her banker husband Hugo, she maintained another relationship with the writer Henry 
Miller, had a liaison with June Miller, affairs with two of her psychoanalysts, Rene Allendy and Otto 
Rank, a communist lover, Gustavo More, with whom she shared a houseboat on the Seine, as well as 
several more casual lovers.  Later, Nin lived some of the year with Hugo in New York, and some of the 
year with Rupert Pole, whom she also married, in Los Angeles, keeping each of her husbands ignorant of 
the other.  Clearly, sustaining multiple relationships in this way, and with secrecy, required an adept liar, 
and Nin was particularly successful in facilitating her lifestyle.  The second track of Nin’s reputation as a 
liar, the one that she is in fact more notorious for, is the claim that she lied in her diaries.  I will address 
the idea of Nin’s autobiographical mendacity in more detail later in the chapter, but the substance of this 
claim relates to the heavy editing that preceded the original publication of the diaries.  When they were 
first released, from 1967, Nin came to be regarded as a feminist heroine for her honest expression of 
‘feminine identity’.  This perception of Nin was, however, radically disrupted by the publication of the 
unexpurgated volumes of Nin’s diaries, which focussed almost exclusively on her sexual adventures, 
including an incestuous liaison with her father.  They also revealed a strikingly different portrait of Nin.  
According to Amy Wilner “the posthumous publication of Nin's unedited journals revealed a woman who 
was dependent, needy, and duplicitous.” (Amy Wilner (2004), “The Seduction of Anaïs Nin,” Tikkun 
19:2,p. 72)  The unexpurgated volumes included much of the more controversial material that had been 
edited out of the earlier publications.  Details like the existence of Nin’s husband, and his financial 
support are, for example, suppressed in earlier volumes (Nin maintained that she had suppressed Hugo’s 
presence in the Diary at his request) and a much less idealistic vision of Nin emerges in the later versions.  
Far from being authentic reflections of Nin’s life, the originally published diaries were in fact selective, 
partial and indeed, biased to the point of being closer to fiction.  In the wake of the unexpurgated volumes, 
Nin has been systematically reinterpreted as a pathological liar “apparently incapable of telling the truth.” 
(Boyd Zenner (1996), “Her So-Called Life” Belles Lettres 11:1, p. 4) 
41 Bair, p. 639.  There are nineteen subsections under the ‘lies’ heading: bigamy, [Inge] Bogner, cross-
country trip with Rupert Pole, in diaries, complements reported, double life, stress from, about film 
proposal, friends, friendship with Caresse Crosby, life in California, life in New York, about money, 
Nin’s lovers, organisation of, psychological explanation, about publications, Rank, time spent on West 
Coast. 
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written repository for the truth, which only her memory could release.  She could 

stand to acknowledge the truth in her mind, but she simply could not bear to write 

it in her diary.42

 

The lies that Nin told are certainly a central aspect of her life, and the problem is not 

that Bair addresses the role of this deception; this, after all, is a biographer’s prerogative.  

It is, however, problematic that Bair places such overwhelming emphasis, and such 

pervasive moral judgement, on the lies.  The above passage does not definitively state 

that Nin’s attitude towards lying and her diary is a symptom of madness, but the 

implication of the dubiousness, or even pathology, of Nin’s alleged inability to tell the 

‘truth’ in the Diary is a strong undercurrent.  While purporting to merely describe Nin’s 

behaviour (Bair states in her introduction that “as a biographer in the postmodern age, 

[she] still believe[s] in trying to capture what others may consider anachronistic – the 

impugned, much disputed concept of objectivity” 43 ) Bair nonetheless conveys an 

impression that Nin was essentially disturbed and self-deluded.  The implication of the 

quote above is that Nin’s lies were somehow compulsive, and that she was a victim of 

self-deception, unable to admit to herself the truth of her behaviour.  Nin’s lying comes 

across as a symptom or expression of her aberrance - as a kind of madness.  This 

forecloses other possible readings of Nin’s predilection for lying (such as a desire to 

escape the constraints of a bourgeois marriage), and casts the Diary as a site of 

pathological self-deception.  These biographies of Nin are problematic, therefore, for 

the ways in which they construct limiting versions of her and the figuration of madness 

in her diaries, and for how they approach the diary genre.  The overarching framework 

of madness and pathology that both Fitch and Bair deploy in their representation of Nin 

reduces the complexities of her experience to a singular, yet all-explaining, meaning. 

 

As might be expected, the generic expectations that are brought to the Diary have 

played a significant role in determining how Nin’s life and the diary text itself are 

interpreted.  Fitch and Bair read the Diary in order to retrieve a version of Nin 

corresponding with the interpretation of her life that they are forwarding in their 

biographies.  The Diary is considered an accurate register of Nin’s mental and 

emotional state, such that Nin’s statement “it is hysteria” comes to mean ‘I am 

hysterical’ (and thus ‘I am a hysteric’).  At the same time, however, she is castigated for 

her factual inaccuracies.  The very idea that Nin lied (or could lie) in her Diary is 
                                                 
42 Ibid, p. 134 
43 Ibid, xvi 
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predicated upon an assumption that diaries always, or always ought to, encode the truth 

of the subject’s life.  The diagnostic impulse characterising each of the biographies 

depends on an understanding that the diaries provide access to the ‘real’ Nin.  Even as 

they chart the Diary’s lies, they turn to it as a purveyor of Nin’s psychological state, 

reading the Diary as an accurate or authentic receptacle of her ‘self’.  This seeming 

contradiction, between Nin as a liar and the Diary as truth, is a function of the generic 

expectations of the Diary, a set of conventions which have strongly influenced how 

Nin’s writing of madness and subjectivity has been understood.  In particular, animating 

the biographies and some recent critical work on Nin is a preoccupation with the 

‘authenticity’ of the Diary and the self that is represented within them.  Interrogating the 

alleged authenticity of the Diary helps dislodge the idea that Nin’s diaries were simply 

confessional texts registering Nin’s pathological subjectivity. 

 

An Authentic Genre?: Critical Readings of the Diary 

The assumption of authenticity that attends the diary form is closely related to its status 

as a (supposedly) private, confessional genre.44  Judy Simons, discussing the diaries of 

eighteenth to twentieth century women, argues that diaries offered their writers “much 

needed opportunities for psychological release,”45 and she claims that the form of the 

diary “naturally encourages introspection in its conscious recall of individuals’ 

encounters with others or, more usually, with themselves.”46  The diary is imagined as a 

private space of psychological introspection, its privacy facilitating the confession of 

the secret (and therefore true) self and guaranteeing its authenticity.  A substantial 

proportion of Nin criticism assesses Nin’s significance and literary value through the 

criteria of authenticity, with its connotations of truth and realism and the promise of a 

                                                 
44 However, the long history of diaries that have been submitted for publication is evidence that the idea 
of the diary as a space of intimate self-examination is considerably more complex than it might at first 
seem; the presumed privacy of diaries and the ‘authentic’ inscription of a private, diaristic self, are called 
into question by the frequency with which diaries put into print.  Margo Culley notes that “the importance 
of the audience, real or implied, conscious or unconscious, of what is usually thought of as a private genre 
cannot be overstated.” (Margo Culley (ed.) (1985), One Day at a Time: The Diary Literature of American 
Women From 1764 to the Present, The Feminist Press, New York, p. 11)  This is particularly the case in 
relation to Nin, who tried to get her diaries published a number of times over the thirty years preceding 
their actual publication, and frequently shared her diary writings with others.  Podnieks writes that “once 
a diary has been published and stamped with the author’s signature on the front, it, like an autobiography, 
announces itself as a ‘contractual genre’.  In the case of the diary, the contract invites the reader to enter a 
private document.  But in an extreme case such as Nin’s, where the intention of the diarist was to produce 
a text specifically for public consumption, the foundation of ‘genuine’ authorship on which the diaristic 
project is based is eroded; the author’s signature on the title page is no longer  sign of sincerity but, rather, 
a testament to the diarist’s manipulation and exploitation of that intention.” (Podnieks, p. 31) 
45 Judy Simons (1990), Diaries and Journals of Literary Women from Fanny Burney to Virginia Woolf, 
University of Iowa Press, Iowa City, p. 7 
46 Ibid, p. 8 
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faithful inscription of the self, such that the ‘authenticity’ of her Diary, her femininity, 

her representation of self, has become the means by which she and the Diary are judged.   

 

Nin’s ‘authenticity’ was a particularly important strand of early Nin criticism.  Kate 

Millett’s 1976 passionate and polemical article “Anaïs – A Mother to Us All” assumes, 

and indeed depends upon, the authenticity of Nin’s narrative in order to secure her as an 

exemplary foremother.47  She argues that Nin “gives us the first real portrait of the artist 

of a woman that we have ever had,”48 and that she is “telling it like it is,” claiming Nin 

as a feminist heroine (the “mother to us all, as well as goddess and elder sister”) and 

source of inspiration for women.49  The value of the Diary for Millett is contingent 

upon its authenticity.  Similarly, Sharon Spencer wrote in her 1977 monograph, Collage 

of Dreams, that “Nin’s Diary is a more authentic, certainly a more complete, deeper, 

and fuller expression of her self than the actual life she has lived.”50  Spencer’s rather 

radical claim suggests that the Diary is a truer version of Nin than Nin herself, and it 

positions the Diary as the primary, or indeed only, receptacle of Nin’s authentic self.   

 

An investment in the authenticity of Nin’s diary is also evident even in more 

contemporary criticism, although such a position is complicated by the revelations of 

the unexpurgated volumes and the insights of recent critical theory and feminist theories 

of women’s life writing.  In spite of acknowledging elements of indeterminacy in Nin’s 

writing and construction of subjectivity, Harriet Zinnes goes on to reassert the 

coherence and authenticity of Nin’s ‘self’: 

 

to Nin, the self is authentic only as it expresses that ‘city of the interior’, and in the 

real world of the diaries…the self, hardly postmodern, is not a socially constructed, 

not fractured at all but a coherent home, a hearth, a womb of the senses.51

 

The Diary reflects a ‘real world’ and functions for Zinnes as an affirmation of the 

possibility of a unitary self experienced as a ‘coherent home’.  Elizabeth Podnieks’s 

study of the diaries of modernist women is grounded in current theories of life writing 
                                                 
47 Kate Millett (1991 [1976]), “Anaïs – Mother to Us All: The Birth of the Artist as a Woman,” Anaïs: An 
International Journal 9, pp. 3-8.  Although I am suggesting the limitations of this view here, clearly it 
was important and influential at the time. 
48 Ibid, p. 7 
49 Ibid 
50 Sharon Spencer (1981), Collage of Dreams: The Writings of Anaïs Nin, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
New York, p. 126 
51 Harriet Zinnes (1997), “The Art, The Dream, The Self” in Suzanne Nalbantian, Anaïs Nin: Literary 
Perspectives, St Martins Press, New York, p. 52 
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and she rejects the idea that Nin’s lies negate the value of the Diary, importantly 

cautioning against considering the unexpurgated volumes somehow definitive or more 

truthful, as “they too must be considered in terms of a Nin who admitted to inevitable 

inconsistencies, double truths, and necessary inventions.”52  While Podnieks attends, 

with considerably more sophistication than many Nin scholars, to the complexity of 

truth in the Diary, she also writes: “Let us admit, then, as Nin was wont to do, that her 

diaries are not factually genuine.  But let us also admit that they are a genuine self-

portrait.  Each diary is a version of a self that Nin believed in.”53  Podnieks thus retains 

‘authenticity’ and ‘genuineness’ as key characteristics of Nin’s Diary.  In contrast to 

Podneiks, as well as Zinnes, Spencer and Millett, I would like to suggest that the Diary 

presents contradictory models of the diary form and of subjectivity, such that both the 

possibility and desirability of conceptualising an authentic self and authentic self-

inscription are called into question.  Underpinning this contention, moreover, is an 

emphasis on how the Diary functions narratively and literarily, rather than attempting to 

uncover how it functioned for Nin. 

 

The importance of this change in focus –  to addressing the different conceptions of the 

diary and of subjectivity at work in the Diary, and to considering how the Diary 

functions literarily rather than attempting to unearth what it meant for Nin –  becomes 

evident in relation to the argument, put forward most prominently by both Suzette 

Henke and Diane Richard-Allerdyce, that the Diary functioned as a form of therapy for 

Nin.  It is in the work of Henke and Richard-Allerdyce that Nin’s use of the diary form 

is most explicitly linked with her alleged madness.54  Henke and Richard-Allerdyce 

                                                 
52 Podnieks, p. 286.   
53 Ibid 
54 As I have suggested elsewhere, I do not dispute the possibility that Nin was an incest survivor or 
subject to childhood sexual abuse, or the possibility, even probability, that this is reflected in her Diary, 
but while I do not discount the trauma of sexual abuse or childhood incest, I also think it is important not 
to argue that such experiences wholly determine the identity and art of the subject.  Podniek’s position is 
that “for women who were shattered with profound physical and psychological trauma, the diary was, if 
not their ‘only hope’, certainly one site for shoring against their ruins.” (Ibid, p. 94)  This more moderate 
position holds open the possibility that the diary might also do more than just “shoring against their 
ruins,” and indeed, Podnieks’s analysis of Nin’s Diary, like my own, reads its various significances, its 
modernist aspects and its intertextuality.  That is, she acknowledges its literariness, rather than positing 
the Diary simply as a site of pathological subjectivity.  Kim Krizan also addresses the psychological 
instability allegedly underpinning Nin’s creativity, writing that “though Nin’s creativity may have had a 
pathological basis, there is some question as to whether her reliance on diary writing, and on her escape 
into the world of her imagination, was ultimately neurotic and limiting, or provided the means for her to 
function…By keeping a diary, Nin obviously had a certain degree of self-knowledge and insight, and 
consciously controlled, at least to some extent, the distortion of her perception.” (Krizan, 1992, p. 18)  
Krizan seems to be trying to suggest that Nin’s diary writing might not just be a symptom of pathological 
subjectivity, but Krizan’s ambivalence about this position rather overwhelms the trajectory of her 
argument.  It would appear to be Krizan’s conclusion that the Diary was “ultimately neurotic and 
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argue that in the Diary, Nin works towards the construction of a unified, whole and 

healthy subjectivity.  This is, however, an argument predicated on an assumption that 

Nin is unhealthy, fragmented, and incoherent to begin with.  Like Fitch and Bair, they 

argue that her sexual abuse marks her indelibly, producing a fundamentally and 

irreparably damaged subject. 

 

Richard-Allerdyce also invests in the authenticity of the Diary, suggesting that the 

argument that Nin lied in the diaries “is complicated by the narrative authenticity that 

resonates between the lines.”55  Her argument is that even if the Diary is not strictly or 

factually ‘true’, it nonetheless possesses an alternative, narrative authenticity and a kind 

of personal truth, which both exceeds or even mitigates the lies and guarantees the value 

of Nin’s text.  For Richard-Allderdyce, even if the factual details of the Diary are 

incorrect, it nonetheless offers a true and honest inscription of Nin’s self.56  She also, 

admittedly, attends to some of the formal aspects of the Diary, and makes some effort to 

recognise its modernist provenance.  However, her discussion of the Diary is 

nonetheless grounded in the assumption that Nin was fundamentally pathological:  

 
                                                                                                                                               
limiting.”  Indeed, in a later article she writes: “the creation of a self through the pages of her diary was 
for Anaïs Nin an act of survival.  Writing was the way she could gather her ‘emotionally splintered’ life…. 
her obsessive diary writing was an attempt to remain whole through a tenuous narcissism in the wake of 
shattering events…” (Krizan, 1999, p. 32) 
55 Richard-Allerdce, 1998, p. 8.   
56 Richard-Allerdyce does admittedly address, in critically self-conscious ways, the shock occasioned by 
the release of the unexpurgated volumes.  She writes: “for me, the feeling of having been cheated has 
been instructive, adding another layer to the already multiplicious structure of Nin’s narrative and of my 
response.  My initial reactions of both grief and anger became a place to move out of, a place from which 
to acknowledge my own investment in Nin’s first published telling of the story [her story “Birth,” which 
the unexpurgated volumes revealed as an abortion rather than a stillbirth], and a place to begin re-
visioning personal and cultural assumptions about trauma, loss, and conscious choice.” (Richard-
Allerdyce, 1995, p. 84)  Richard-Allerdyce’s discussion of the authenticity of the Diary appears at times 
to vacillate between an investment in narrative authenticity and an awareness of its impossibility, a 
vacillation which is perhaps a product of her uncertain response to the unexpurgated diaries.  She writes: 
“authenticity involves the acknowledgment of one’s role in shaping the narrative with which one presents 
oneself to the world.  Several of the passages in her diaries express a willingness to make this 
acknowledgement and to move beyond a strictly literal view of what constitutes truth.  Nin’s use of lies is 
disconcerting and troubling – certainly symptomatic of deep-rooted fears.  At the same time, the theme of 
lying and of sexual infidelity operate in the diaries as metaphors for the impossibility of pinning down 
truth, while simultaneously acknowledging the possibility of admitting that impossibility.  Thus, while 
Fitch portrays Nin’s promiscuity as a symptom of neurosis, an unhealthy response to an early sexual 
violation by her father, and a character defect, I think we need to also to look at the possibility that Nin 
chose her lifestyle consciously as a way of resisting the categorising tendencies of patriarchally mandated 
monogamy.” (Ibid, p. 87)  This is a dense paragraph and I do not propose to untangle it at length, but 
some of its disjunctions are instructive: in particular, Richard-Allerdyce’s shift from discussing Nin’s 
narrative authenticity at the beginning of the paragraph to the meaning of her sexual promiscuity.  There 
is a further slippage between her assertion that Nin’s lies are troubling, disturbing and symptomatic and 
her argument that Henke constructs Nin’s sexuality as a symptom of neurosis.  Nin’s writing is itself 
slippery and contradictory and I am not arguing for a unifying theory to resolve its difficulties.  However, 
it is perhaps Richard-Allerdyce’s retention of ‘authenticity’ as a standard which leads to some of the 
difficulties in her argument. 
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it was boundaries that Nin sought to establish in writing, in part to compensate for 

the lack of a stable identity born of early wounding and, in part to develop an 

artistic aesthetic in which form and content could be wed and, at the same time, 

distinguished.  Literary form became her stay against confusion, her way of 

warding off her tendency to identify with the source of her emotional unease.57   

 

It is the slippage between literary form and psychological instability that I find 

problematic, as it is suggests that Nin’s formal innovations had no motivation beyond 

her own pathology.  Again, this is a position which constructs both Nin and the Diary as 

pathological, and depends on an understanding of the diary form as an authentic 

receptacle of authorial subjectivity. 

 

Henke’s pathologisation of Nin is even more overt than Richard-Allerdyce’s.  She 

writes that “Nin was haunted by an obsessional need to gain control over personal (and 

oedipal) trauma.  Her journal allowed her to name and to analyse the painful incidents 

of her past, to assert aesthetic and psychological mastery over chaotic historical 

events.”58   Like Fitch, Henke reads Nin’s references to madness as confessions of 

madness.  Henke writes that “at times, she appears to exhibit manic-depressive 

symptoms in a series of journal entries peppered with references to the possibility of 

suicide or mental breakdown.  ‘I may go mad,’ she speculates.”59  On the page from 

which this quote is taken, Nin engages in an ecstatic “frenzied fucking” with Miller and 

reflects: “I am conscious of a new power […] I am in life.  I am alive.  But I can leave 

life.  I do not die.  I travel.  I float.  I come back.”60  She then quotes her cousin Eduardo 

saying, “you will practice black magic instead of white of you do not collaborate with 

religion.  If you insist on standing alone,” to which she flippantly and playfully 

responds: “Or I may go mad.”61  If Nin’s references to madness are read in context and 

in reference to the multiple ways in which madness signifies throughout the Diary, then 

                                                 
57 Richard-Allerdyce, 1998, p. 8 
58 Henke, Shattered Subjects, p. 56 
59 Ibid, p. 78 
60 Anais Nin (1994 [1992]), Incest, From ‘A Journal of Love’: The Unexpurgated Diary of Anais Nin, 
Penguin, London, p. 217, p. 399 
61 Ibid.  Again, Henke writes that “she insists that diary-writing rescued her from the threat of 
‘insanity’,”(Henke, Shattered Subjects, p. 77) and indeed, in the passage Henke is quoting, Nin writes 
“my journal keeps me from insanity.” (Nin, Incest, p. 217)  Nin’s use of the term does not necessarily 
carry the same diagnostic resonances that it does for Henke, however, and elsewhere she also writes: “We 
are all like partially insane people with areas of lucidity.  When I am with someone who doesn't believe in 
me I act insanely, unbalanced and deprived of all my faculties. […]  Doubt creates a form of insanity.  
Fear unsettles.” (Anais Nin (1995), Fire, From ‘A Journal of Love’: The Unexpurgated Diary of Anais 
Nin, Harcourt Brace and Company, New York, p. 52) 
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it becomes more difficult to read them as confessions of an impending psychological 

breakdown or as symptoms of manic-depression. 

 

Henke also suggests that through what she terms ‘scriptotherapy’, Nin came to 

ameliorate and contain the madness (and “hysterical logorrhoea”62) threatening her.  

Henke argues that: 

 

dealing with suicidal fantasies and the threat of psychosis, Anaïs ascribes her 

tentative hold on reality to a healing engagement in therapeutic life writing, an 

activity that allows her metaphorically to anneal the fragments of personal 

experience onto the holistic tapestry of her own (un)conscious integument…she 

articulates a genuine fear of madness, alleviated only by the decision to sit at her 

type-writer and give vent to psychic chaos through artistic transformation.63

 

Henke is suggesting that the Diary progresses in a teleological fashion, finally cohering 

into the ‘holistic tapestry’ of an integrated self.  However, her position contrasts directly 

with Nin’s frequent problematisation of self-inscription, such as her assertion that the 

multiple threads of experience are such that they elude conversion into language and 

narrative form: “I cannot tell the whole truth simply because I would have to write four 

pages to each of the present ones.”64   Furthermore, the Diary resists the model of 

narrative continuity that Henke suggests.  It is marked by vacillation and ambivalence, 

and Nin moves constantly between different perspectives and opposing ideas, illustrated 

                                                 
62 Henke, Shattered Subjects, p. 69 
63 Ibid, p. 79.  Nin is also often referred to as ‘Anaïs’ in scholarly work.  This may be a product of the 
way the Diary is read, as offering the reader access to the ‘real’ Nin, or it may be an assertion of an 
ostensible intimacy with her.  The effect, however, is to undermine her status as an author: it is hard to 
imagine a scholarly text referring to Joyce as ‘James’, Pound as ‘Ezra’ or even Woolf as ‘Virginia’ 
(although this is perhaps a little less difficult to imagine). 
64 Nin, Diary II, p. 223.  Nin writes: “when you write consciously, you follow the most accessible thread.  
Three or four other threads may be agitated like telegraph wires at the same instant and I disregard them.  
If I were to capture them all I would be cornering the nimblest of minds, revealing simultaneously 
innocence and duplicity, generosity and calculation, fear and courage.  The whole truth!  I cannot tell the 
whole truth simply because I would have to write four pages to each of the present ones, I would have to 
write backwards, retrace my steps constantly to catch the echoes and the overtones because of the 
slipperiness of embellishments, the vice of idealism which distorts the truth at every turn.” (Ibid, p. 223)  
This passage points to the instabilities of subjectivity and language which inevitably complicate any 
inscription of the self; Nin suggests here that there is no way to narrativise the self or experience 
unproblematically.  Nin is also concerned with how experience necessarily exceeds the bounds of 
narrative, as the nuances of innocence or duplicity, generosity or calculation, fear or courage cannot be 
adequately registered in the Diary.  The multiple threads that exist at any one time are too inchoate to be 
captured in writing, with the implication that the subject as well is beyond the possibilities of language.  
Any narrative of the self is, then, only ever selective and partial and experience proliferates beyond the 
control of the singular narrative point of view. 

 253



particularly by the array of shifting significances that madness takes on throughout the 

Diary.  This inconsistency is not, however, a symptom of madness.   

 

Henke’s diagnostic reading of Nin is grounded in the assumption that the Diary is a 

confessional and authentic reflection of Nin’s ‘self’.  Indeed, she writes that “perhaps 

because her journals so meticulously examine the traumatized and fragmented subject, 

they more closely resemble the category of psychoanalytic case history than traditional 

autobiography.”65  While I would agree that the Diary does not resemble ‘traditional 

autobiography’, if it resembles a case history, this is more a product, I would suggest, of 

Henke’s analytical perspective than of any innate characteristic of the text.  Moreover, 

Henke’s reading of Nin’s ‘madness’ demonstrates just how important it is to consider 

the formal aspects of Nin’s use of the diary genre, especially given that the Diary is a 

highly self-reflexive text which continually engages with different ways of 

conceptualising the diary, often with reference to ideas of madness.  Richard-Allerdyce 

and Henke’s individualistic and diagnostic reading strategies provide many important 

insights but are seemingly unable to take account of the complexities of Nin’s 

representation of madness or use of the diary form.  If the Diary is understood, not as 

source material or as an authentic reproduction of Nin’s life, but as a textual space in 

which various models of subjectivity are explored and produced, then the iteration of 

madness throughout the Diary signals an experimentation with discourses of 

subjectivity, rather than as a symptom of Nin’s apparent pathology. 

 

Admittedly, Nin does draw, at times, on an understanding of diaries as private, personal 

documents in which an unmediated, authentic self is inscribed in writing.  For instance, 

she writes: “only you, my diary, know that it is here I show my fears, weaknesses, my 

complaints, my disillusions. […]  I rest my head here and weep.”66  Here, she addresses 

the diary directly, personifying the diary, interpolating it as a confidante, and 

constructing the Diary as a site of unmediated self-presence.  The implication is that it 

is only in the diary that Nin can express or indeed be ‘herself’.  In this reference, and in 

others, Nin’s view of her diary correlates with the critics who have read the Diary in 

terms of its authentic presentation of Nin’s self and ostensibly permits the diagnostic 

and symptomatic readings of Richard-Allerdyce and Henke.  At the same time, however, 

Nin complicates this model of the diary.  She writes:  

                                                 
65 Henke, Shattered Subjects, p. 78 
66 Nin, Diary II, p. 102 
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[In the diary] I turn away from brutal reality into the refracted.  The driving, 

impelling fever which keeps me tense and wide awake during the day is dissolved 

in abandon, in improvisations, in contemplation.  I must relive my life each day in 

the dream. […]  This is my diary and my drug.  Covering all things with the utter 

fluidity of smoke, transforming as the night does, all matter must be fused this way 

through the lens of my vice [the diary], or the rust of living will slow down my 

rhythm to a sob.67

 

The Diary is figured here as a lens through which each day is relived and fused into 

narrative, again invoking, to some degree, a self-revelatory model of the diary and 

potentially correlating with Henke’s argument that the process of writing was 

therapeutic, working to contain Nin’s incipient madness.  However, there is also 

something more complex going on in this passage.   

 

Although Nin writes that she is compelled to narrativise her life, there is a strong sense 

that the Diary is an imaginative retelling, rather than a purely factual (or authentic) 

account.  The ‘driving, impelling fever’ is dissolved through improvisation, and her 

diary is represented in terms of the non-rational metaphors of the dream and the drug.  

Moreover, Nin asserts that the diary-as-lens works to cover each day with ‘the fluidity 

of smoke’.  Her narration of self is an act of ‘transformation’, not of mimesis.  She 

simultaneously offers and undermines a self-revelatory model of the diary.  Furthermore, 

she also comments: 

 

If I were a real diarist, like Pepys or Amiel, I would be satisfied to record, but I am 

not, I want to fill in, transform, project, expand, deepen, I want this ultimate 

flowering that comes of creation.  As I read the diary I was aware of all I have left 

unsaid which can only be said with creative work, by lingering, expanding, 

developing.68

 

                                                 
67 Ibid, p. 310 
68 Nin, Diary II, p. 110.  Nin is decidedly contradictory about the complex status of her diary.  She writes: 
“my book and my journal step on each others feet constantly.  I can neither divorce nor reconcile them.  I 
play the traitor to both.  I am more loyal to my journal, however – I will put pages of my journal into the 
book but never pages of the book into the journal, showing a human faithfulness to the human 
authenticity of the journal.” (Anaïs Nin, Anaïs Nin Papers, Diary 36, August 24 – October 23 1932, 
“Journal of a Possessed,” Department of Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library, UCLA, 
p. 159)  Nin’s assertion of the authenticity of the diary complicates her contention that distinction 
between her diary and her fiction is fluid.  Nin is clearly shifting between different ways of 
conceptualising the diary. 
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This quote suggests that Nin is unsatisfied with the factual recording that underpins 

conventional, and canonical, diaries, and she is concerned with everything that is left 

unsaid by the model of the diary-as-record.69  Moreover, she implies here that narrative 

transformation, fictionalisation, is actually necessary and unavoidable.   

 

Furthermore, Nin was a self-conscious diarist who was, as the above passage suggests, 

familiar with a number of other famous diaries.  In addition to Peyps and Amiel, she 

read the diaries of Marie Baskirtseff, Eugénie de Guérin, Vaslav Nijinsky and Kathryn 

Mansfield.70  Podnieks points to the intertextuality of diaries, especially their references 

to other published diaries, as evidence of their literariness and engagement with form, 

suggesting that “practitioners of the [diary] form perpetuate a self-conscious 

tradition.”71  Nin’s use of the diary genre does not, therefore, necessarily guarantee the 

authenticity of her self-narratives, and the Diary cannot be read as simply an 

unproblematic receptacle of the minutiae of Nin’s life or as site of authentic self-

transmission.  Henke acknowledges the fictionality of Nin’s representation of 

subjectivity, but she reads it as a further indication of her pathology.  She reads the 

Diary in “the context of father loss,” and argues that: 

 

throughout the original seven volumes of the expurgated Diary, Nin self-

consciously fashions the idealized persona of an independent artist who is refined, 

sensitive, nurturant, and compassionate.  The narcissistic wound of paternal 

desertion inaugurates a lifelong gesture of aesthetic compensation…72   

 

Nin does indeed self-consciously fashion a persona in the Diary.  However, the positive 

emphasis that Nin places on her fictionalisation of the Diary requires a more nuanced 
                                                 
69 The conflict that Nin identifies in her diary writing is with the established forms of the diary.  She is 
caught between what a ‘real’ diary ought to be like, and the inadequacy of that model for what it is she 
wants to do in her writing.  Pepys in particular represents a tradition of masculine autobiographical 
prerogative.  His diary was published throughout the nineteenth century and Pepys came to be considered 
one of the chief autobiographical ‘luminaries’. (Laura Marcus (1994), Auto/Biographical Discourses:  
Theory, Criticism, Practice, Manchester University Press, Manchester, p. 37)  Indeed, The Diary of 
Samuel Pepys is considered to be one of the important sites in the constitution of bourgeois subjectivity; 
an epitome of the “founding moment” of the “the newly interiorated subject,” (Francis Barker, quoted in 
Harry Berger (1998), “The Pepys Show: Ghost Writing and Documentary Desire in The Diary” English 
Literary History 65:3, p. 652) as his diary writing suggests new relationships between self and language, 
and public and private, inaugurated in the seventeenth century. (Ibid, p. 561)  Nin’s sense that she is not a 
‘real diarist’ underscores her alienation from a traditional, canonical diary form that is founded on the 
recording of an objective reality by an authoritative bourgeois subject. 
70 Podnieks notes too that Antonia White read Nin and Woolf’s diaries, as well as Emily Holmes 
Coleman’s, which perhaps suggests that the diary form was significant for each of these modernist 
women who experienced madness or were considered mad. (Podnieks, p. 25) 
71 Ibid, p. 27.   
72 Henke, Shattered Subjects, p. 62 
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reading, one that goes beyond considering the improvisation that characterises the Diary 

as pure self-aggrandisement or compensation for an absent father.   

 

Helen Tookey, one of the most recent and rigorous critics to consider Nin’s Diary, 

astutely draws attention to dual, ostensibly contradictory, tendencies within the Diary.  

Tookey points to different trends in recent feminist theorising about autobiography and 

the diary form in particular, one which is concerned with the deconstruction of identity 

and the feminist possibilities of “(fictional) self-representation”, and another which 

insists upon “female identity and self-presence and on the ‘referential reality’ of 

women’s texts.”73  It is possible to identify both of these paradigms, Tookey argues, in 

Nin’s writing: 

 

In Nin’s autobiographical impulse, her use of form, her theory and practice of ‘the 

reading and writing of the self’, we can see both the drive for identity, self-

presence, and ‘truth’, and the recognition of alterity, multiplicity and ultimately the 

fictionality of ‘the self’ – indeed, not merely the recognition of this, but pleasure on 

the possibilities, even the power, opened up by such a view of selfhood.74  

 

Tookey argues that Nin’s self-narratives are ‘double jointed’; her writing of the self is, 

Tookey contends, “neither entirely fictional nor entirely historical, but…pulling in both 

directions.”75  This idea of the ‘double-jointed’ narrative derives from Peggy Kamuf, 

who argues that: “at the edge of the work, the dividing trait of the signature pulls in both 

directions at once: appropriating the text under the sign of the name, expropriating the 

name into the play of the text.”76  Kamuf and Tookey are concerned with the Derridean 

signature, and the way in which it operates at the boundary between ‘life’ and ‘text’, 

‘writer’ and ‘work’.   

 

The signature, Tookey suggests, both divides and joins the author and their text, and 

functions to call into question the idea of a prior self that is expressed in writing.  Thus 

Tookey argues, “for Nin the diary is not simply a ‘record’ of lived experience; rather, 

the ‘life’ and the writing impact on each other in a process of mutual feedback.”77  

Furthermore, discussing Nin’s “insistent narrativizing of self,” she argues that: 

                                                 
73 Tookey, p. 21 
74 Ibid, p. 21-22 
75 Ibid, p. 15 
76 Kamuf, quoted in Tookey, p. 37 
77 Ibid, p. 15 
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on the one hand, Nin was pulled towards a fantasy of a coherent, unified identity, a 

‘whole’ self, ontologically prior to and independent of its articulations in writing or 

in other forms of representation.  On the other hand, she was also fascinated by the 

multiplicity of any ‘self’ – a multiplicity which could be experience positively as a 

fluidity and freedom from the constraints of identity, or negatively, as conflict and 

schism.78    

 

In describing Nin’s representation of subjectivity as double-jointed, Tookey is 

suggesting that the Diary encapsulates a simultaneous recognition of self-presence and 

its impossibility.  Her argument, however, suggests that the Diary holds or contains the 

tension generated by the double-jointedness of the signature.  

 

I would like to build on Tookey’s extremely productive argument by suggesting that the 

ways in which discourses of madness are brought into debates in the Diary about the 

diary form and about subjectivity are an indication that the tension is not always 

contained.  The frequency with which madness is brought into Nin’s deliberations about 

the Diary points to the difficulty she has in grappling with these issues, and suggests 

that she can not necessarily move between alternative conceptions of genre and self at 

will.  In writing about her ‘double-jointed’ conception of self, for instance, Nin asserts: 

 

I have always been tormented by the image of multiplicity of selves.  Some days I 

call it richness, and other days I see it as a disease, a proliferation as dangerous as 

cancer…In any case, when I was happy, always at the beginning of a love, 

euphoric, I felt I was gifted for living many lives fully…It was only when I was in 

trouble, lost in a maze, stifled by complications and paradoxes that I was haunted 

or that I spoke of my “madness,” but I meant the madness of the poets.79

 

                                                 
78 Tookey, p. 12 
79 Anais Nin (1973), The Diary of Anais Nin, Volume  I, Harvest, The Swallow Press and Harcourt, New 
York and London, p. 47.  Nin’s sense of being pulled between different selves is elsewhere described 
explicitly in terms of fragmentation: “this is my fever and my torment: diversion.  It is this pulling from 
Henry to Hugh, Eduardo and Allendy, this fragmentation of my self which causes me pain and ecstasy.” 
(Nin, Diary 36, p. 117)   Podnieks writes that “Nin’s conception of her multiplied selfhood as being, on 
the one hand, a ‘richness’ and, on the other, a ‘cancer’ articulates precisely the agenda of postmodern 
autobiographers and theorists…: a decentred subject position is a ‘richness’ in that it bestows a new 
authority on women’s traditionally marginalised selves; it is a ‘cancer’ in that women, traditionally not 
socially constructed as independent, autonomous beings, cannot afford to give up new found positions of 
unity and centrality.” (Podnieks, p. 294) 
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Madness functions here as a marker of ambivalence, as Nin negotiates different models 

of subjectivity.  Nin is both identifying with and distancing herself from madness and 

the meaning of madness itself is clearly unstable.  Demarcated with inverted commas, it 

signifies multiply; the experience of being stifled and haunted, but also more positively, 

as a source of poetic inspiration.  The instability of the term madness in this quote 

works to mediate, but also to underscore, the fraught complexity of the subjectivities to 

which Nin has access.  Tookey’s argument is sophisticated and nuanced and I agree 

with her contention that Nin’s writings about the diary can be considered ‘double-

jointed’.  However, if the persistent referencing of madness around these issues of form 

and narrative is taken into consideration, it may be that Tookey’s formulation is perhaps 

too neat.  It implies that the oppositional subjectivities and diary styles coexist easily 

and that they are held in check within the Diary.  As I suggest in the following section, 

however, Nin’s thoughts about the diary genre, and about subjectivity, turn around and 

are often framed by issues (and accusations) of madness.  Her movement between 

opposing theories of genre and self is, I suggest, strategic and self-reflexive but also 

often fraught with difficulty. 

 
She Must Create Without Schizophrenia: Women, Creativity, the Diary and 

Madness 

The Diary of the late 1930s shows Nin engaged in a prolonged debate, primarily with 

Henry Miller but also with Lawrence Durrell and Otto Rank, about the legitimacy of her 

Diary as a literary or properly artistic form.  Miller was generally supportive of Nin’s 

writing ambitions, but, in Nin’s account, he does not consider her Diary, the form of 

writing to which she was most devoted, to be art, and he pushes her towards what he 

believes is the ‘objectivity’ of fiction.  Similarly, her psychoanalyst and lover, Otto 

Rank, seems to regard the Diary as a neurotic symptom rather than as an acceptable 

artistic endeavour.  Durrell is represented as rather more enthusiastic about the Diary 

than Miller or Rank, but although he identifies the diary as a feminine form and 

applauds Nin’s ‘feminine’ writing, his support is not unequivocal and he too implies 

that her diary writing is ‘schizophrenic’.  I argue in this section that Nin’s defence of the 

diary form, her writing of feminine subjectivity, and negotiation of the discourses of 

‘art’ that Miller, Durrell and Rank invoked so authoritatively, occurs, at least in part, in 

reference to and through ideas of madness.80  I want to emphasise, too, that my concern 

                                                 
80 In her analysis of early twentieth century critical discussions of autobiography, Laura Marcus writes 
that the autobiography theorist Anna Robeson Burr grapples with ideas of genius and madness, and the 
pathology believed by some to be inherent to autobiography, in her defence of the genre and of 
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is not with what ‘actually’ happened or was said in these conversations, but with how 

Nin represents the positions of Miller, Rank, Nin and, indeed, herself, and with the 

representation of the trope of madness through these debates.  Nin’s account is not 

necessarily an ‘authentic’ reflection, but her construction of the late 1930s as a period in 

which she and other prominent writers and intellectuals discussed creativity and 

madness, femininity and writing, fiction and the diary is compelling. 

 

In 1937, Nin writes that she, Miller and Durrell engaged in what she later termed the 

“big talk” about the Diary.81  This “big talk” turns around what Miller and Durrell think 

is the excessive subjectivity of Nin’s diary writing and the need for her to produce more 

abstracted fiction in order to produce proper art.  Nin understands their emphasis on 

‘objectivity’ and art in explicitly gendered terms, and, throughout this and other debates 

about the diary form, she refers to madness in ways that distance her from arguments 

she disagrees with and judgements with which she is uncomfortable.  The conversation 

with Miller and Durrell is represented as exciting but combative.  Nin writes that they 

“suddenly attacked my personal relation to all things, by personification of ideas,” but 

also that she “discover[s] [her] own strength as an artist, as Henry and Durrell often ally 

themselves against [her].”82   “When they discussed the problem of my diary,” she 

writes, “all the art theories were involved.  They talked about the geological change 

undergone with time, and that it was the product of this change we called art.”83  When 

Nin asserts that her diary writing does not depend on this temporal transformation, but 

rather precedes from the immediate moment, Miller reportedly retorts: “But that would 

                                                                                                                                               
autobiographers.  Marcus writes: “One central aspect of Burr’s text, which forms a link with the 
preoccupation of other early twentieth-century autobiographical critics, is that of the relationship between 
‘genius’ and ‘pathology’.” (Laura Marcus (1994), Auto/Biographical Discourses: Theory, Criticism, 
Practice, Manchester University Press, Manchester, p. 73)  Burr objected to the way the degeneracy 
theorist, Cesare Lombroso, dismissed the autobiographer Jerome Cardano “as a halluciné.” (Ibid)  
Moreover, Marcus writes, “Burr’s further argument with Lombroso concerns the issue of the ‘psychology 
of genius’ and the assumed relationship between genius and neurosis.  Lombroso explicitly described 
autobiography as a pathological form.  ‘The literary productions of the insane are’, he asserted, ‘nearly 
always autobiographical.’  …  Much of Burr’s special pleading for the essential ‘normality’ of the 
autobiographer arises not only from the difficulty of disassociating theories of genius from theories of 
abnormality, but also of keeping the introspective process free from the charge of a pathological self-
absorption.”  (Ibid)  Nin, Miller, Durrell and Rank’s discussion of Nin’s diary writing in relation to ideas 
about madness, creativity and genre thus pick up on broader early twentieth century preoccupations and 
debates occurring in other contexts.  Miller, Durrell and Rank’s pathologisation of the diary form (which 
is not identical with ‘autobiography’ more broadly, but nonetheless intimately connected with it) would 
also seem to reproduce Lombroso’s argument that there is a connection between autobiographical writing 
and the literature of the insane. 
81 She refers to the “big talk about or against the diary (the night which made me write on the creation of 
woman).” (Nin, Diary II, p. 253).  I discuss Nin’s ideas about feminine creativity in the following chapter.  
Nancy Durrell was also present for this discussion but, in Nin’s account, she entirely silent or silenced. 
82 Ibid, p. 231 
83 Ibid, p. 232 
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upset all the art theories.”84  Miller and Durrell are not entirely dismissive of the Diary 

– and Nin’s comments in the Diary suggest that she does not always find their attitudes 

disabling or hostile –  but they regard the diary as a “problem” and do not seem to be 

able to acknowledge the possibility that Nin’s diary writing might itself be a form of 

art.85

 

Moreover, the alleged non-art of the diary is explicitly linked, Nin suggests, to its 

apparent ‘femininity’. 86   For instance, Nin quotes Durrell articulating a degree of 

(questionable) approval for the Diary: “I have only smelled the diary writing, read a 

page here and there.  You have done it, the real female writing…go on.  Don’t stop.  I'm 

sick of hearing about art.  What you have done nobody has done.  It is amazing.  It is 

new.” 87   Her writing is new, feminine and innovative, but not, apparently, art. 88   

                                                 
84 Ibid 
85 In a 1962 essay on Nin’s short stories, Frank Baldanza denigrates her writing in terms similar to Miller 
and Durrell (indeed, he writes that “one can say with fair confidence” that Nin is incapable of making 
“the same literary break-through” achieved by Miller and Durrell (Frank Baldanza (1996 [1962]), “Anaïs 
Nin” in Phillip K. Jason (ed.), The Critical Response to Anaïs Nin, Greenwood Press, Westport, p. 9)).  
Baldanza asserts that “a diary is not a work of art, and the very qualities that make a diary most successful 
are largely antithetical to the aims of art,” going on to claim that “whatever the reason for preserving this 
work, it has little to do with Literature.” (Ibid, p. 15)  Moreover, he argues that “without the disciplined 
control that is synonymous with art, such honesty [evident in the diary] becomes vulgarity, the lack of 
malice seems a lack of standards, the inclusiveness looks flabby, the self-absorption leaves the reader 
puzzled and uncertain since he [sic] – by what must be one of the most elementary laws of epistemology 
– does not share the same self.” (Ibid) The undisciplined, feminine subjectivity of the diary form is, it 
seems, what underscores its ineligibility as art.  Baldanza also writes about the madness of Nin’s 
narratives; his comments pertain to her stories rather than the Diary, but in the context of his comments 
on the diary form, his discomfort with Nin’s ‘mad’ narratives is instructive.  Addressing Nin’s apparently 
dubious choice to write about mad painters, astrologers and eccentrics, he suggests that “one can question 
the sympathy evoked for straightjacket cases.  Miss Nin usually presents these persons in a manner that 
forces the reader to participate directly and wholeheartedly in their fantasies and hallucinations.”  (Ibid, p. 
14)  Furthermore, in Nin’s stories “the interior sense of madness is not counterbalance by the elegant 
discipline of Mrs Woolf’s prose, nor is there any steadying agent like the motherly Clarissa Dalloway.” 
(Ibid)  Setting aside the question of how the ‘motherly’ Mrs Dalloway might be said to counterbalance the 
madness of Septimus Smith, what is intriguing about Baldanza’s critique of Nin’s representation of mad 
and eccentric ‘persons’ is his discomfort with being ‘forced’ to “participate directly and wholeheartedly” 
in their madness and, moreover, how closely this resembles his distaste for the diary form and the way in 
which it allegedly confronts the male reader with the flabby self-absorption of the diarist.  Aside from 
representing another instance in which Nin’s diary writing is connected with madness, Baldanza’s 
comments make clear some of the gendered assumptions which perhaps underlie Miller and Durrell’s 
discomfort with the Diary. 
86 Simons suggests that the diary has been a particularly congenial form for women, suggesting not that 
diary writing is somehow innately feminine, but that historically it has been a genre accessible and 
appealing for women.  Women’s interest in and use of the diary form reflects, she argues, a “female talent 
for exploiting undervalued forms.” (Simons, p. 15)  Discussing Woolf’s diary, Simons writes that Woolf 
self-consciously conceptualized it in feminine terms, writing that “her diary perfectly conforms to her 
own requirements for a female literature, being composed of the trivia of what recent critics have tended 
to call ‘dailiness’” and that “her diary, even more determinedly than her novels, places the fabric of a 
woman’s life at its centre and insists on its validity as subject.” (Ibid, p. 178)  Miller, Durrell and Rank’s 
refusal to grant the diary the status of art might, then, be understood in relation to the association between 
the diary form and women, and amenability of the diary to the representation of feminine subjectivities.   
87 Nin, Diary II, p. 254 (emphasis added) 
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Furthermore, Nin writes that Durrell tells her that she must learn to “rewrite Hamlet” in 

order to become a proper artist:  

 

Larry [Durrell], who had before praised me for writing as a woman, for not 

breaking the umbilical connection, said: ‘You must rewrite Hamlet.’   

‘Why should I, if that is not the kind of writing I wish to do?’   

Larry said: ‘You must make the leap outside of the womb, destroy your 

connections.’89   

 

The apparent femininity and personal, subjective immediacy of the Diary mean that it 

cannot be considered art.  Durrell privileges a masculine literary canon, which would 

necessarily seem to be distinct from feminine forms (and the female body), and from the 

subjective and the personal.90

                                                                                                                                               
88 Miller also identified the Diary as an explicitly feminine text in his essay “Un Être Êtrolique,” first 
published in T.S. Eliot’s magazine The Criterion.  Tookey quotes a suggestive paragraph in which that he 
describes the characteristics of her feminine writing: “The result is a language which is ultra-modern and 
yet which bears no resemblance to any of the masculine experimental processes with which we are 
familiar.  It is precise, abstract, cloudy and unseizable.  There are larval thoughts not yet divorced from 
their dream content, thoughts which seem to slowly crystallize before your eyes, always precise but never 
tangible, never once arrested so as to be grasped by the mind.  It is the opium world of women’s 
physiological being, a sort of cinematic show put on inside the genitourinary tract.  There is not an ounce 
of man-made culture in it; everything related to the head is cut off.” (Miller, quoted in Tookey, p. 157)  
As Tookey writes, “here, in one bizarre sentence, Miller manages to combine associations to the dream 
realm, the (sexual) body, and even the cinema.  Interestingly, he insists that this language, although quite 
different from ‘familiar’ forms of experimental writing, is ‘ultra-modern’; a claim grounded, I would 
suggest, in the association with the unconscious and the drive to explore the realm of ‘larval thoughts’.  
Miller goes on (in equally extravagant terms) to make the now-familiar distinction between this new 
female language and the realm of ‘art’, seen as masculine or male…” (Ibid, pp. 157-158)  Also significant 
is Miller’s insistence that Nin’s writing has no relation to the head.  This is a position common among the 
Surrealists, who value women’s instinctual connections to the unconscious, but deny them a role as active 
producers of art. 
89 Nin, Diary II, p. 232.  Nin includes in the Diary what she says is a letter to Durrell.  She writes in this 
letter, which comes twenty pages after his suggestion that she rewrite Hamlet, that: “I was thinking of all 
you said the other day.  I have two more volumes for you to read.  I hope you will call son.   You were so 
accurate the other day, so exactly as I imagined you to be. […]And I have a sort of prophetic hunch that, 
without any heavy responsibility you might pull me out of my too dark worlds … and perhaps I will be 
the one to give you the courage to go on, to explode. You can talk to me all you want about the version of 
Hamlet you want to write (and now I understand better it was a prescription for sanity and painlessness 
you were giving me, for the great classical relief from terror and pain) but what I really understand is 
what you gave me, whatever that is, I don’t want to dissect it but I am grateful for it.” (Ibid, p. 254) 
90 The discussions that Nin has with Miller, Durrell and Rank influence her thinking about the diary form.  
Her Diary is a highly metacritical text, as Nin continually reflects upon the nature of the genre and how 
and why she is drawn to this particular form.  She writes, for instance, that: “There are limitations to 
Durrell’s understanding of my work.  He believes in objectivity, which anyone who has gone deeply into 
study of motivations cannot possibly believe in.  He believes in respecting forms already established for 
the novel.  I believe in a form which is constantly mutating.” (Ibid, p. 315)  Recalling Virginia Woolf’s 
conception of the diary as a “capacious hold-all,” “loose knit and yet not slovenly,” (Virginia Woolf 
(1979), The Diary of Virginia Woolf, Vol. 1, [ed. Anne Olivier Bell], Penguin, Harmondsworth, p. 266) 
Nin’s interest is in a “constantly mutating” form which abjures any pretence to objectivity and does 
something other than rewriting Hamlet.  This ‘something other’ is a product, I would suggest, of her sense 
of the limitations of ‘objectivity’ and “all the art theories” for “the kind of writing [she] wish[es] to do,” 
that is, for the narrativisation of the (or, rather, a) feminine self. (Nin, Diary II, p. 232)  Subjectivity and 
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In Nin’s account, Durrell also links the Diary, obliquely but nonetheless suggestively, 

with insanity.  Nin writes: 

 

Larry began to look over the volumes [of the Diary] I took out of the tin box.  But I 

began to feel uneasy, agitated, and we talked first.  His first remark was: ‘Why, that 

is as terrifying as Nijinsky.’  We had all been reading Nijinsky’s diary.   

Larry went away with an armful of volumes after saying: ‘You are a strange person, 

sitting there, surrounded by your black notebooks.’ 

I feel right about the diary.  I will not stop.  It is a necessity.  But why does Henry 

attack it?  He says I give good justification for it each time but that he does not 

believe them. 

Nijinsky, writing just before all connections broke with human beings …91

 

Nijinsky, the principal dancer of Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes, famously succumbed to 

schizophrenia, a diagnosis apparently affirmed by “the greatest specialists in Europe and 

America,” “Professors Bleuler, Wagner Jauregg, Kreplin [sic], Frenczy [sic], Freud, 

Jung.” 92   Nin asserts that Durrell tells her that her diary is “as terrifying” as the 

schizophrenic Nijinsky’s, which is compounded by his reported statement she is “a 

strange person.”  Durrell, according to Nin, in effect implies that the Diary is also a 

product of schizophrenia.  Nin’s assertion that she “feel[s] right about the diary” and 

“will not stop” is framed by reflections upon and accusations of the ‘madness’ of diary-

writing.  That Nin interprets Durrell’s comparison pejoratively is suggested by the 

anxious defence of the Diary that Nin launches into.  Although she does not engage 

directly with Durrell’s comment, the construction of this paragraph links Durrell’s 

connection of the Diary with schizophrenia with Nin’s sense that Miller is attacking the 

Diary and her distress over his dismissal of her attempts to justify the genre.  Her final 

                                                                                                                                               
narrative form are inextricably linked, perhaps especially in the diary genre, and there are close parallels 
between how Nin conceptualises the diary form and the ways in which she writes, and writes about, 
subjectivity.  Nin’s Diary is a representation and narrativisation of her ‘self’, but, just as she is 
metacritical about the diary form, the Diary also offers theorisations of (feminine) subjectivity.  
Commenting again on the diary and the responses to it from some of the men in her life, she writes: “I am 
puzzling over the meaning of things which do not perplex Gonzalo [her lover], I am gnawed by feelings 
unknown to Henry, troubled by questions neither Rank nor Allendy [another of her analysts] could 
answer, writing only in a diary which Henry says should be nailed with a big nail on the wall of his studio 
and muted forever, and I ask myself is it fear on the part of man, fear of a woman unveiling her own 
truths?” (Ibid, p. 254)  Not only, then, does Nin construct her use of the diary genre in relation to 
Durrell’s reported respect for established forms and literary objectivity, but what she perceives to be a 
fear or hostility towards her unveiling of feminine truths. 
91 Ibid, p. 254 
92 Romola Nijinsky (1933), Nijinsky, Victor Gollancz, London, p. 414  

 263



reflection on Nijinsky, coming directly after her suggestion that Miller does not 

understand the Diary and is in fact directly hostile to it, suggests a sense of anxiety 

about Durrell’s comments and perhaps a concern that the lack of understanding about 

the Diary will have detrimental consequences for her.93  The ellipsis with which this 

comment is broken off signals a struggle to come to terms with Durrell’s comparison.  

 

This idea that the Diary is pathological is a perspective shared by Rank, who influenced 

Miller and Durrell but does not himself take part in their discussions.  The discussions 

that Nin has with Rank, however, parallel the kinds of debates she has with Miller and 

Durrell: 

 

The desire I had to be true to the immediate moment, the immediate mood.  Rank 

questioned the validity of this.  The artist, he said, was the deformer and the 

inventor.  […]  I told him how Henry deformed and never understood things how 

they were.  Rank said this was the nature of the artist.  Genius is invention 

Then we talked about the realism of woman, and Rank said perhaps that was why 

women had never been great artists.  They invented nothing.94

 

Nin struggles with “Rank’s sureness that the diary was bad for [her],” and he confirms 

her exile from the canon and from an artistic identity.95  Moreover, in Rank’s work and 

the comments that Nin includes in the Diary, there is a distinct connection between the 

diary, femininity and madness.  Indeed, Rank, as an analyst, actually insisted upon 

taking the Diary away from Nin when she first began seeing him, because he regarded it 

as a neurotic symptom that needed to be overcome before Nin could become a proper 

artist.96   

 

                                                 
93 Earlier in the Diary, in a conversation with Gonzalo, Nin writes: “We talked about madness.  I said: 
‘No one becomes mad except from loneliness.  While there is someone near you who sees what you see, 
hears what you hear, you do not go mad.  So many artists were saved from madness by the faith of a wife, 
when all the world was against them.’” (Nin, Diary II, p. 184) 
94 Anaïs Nin (1994 [1992]), Incest, From ‘A Journal of Love’: The Unexpurgated Diary of Anaïs Nin, 
Penguin, London, p. 301 
95 Ibid, p. 298.   
96 “That’s the woman in you speaking,” said Rank.  “When the neurotic woman gets cured, she becomes a 
woman.  When the neurotic man gets cured, he becomes an artist.  Let us see whether the woman or the 
artist will win out.  For the moment you need to become a woman.”  (Ibid, p. 301)  Rank also wanted Nin 
to give up her own writing in order to translate his work, but Nin, in her unpublished manuscript, asserts 
that “I don’t want to spend a year of my life rewriting Rank’s book on incest.  I want to do my own 
writing.” (Anaïs Nin, Anaïs Nin Papers, Diary 47,  November 1934 - April 1935, “Night and Day: A 
Story with Two Faces,” Department of Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library, UCLA, 
p. 203)  
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Neurosis is one of the central themes of Rank’s Art and Artist, a book which Nin was 

very familiar, and it is Rank’s contention that the neurotic is a failed artist, someone 

whose productivity has been thwarted.97  For Rank, the ‘neurotic’ and the ‘artist’ are 

personality types.98  Comparing them, he argues that “it is at once clear that the artist is 

in a sense the antithesis to the self-critical neurotic type.”99  Rank’s ideas are important 

because there are significant connections between his understanding of neurosis, and 

more particularly, the kind of work he suggests that the neurotic produces, and Nin’s 

Diary.  Rank draws a parallel between the ‘thwarted’ neurotic personality and the 

productive ‘type’.  The neurotic “does not get beyond the destructive preliminary work 

and is therefore unable to detach the whole creative process from his own person and 

transfer it into an ideological abstraction.”100  In contrast, “the productive artist also 

begins with that recreation of himself which results in an ideologically constructed ego; 

this ego is then in a position to shift the creative will-power from his own person to 

ideological representations of that persona and thus to render it objective.”101  In effect, 

therefore, the Diary, which is not deemed to be the product of an ideological abstraction 

and is thought to be insufficiently detached from Nin’s person, is both the product and 

effect of neurosis.  For Rank, art requires a strong, assertive ego and the ability to render 

a self-representation objective.  Durrell’s comment regarding Nin’s need to “rewrite 

Hamlet” in order to move beyond the ‘womb’ parallels Rank’s conception of the artistic 

personality, as it suggests a trajectory from the (non-abstract) work of neurosis to the 

                                                 
97 Miller introduced Nin to Rank’s Art and Artist in 1932 and she embraced it with great enthusiasm: 
“Rank’s book Art and Artist, the book I wanted to write! […] What we are reading, Henry has been 
saying to me or writing.  Sometimes I have been saying and writing it!” (Nin, Incest, p. 73)  However, 
Rank’s book also has a startlingly demoralising effect: “Much that I am reading in Rank will illuminate 
intimations I had about the artist.  What efforts I am making to understand!  There are times during 
Henry’s talk when I feel truly tired…I tremble because I wonder when my mind will fail, prove 
inadequate… I am a woman, I know, and a woman’s mind is imperfect – or I could say insufficient.  I 
should be less ambitious.  My ambition tires me.  I want Rank, Henry, and Allendy to do the big tasks.  I 
will do my woman’s task.” (Ibid, p. 76)  After a discussion with Rank, she writes: “Suddenly I felt a great 
serenity.  All the striving and nervousness left me.  It was as if he had summoned up the woman.  The 
artist ceased to write.  I was filled with a great feminine activity.  I did more and more for Henry; I 
wanted to sere Henry, to live my deepest wish for the Thou, whoever he might be – and all I know is that 
he is definitely, distinctly the genius whose wife I wanted to be.” (Ibid, p. 300)  Rank thus seems to strip 
her of an authorial identity and their talk prompts her to take up a stereotypical hyper-feminine role. 
98 These personality types are, moreover, bound up with ideas of subjectivity.  The neurotic, he argues, 
“suffers fundamentally from the fact that he cannot or will not accept himself, his own individuality, his 
own personally.  On one hand, he criticises himself to excess, on the other he idealizes himself to excess, 
which means that he makes too great demands on himself and his completeness, so that failing to attain 
leads only to more self-criticism.” (Otto Rank (1968 [1932]), Art and Artist, [translated by Charles 
Frances Atkinson], Agathon Press, New York, p. 27)  In contrast to the conflicted, unresolved subjectivity 
of the neurotic, the artist accepts himself fully and is artistically productive as a result, and, “the 
precondition, then, of the creative personality is not only its acceptance, but its actual glorification, of 
itself.” (Ibid).  
99 Ibid, p. 41 
100 Ibid 
101 Ibid 
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(objective) representations of the creative type.  Nin’s diary is equated with the womb 

and with neurosis, and is set in opposition to the male literary canon, exemplified by 

Hamlet.  By Nin’s account, the three men tended to consider the Diary as either a 

symptom of her neurosis or something to be overcome or circumvented, so that she 

could begin to write ‘properly’. 

 

Nin responds to their attitude, and their general privileging of the objective and the 

abstract by underscoring the influence of the personal in Miller and Durrell’s thought.  

She states: “I don’t believe in man’s objectivity.  In all his ideas, systems, philosophies, 

arts come from a personal source he does not wish to admit.  Henry and Larry are 

pretending to be impersonal.”102  This statement contains an implicit critique of Rank, 

pointing to the way in which objectivity is established and secured through a denial of 

the personal.  In an example of Nin’s use of madness to contest that with which she is 

uncomfortable, Nin writes, on the page following Durrell’s valorisation of the canon 

and dismissal of her own overly-personal writing, that: “it is man’s separateness, his so-

called objectivity, which has made him lose contact, and then his reason.”103  Here, Nin 

equates objectivity with madness (the ‘loss of reason’), in contrast with Rank’s 

position.104  Furthermore, she contests the denigration and pathologisation of her Diary 

by asserting that the diary form is a unique and feminine genre whose significance 

                                                 
102 Nin, Diary II, p. 233.  Harriet Zinnes, discussing this same quote, denies that Miller and Durrell’s 
emphasis on fictional abstraction is gendered.  She writes: “the question of objectivity has nothing to do 
with sex.  It is a question which always ‘terrifies’ the artist, and if that artist, like Anaïs Nin, is a strong 
defender of the dream, the unconscious, which is the very instrument of subjectivity, of objectivity’s 
disguise, she becomes even more terrified.” (Zinnes, p. 56)  It is unclear whether Zinnes is attempting to 
clarify Nin’s perspective here, or offering her own argument, but it nevertheless seems deeply 
problematic to suggest that this is not a gendered issue for Nin, given Nin’s bald statement that she does 
not “believe in man’s objectivity.”  The issue of ‘objectivity’ may not necessarily be inherently gendered 
(although Miller and Durrell are not working in isolation, and their insistence on the necessary 
impersonality of art is a historically gendered position), but Nin certainly perceives it in this way.  
Furthermore, in an essay in Novel of the Future from 1968, Nin writes that she “worked out my problems 
as a woman writer, as writer of poetic fiction, within the diary.  I never remember appealing for help in 
these matters.  I did have discussions with Henry Miller and Lawrence Durrell, but they undermined my 
confidence, usually, and the diary helped me recover my equanimity and integrity.  I was young and 
surrounded by mature, educated writers, and could easily have been swamped, overwhelmed by them and 
influenced to imitate them.” (Anaïs Nin (1968), The Novel of the Future, Macmillan, London, p. 146)  
Nin’s comment should not necessarily be taken at face value.  She was adept at marketing her own work, 
and in the context of the late 1960s, clearly saw the value of linking her work with a bourgeoning feminist 
movement.  At the same time, however, her 1968 comments are indicative of her retrospective 
understanding of the influence of Miller and Durrell and are, in this sense, rather suggestive. 
103 Nin, Diary II, p. 234 
104 In addition, Nin goes on to affirm the importance of what she calls feminine writing, which is for her 
grounded in the personal.  Helen Tookey writes that: “it is [the] notion of the diary as a personal and 
feminine form of creation that underlies Nin’s statements, in volume II of the [Diary], on women’s 
creativity and language:  she notes that it was ‘the big talk (with Miller and Durrell) about or against the 
diary’ that produced her reflections of feminine creativity.” (Tookey, p. 155) 
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comes from being grounded in the personal.  Importantly, Nin invoked madness in this 

debate Nin around creativity and femininity, as she asserts: 

 

I do not delude myself as man does, that I create in proud isolation.  I say we are 

bound, interdependent.  Woman is not deluded.  She must create without these 

proud delusions of man, without megalomania, without schizophrenia, without 

madness.  She must create that unity which man first destroyed by his proud 

consciousness.105

 

As Nin has just linked objectivity with madness, this refutation of megalomania, 

schizophrenia and madness, associated with the proud delusions of man, can be read as 

a repudiation of the impersonal, and as a critique of Rank, Durrell and Miller.  Rather 

than an objective art – constructed in the Diary as masculine –  Nin articulates a vision 

of personal, feminine and collaborative, interdependent writing.  Nin’s 

conceptualisation of the Diary is articulated here in reference to and, in this case, 

through the disavowal of madness. 

 

On another occasion, Nin recounts spending the afternoon at Miller’s Villa Seurat and 

discussing with him her writing, a conversation which is explicitly constructed around 

ideas about madness.  When she arrives, Miller has been writing “feverishly” and, Nin 

narrates, “he says he is afraid of going mad.”106  This apprehension of madness appears 

to be an indication that Miller’s writing is going well, as Nin explains: “he went so far 

and wide, into a new way of using language, whirling, turning worlds…”107  As the 

conversation progresses, however, and turns towards Nin’s diary, the meaning of 

madness changes, becoming at once more complex and more contested.  Writerly 

madness is a discourse which Miller has access to, but which takes on different 

resonances when applied to Nin’s writing.  Nin and Miller are reported to go on to have 

the following exchange, which further draws madness into the debate about literary 

objectivity, feminine forms, and Nin’s resistance to narrative transformation in 

interesting ways: 

 

‘Fear of transformation has something to do with my fear of loss, change, 

alteration…in the diary I can keep track of the two faces of reality.  I have a record, 

                                                 
105 Nin, Diary II ,p. 234 
106 Ibid, p. 110 
107 Ibid 
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I can balance one vision against another.  As I write, I can dissipate the fear of 

alteration and loss.  My instantaneous vision of the world I believe in.  It is my 

reality.  It is born of intuition, of feeling.  The transformation required of creation 

terrifies me.  Change, to me, represents tragedy, loss, insanity.’ 

Henry was surprised by this. ‘This is your malady.’ 

‘Well if it is my malady, Henry, I should express it to the utmost throughout the 

diary, make something of the diary, just as Proust made his work out of his disease, 

his malady for remembering, resuscitating the past, his obsession with recapturing 

it alive.  I should give myself wholly to the diary, make it fuller, say more, live out 

my neurosis and see where it will carry me.  Whereas until now I fought it, I tried 

to cure it, you tried to cure it, Rank tried to cure it.’ 

‘The problem,’ said Henry, ‘is one of arithmetic.  You will never catch up with the 

days…the record of a day goes on and on, and something bigger is left out, 

postponed, lost.  It will be like a big web which will strangle you.  Art requires 

indifference.  You’re yielding to your primitive cult of life…’108

 

Madness functions in the Diary as a strategy Nin uses to mediate the tensions generated 

by her negotiation of the gendered expectations of genre brought to bear upon her diary 

writing.  Nin’s coupling of transformation and insanity comes in response to Miller’s 

insistence upon the necessity of psychological distance and objectivity in art.  But, 

although Nin links “tragedy, loss, [and] insanity,” in this instance, her invocation of 

madness functions as more of a rhetorical flourish, a means of consolidating her 

argument, than as a confession of psychological instability.  The associations Nin makes 

between ‘change’ and tragedy, loss and insanity are a product, I would suggest, of her 

hostility towards the model of art that Miller is attempting to impose upon the Diary.  

That this is not Nin’s definitive position on madness or art is illustrated by her shift in 

position between paragraphs, her assertion that if Henry maintains that the Diary is a 

pathological symptom, then she should embrace it and harness the creative possibilities 

of her madness.  Given the significance of this exchange, and the number of interesting 

issues it raises and plays out in relation to creativity, madness, feminine writing and the 

Diary, I will take some time to explicate and unpack its meanings and implications. 

 

Miller’s use of the term “malady” to describe Nin’s ambivalence towards the 

‘transformation’ required of creativity is particularly suggestive.  ‘Malady’ and 

                                                 
108 Ibid, p. 111 
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‘madness’ are expressions that are often used interchangeably.109  ‘Malady’ carries the 

connotation of madness, but it also signifies disease in a broader sense.  In her rejoinder 

to Miller, Nin picks up on the insinuation of disease attached to Miller’s accusation that 

her method of writing is indicative of her malady, as she refers to Proust’s “disease,” his 

“malady for remembering.”  In referencing both madness and disease, Miller’s use of 

the term malady, I would suggest, involves the invocation of a medicalised or diagnostic 

discourse of madness.  Miller had earlier claimed a ‘fear’ of madness as a result of his 

frenzied, and apparently successful, writing.  In the context of his own writing, madness 

was allied with the idea of the inspired writer, referencing the historical association 

between madness and genius.110  Miller’s invocation of a creative theory of madness in 

relation to his writing represents a distinctly different discourse of madness to the 

medicalised one he applies to Nin’s writing.  There is, therefore, a substantial 

distinction between the way in which Miller uses the terms malady and madness.   

 

In a letter to Nin from 1934, written immediately after the publication of the well-

received Tropic of Cancer, Miller claimed “I can’t get quiet, and can’t sleep either.  But 

it’s good for me.  I hope I can go quite crazy and write like a madman.”111  Writing out 

of a frenzied madness is something to which Miller aspires.  The term malady, on the 

other hand, has more explicit connotations of disease.  Miller uses the term ‘malady’ 

with diagnostic intent.  His statement, “this is your malady,” is, at least in Nin’s account, 

forceful, direct and unambiguous; both the authoritativeness of Miller’s articulation and 

the medical connotations carried by the term ‘malady’ work to pathologise Nin and her 

conception of the Diary.  Although Nin has herself just suggested that change represents 

“tragedy, loss, [and] insanity” there is a distinct difference in meaning and emphasis 

between her reference to insanity and Miller’s diagnostic charge.  Nin is sensitive to the 

dismissal and disapprobation underlying Miller’s reference to her alleged ‘malady’.  Her 

reaction is both defensive and assertive, and indeed, it is the tone of her rejoinder more 

than anything else which underscores the diagnostic quality of Miller’s statement; Nin 

is responding to an accusation. 

 

                                                 
109 For instance, the idea of the ‘English malady’, originating in the eighteenth century, was regarded as a 
distinctive national tendency towards madness (Elaine Showalter (1985), The Female Malady: Women, 
Madness and English Culture 1830-1980, Penguin Books, New York, p. 7) 
110 This is a discourse of madness with a particularly Romantic provenance, which finds expression in 
modernism in various ways – most notably through the Surrealist idealisation of the inspiring madwoman, 
but also among the German Expressionists and, as I discuss in the following chapter, in publications like 
the modernist little magazine transition. 
111 Henry Miller (1965), Letters to Anaïs Nin, Peter Owen, London, p. 164 
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In asserting that she should express her ‘malady’ to the upmost, Nin evades Miller’s 

accusatory diagnostic impulse.  This evasion is particularly notable given that Nin is 

writing in the diary itself, in what might be read as an act of defiance.  Miller’s 

argument that the difficulty Nin has with writing objectively and impersonally is a 

symptom of disease is countered with an alternative, creative discourse of madness.  

Nin rejects one (diagnostic) model of madness and claims another (creative) model, 

simultaneously.  This discursive flexibility functions to affirm the validity of her diary 

as a literary form: “Well if it is my malady, Henry, I should express it to the utmost 

throughout the diary, make something of the diary.”  With the suggestion that she 

should give herself wholly to the Diary, rather than attempt to write the fiction that 

Miller continually insists she write, Nin re-imagines the Diary as her primary literary 

endeavour.  The Diary is not something to be cured, Nin argues: it is a legitimate 

artistic practice.  Furthermore, because Nin claims her ‘malady’ as a source of creative 

inspiration, she positions the alleged madness of the Diary as a virtue.  Nin 

comprehensively appropriates and subverts Miller’s accusation of madness, by both 

claiming it as her own and changing its meaning. 

 

Nin uses the discourse of madness that Miller had deployed earlier to assert the success 

of his own writing, the idea of the inspired mad genius.  She writes that she will “live 

out [her] neurosis and see where it will carry [her],” in the same way that Miller hoped 

to “go crazy and write like a madman.”  Also, by drawing strategically upon the canon 

and claiming Proust as a literary precedent, as well as by suggesting that they both 

possess and work from a malady, Nin’s position is made authoritative.112  The alliance 

she forges with Proust undermines the force of Miller’s diagnostic statement: it shifts 

the meaning of ‘malady’, making it a privileged term.  She also contests the singularity 

of Miller’s malady diagnosis, the implication that her ‘malady’ is a personal pathology, 

by positioning it as a shared experience, such that Nin and no less a personage than 

Proust share a common attribute.  There are contesting discourses of madness at work 

here, and I would argue that Miller’s diagnostic discourse is successfully countered in 

this instance by Nin’s appropriation of a literary one.  However, the recourse that both 

                                                 
112 Proust is referenced throughout the Diary and is one of Nin’s most admired writers, and this is not the 
only point at which Nin draws on Proust when trying to negotiate an authorial identity: “There is a 
shadow lying on my path, an it is the recurrence of the moment when I am asked to give up my life (first 
to my father, then my mother, then my brothers, then others, Henry’s work, Rank’s work, Spain).  And 
each time I enter fully into the giving, giving up, the selflessness, until I feel that something is being 
destroyed (me, as a woman, or the writer?).  I don’t know.  Then I am forced to stop.  I do feel I have 
something to accomplish, a destiny to fulfil, but, like Proust, I am not sure that what I am doing is 
important.” (Nin, Diary II, p. 103) 
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authors make to madness, as a method of critique for Miller and as defence for Nin, is 

an indication of how fraught these questions of art, genre, and writing were for women 

modernists.  The prolonged critique of the Diary affected Nin greatly: “the diary goes 

on but I need faith.  This continuous attack on it, as a disease by Rank, as anti-art by 

Henry, wears me down.”113  Miller, Durrell and Rank’s accusations of madness are 

rarely made explicit –  although the malady quote and Rank’s diagnosis of the diary as 

neurotic are exceptions here –  but Nin’s sense that they are trying to cure the Diary and 

her perception that they are discussing it in terms of disease highlights the operation of 

discourses of madness in these discussions of art and genre. 

 

In sketching out some of the functions madness takes on in the Diary, I have aimed to 

complicate the way that Nin’s references to madness have been read as confessions of 

madness.  Attending to madness as a trope, and, moreover, as an unstable, multiply 

signifying trope, permits a recognition of the various ways madness functions in the 

Diary.  Nin uses ‘madness’ to distance herself from ideas or judgements with which she 

is uncomfortable, like the insistence on literary objectivity, and at other times, to claim 

an identification with a particular model of creativity.  These references to madness do 

not resolve the difficult double-jointedness of her self-narratives or the different models 

of the diary form to which she is attracted, but rather point to the fact that multiple, 

competing models of self and genre jostle in the Diary, without necessarily being 

contained or settled.  Nin’s ‘failure’ to produce a coherent self-narrative, the lies and 

self-aggrandisement, the omissions and fissures, and inconsistency and extravagance of 

the Diary should not just be put down to her personal psychological instability.  Nin is 

engaged, in the Diary, with the different possibilities of self and genre available to her.  

Her many references to madness not only reflect the challenges of that engagement, but 

also a willingness to draw on different, and sometimes contradictory, discourses and 

ideas in order to situate, articulate and conceptualise her own creative endeavours.   

 

 

 

                                                 
113 Ibid, p. 255 
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Chapter Six 
Negotiating Modernist Madnesses in the Diary 

 
 
I am concerned in this chapter with the relationship between Nin’s interest in madness 

and the ways in which discourses of madness circulated within modernism.  Madness 

was a significant, yet complex and even overdetermined aspect of the various modernist 

cultural milieux Nin was connected with, and the contesting and contradictory 

discourses of madness at work within modernism are taken up, replayed, transformed 

and resisted in the Diary.  Nin uses ideas of madness in order to carve out a space for 

her conception of a productive, feminine form of creativity, in a context in which 

women’s artistic ambitions are liable to be considered problematic or even pathological.  

Central modernist conceptions of madness, like those produced by psychoanalysis and 

psychiatry, in addition to idea of the mad genius, also carry with them particular 

gendered ideas about creativity.  Nin drew upon these models of madness and creativity 

in order to position and articulate her own creative impulses within a modernist and 

gendered context.   

 

Exploring the ‘modernism’ of the Diary is important because while the Diary has 

generated an abundance of scholarly literature, surprisingly little of it has addressed 

Nin’s writing in conjunction with modernism.1  Moreover, attending to the modernist 

ideas, practices, texts and networks with which Nin was engaged, and which she 

engages with in the Diary, helps dislodge the kind of biographical reading underpinning, 

for instance, Suzette Henke’s diagnostic analysis of the Diary. 2   Rather than 

approaching the Diary as a confessional text, it repositions the Diary as a literary work 

and directs attention to the way it works narratively, the tropes (like madness) 

                                                 
1 As I noted in the previous chapter, the Diary was not published until the late 1960s, and it has largely 
been read through the feminist frameworks that were dominant at the time of its publication: Sharon 
Spencer, for instance, argues that Nin’s writing “preceded by 40 years the theories of contemporary 
French writers such as Annie Leclerc and Hélène Cixious,” (Sharon Spencer (1989), “The Music of the 
Womb: Anais Nin’s ‘Feminine’ Writing” in Ellen G. Friedman and Miriam Fuchs (eds), Breaking the 
Sequence: Women’s Experimental Fiction, Princeton University Press, Princeton, p. 165) a position 
indicative of this vein of criticism (See Helen Tookey’s chapter “‘Revolution in Writing’: Gender, 
Modernism, and the Aesthetics of the Idea Language” for a discussion of Nin’s writing in relation to 
theories of écriture féminine (Helen Tookey (2003), Anaïs Nin, Fictionality and Femininity: Playing a 
Thousand Roles, Clarendon Press, Oxford, pp. 120-172)).  A substantial proportion of Nin criticism 
comes from this period but, as important as these early approaches to Nin were, there is more to be said 
about the Diary, and there are ways of understanding Nin’s interest in feminine forms of writing and 
creativity other than through ideas of écriture féminine.  Approaching the Diary in terms of the debates 
and dialogues that Nin herself was working through at the time of its production opens up such alternative 
readings.   
2 Suzette Henke (2000), Shattered Subjects: Trauma and Testimony in Women’s Life Writing, St Martin’s 
Press, New York 
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interleaving it, and its intellectual and aesthetic commitments.  This attention to Nin’s 

modernist context is especially important given, as I noted in the previous chapter, how 

self-reflexive a text the Diary is and, moreover, given that Nin often directly addresses 

the texts and ideas which both excite and frustrate her.  This is not the first study to read 

the Diary as a modernist text: Philippa Christmass, Helen Tookey, Elizabeth Podnieks 

and Diane Richard-Allerdyce all discuss Nin in relation to modernism.3  I am indebted 

to these preceding studies, especially Tookey’s, and my focus on the trope of madness 

and its connection to ideas about creativity and femininity builds on this earlier work by 

considering how selective and appropriative Nin’s engagement with modernism was.  I 

argue, too, that one way of understanding Nin’s assertion that the diary is a feminine 

form, an idea she articulates through the image of the ‘womb’, is as a response to her 

sense of alienation from a modernist, creative discourse of madness. 

 

I begin this chapter by analysing a scene from the second volume of the Diary, in which 

Nin and a friend go to see the exhibition of a ‘madman’ by a psychiatrist.  This scene, 

which suggests Nin’s fascination with madness, sets up some of the concerns that the 

chapter turns around, as Nin grapples with, and positions herself in relation to, different 

modernist discourses of madness and explores the utility and limitations of a poetic 

understanding of madness.  I then move on to discuss the modernist little magazine, 

                                                 
3 Philippa Christmass (2001), “‘Dismaying the Balance’: Anaïs Nin’s Narrative Modernity” in Anne T. 
Salvatore (ed.), Anaïs Nin’s Narratives, University of Florida Press, Gainesville;Tookey; Elizabeth 
Podnieks (2000), Daily Modernism: The Literary Diaries of Virginia Woolf, Antonia White, Elizabeth 
Smart and Anaïs Nin, McGill-Queens University Press, Montreal and Kingston and Diane Richard-
Allerdyce (1998), Anaïs Nin and the Remaking of Self: Gender, Modernism and Narrative Identity, 
Northern Illinois University Press, DeKalb.  See also: Wendy DuBow (1993), The Political Power of the 
Personal World: Anais Nin's Diaries in Their 1960s and 1970s Cultural Context, PhD Thesis, University 
of North Carolina; Richard-Allerdyce; Podnieks; Clare L. Taylor (2003), Women, Writing and Fetishism 
1890-1950: Female Cross-Gendering, Clarendon Press, Oxford; and Donald Pizer, who situates Nin 
alongside other American modernist expatriates living in Paris, like Miller, Gertrude Stein, Ernest 
Hemmingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and John Dos Passos, in Donald Pizer (1990), “The Sexual Geography 
of Expatriate Paris,” Twentieth Century Literature 36:2, pp. 173-185 and Pizer (1996) American 
Expatriate Writing and the Paris Moment: Modernism and Place, Louisiana State University Press, 
Baton Rouge and London.  Diane Richard-Allerdyce does identify Nin’s modernist context, but for her, 
the key feature of Nin’s modernism is her interest in psychoanalysis, and she argues that the focus of her 
book: “is the way Nin’s fiction, criticism and diaries thematize her nearly lifelong struggle to resit the 
tendency toward despair and to use psychoanalysis in conjunction with writing in a process of ‘narrative 
recovery’ in a way that establishes her as an important Modernist writer.” (Richard-Allerdyce, p. 4)   
Psychoanalysis is indeed a central preoccupation of Nin’s, one which I do not address in any depth in 
these chapters, but it is not the only modernist aspect of Nin’s writing.  Moreover, because psychoanalysis 
has been so central to Nin criticism, it is important to identify other ways in which Nin engages with 
modernism.  Richard-Allerdyce’s Lacanian reading of Nin’s work subsumes her various narratives and 
conceptual concerns into a Lacanian framework, in what Richard-Allerdyce describes as a “gather[ing] 
the disparate elements of Nin’s life into a coherent whole.” (Ibid)  In attending to Nin’s modernist 
affiliations, I do not aim to produce a coherent picture of Nin or her work and, indeed, I suggest that the 
multiple significances of madness in the Diary work against the possibility of doing so.  My analysis 
draws out and illuminates several veins of Nin’s writing, but abjures any pretence to comprehensiveness; 
the Diary is far too complex a text to be contained by a single theory or analytical perspective. 
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transition, and adapting an argument made by Tookey, I suggest that Nin’s writing of 

madness can be usefully illuminated by a consideration of how madness figures in 

transition.  Whereas Tookey draws parallels between the manifestos written by Nin and 

transition’s editors, I am not arguing that transition directly influenced the function of 

the trope madness in the Diary.4  Rather, I suggest that transition offers a way into 

thinking about the kinds of ideas about madness that circulated within modernism and 

thus offers a useful counterpoint for an examination of Nin’s representations of madness.  

The final section of the chapter, then, is focussed around what I suggest is Nin’s 

ambivalence about the creative discourse of madness represented in transition, and her 

attempt to generate an alternative, gendered, model of creativity. 

 

“Poets and dreamers and madmen”: Competing Discourses of Madness 

Nin’s engagement with modernist discourses of madness is illustrated by a scene in the 

second volume in which she goes with her friend, Jean Carteret, to a psychiatrist’s 

exhibition and examination of a ‘madman’ at the Palais de Justice.5  Nin is critical of 

the psychiatrist and the way in which he puts the madman on display, but as a member 

of the audience she is also complicit in this spectacle and she too becomes, like the 

psychiatrist, guilty of imposing a discourse of madness onto the madman.  This dynamic 

between critique and complicity, and the competing discourses mobilised in this scene, 

make it a particularly important and interesting moment in the Diary, one that captures 

the complexity of Nin’s engagement with both modernism and madness.   

 

                                                 
4 Tookey, p. 129 
5 Nin also wrote a short story based on this event, titled “The White Blackbird,” which was published in 
Henry Miller’s little magazine, The Booster (Anaïs Nin (1985), “The White Blackbird” in Anaïs Nin, The 
White Blackbird and Other Writings, Capra Press, Santa Barbara, pp. 10-13).  According to Noel Riley 
Fitch, Carteret was also being analysed by Rene Allendy (who was the analyst that Nin saw before 
meeting Rank), and this is presumably where they met.  Although Fitch does not note their excursion to 
the Palais de Justice, she does make a connection between Nin, Carteret, madness and Nin’s astrologer 
friend Conrad Moricand, writing: “she talks to Jean Carteret, who is being analysed by Allendy, and to 
Conrad Moricand about astrology and madness – the Left Bank is abuzz with news of Artaud’s 
incarceration.  Both Moricand, who is writing a book about madness, and Carteret continue to read the 
stars and to construct horoscopes.  Her own neurosis, Anaïs conclude, is her obsessive need to abandon 
herself and identify with other, to whom she gives everything she has.” (Noel Riley Fitch (1993), Anaïs: 
The Erotic Life of Anaïs Nin, Little Brown and Company, Boston, p. 213)  Fitch’s comment suggests that 
madness was a theme of the conversations circulating in modernist Paris, and that these conversations 
inflect how Nin thinks about both madness and her self.  Deirdre Bair notes that Carteret was both Hugo 
and Henry’s astrologer and, characteristically, Bair emphasises Nin’s desire for sexual conquest of 
Carteret.  She writes that, in order to demonstrate her superiority to June (Miller’s wife), Nin decides to 
seduce the homosexual Carteret.  He departs angrily, according to Bair, “muttering ‘you bitch, you bitch, 
you bitch’.”  Conveying a sense of Nin’s sexual aberrance (or pathology), Bair writes that “she liked his 
characterization and recorded it cheerfully in the diary.” (Deirdre Bair (1995), Anaïs Nin: A Biography, G. 
P Putnam’s Sons, New York, p. 245) 
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The madman is exhibited before an audience that includes, in addition to Nin and 

Carteret, a few students, fellow doctors and several of their friends.  Nin’s description of 

the madman’s entrance into the room emphasises the controlling gaze of the doctor, 

who is evidently pleased by the spectacle before him, and evokes pity for the puzzled 

and frightened man:  

 

they brought him in in a straight-jacket, with legs tied together.  His hair, which 

was very thin at the top, was damp with perspiration.  The doctor was smiling at his 

clear eyes, at the childish mouth, at the puzzled way he looked own upon his 

crossed arms and his bound legs.6

 

The psychiatrist questions the madman at length about his delusions, and he is 

interrogated about the fear he expresses toward the psychiatrist: “why are you so violent?  

Why were you afraid of coming here?”7  The man believes he is being persecuted 

because he is on the side of the merle blanc [the white sparrow], who “is the friend of 

the good.”8  In response to the madman’s explanations, Nin writes that the doctor: 

 

turned away from the man in the straight-jacket to his audience: “You see,” he said, 

“nothing that he says makes any sense whatsoever.  There is no logic and no 

continuity.  It is a clear case of schizophrenia, with disconnected statements, 

chaotic and meaningless disassociation of ideas, and an obsession with 

persecution.”9  

 

Nin is disturbed by this cavalier diagnosis and dismissal of the madman.10  She writes 

that the madman is allowed to leave, but that the spectacle continues as the man 

                                                 
6 Anaïs Nin (1966), The Diary of Anaïs Nin, Volume II, Harvest, The Swallow Press and Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, New York and London, p. 188 
7 Ibid 
8 Ibid, p. 189.  He also, Nin writes: “desired [his] fiancée, this girl who thinks as [he does],” (Ibid, p. 190) 
and believes that this apparently illicit desire is why the doctor wants to take away his strength.  When 
asked why his behaviour has been so violent, the madman explains that “it was just to show off to you 
because you expected it, you were expecting it so I did it, because I know all that I tell you you think 
comes out of a detective story, and you know it is true that I have read one hundred thousand novels.” 
(Ibid)  The madman’s responses skip from topic to topic, yet he is always responsive to the doctor’s 
questions and he continually returns to the theme of the merle blanc and its enemy, the aigles fins [the 
foxy eagles]. 
9 Ibid, p. 191 
10 As, apparently, is the madman himself.  Nin writes that as the doctor pronounced his diagnosis he 
“watched the man in the straight-jacket, who was laughing softly and who said: ‘I knew you would think 
it was a detective story but I knew all this would happen to me and I had seen it in the mirror, I took the 
warming of danger from the man wearing a white tie, and so all you take away from me you cannot take 
away because I am living the life of Alfred de Musset, which was full of suffering, and there is a monk in 
the mirror who is now watching the sex men in the grey suits who wanted to shoot me.” (Ibid)  Although 
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struggles to walk with his bound feet.  He falls over after two steps and is not offered 

any assistance by the aides attending him, “who knew his feet were bound and that he 

could not walk without help,” or by the psychiatrist, whose attention is turned to the 

audience.11   

 

Nin is acutely aware of the power dynamics at work in the exhibition and forced 

humiliation of the madman.  Indeed, when she herself briefly worked as a psychoanalyst 

with Otto Rank, she reflected: “I avoid all clinical language because as a writer I believe 

language has power.  I also take much trouble to describe each character, each 

motivation as unique, not to give patients the feeling of being classified. […]  I avoid 

labels and the hospital atmosphere.”12   She also writes that once the madman has left: 

 

The doctor turned towards his student audience with an ironic twinkle in his eye, 

an accomplice look which seemed to say: how intelligent I am, the doctor, and how 

intelligent my students, how superior to this degenerate.13

 

This scene represents Nin’s most prolonged encounter with clinical psychiatry, and her 

critique of it, evident in the pity she evokes for the madman and her contempt for the 

doctor, is scathing.  In Nin’s reading, the exhibition of the madman functions to 

consolidate the authority, and the sanity, of the doctor, who asserts his intelligence and 

establishes a sense of accord with his students through the identification of the madman 

both as an object of study and as the antithesis of their reason and rationality.14  The 

                                                                                                                                               
delusional, the madman seems, in Nin’s writing of him, to be at least partly aware of both the power of 
psychiatry (he had been warned of the danger) and the diagnostic mechanism at work (his story is being 
fit, apparently incorrectly, into a particular genre and thus misread). 
11 Ibid 
12 Ibid, p. 23 
13 Ibid 
14 The theatrical display of madness as a teaching exercise is a technique that the notable nineteenth 
century theorist of hysteria Jean-Martin Charcot is particularly famous for.  As Susan Rubin Suleiman 
notes: “For Charcot and the whole school of French neuropsychiatry that followed him, the psychiatric 
encounter consisted of looking at, pointing to, and interrogating the patient.… At each session, Charcot 
would interrogate several patients, addressing didactic remarks to his audience above his patient’s head.” 
(Susan Rubin Suleiman (1990), Subversive Intent: Gender, Politics and the Avant-Garde, Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, p. 106)  Similarly, Allen Thiher argues that Emil Kraepelin, one of the pre-
eminent psychiatrists of the early twentieth century, also exhibited his patients, thus “transforming 
madness into a spectacle before a class of medical students and young doctors, much as Charcot had 
done.” (Allen Thiher (1999), Revels in Madness: Insanity in Medicine and Literature, University of 
Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, p. 231)  Thiher writes that this “recurrent theme of the theatricalization of 
madness finds illustration in this teaching context in which the mad were brought forward to illustrate the 
drama of the insane – and to fit them into a taxonomic pigeonhole.” (Ibid, p. 231)  Kraepelin’s response 
to a delusional patient is remarkably similar to the doctor’s in Nin’s Diary: “The senselessness and 
incoherence of the delusions, expressed with a complete absence of emotion, show that we have to deal 
with a state of mental weakness.  The automatic obedience, the confusion and indecency of the patient’s 
talk, and the quite senseless playing with assonances remind us of what we have observed before in cases 

 276 



application of psychiatric discourse, the doctor’s diagnosis of schizophrenia for instance, 

silences the madman and constructs him, in Nin’s words, as a degenerate.   

 

Nin can, however, be said to contest the doctor’s psychiatric discourse by deploying an 

alternative, poetic, and suggestively modernist conception of madness.  She writes that: 

 

the doctor sat there with a leer on his mouth, with pride in his lucidity and logic, 

and he was permitted to smile, and the gods permitted the madman to say deep 

things, things which a poet could understand, which any poet could have 

deciphered for the doctor, and everything was permitted, this mockery of a man 

lost in his unconscious labyrinth, asking for the way, being treated with contempt.  

After hearing this, Carteret and I walked away from the Palais de Justice (Justice!) 

along the Seine.  Would human beings ever learn the meaning of symbolism?  

Poets and dreamers and madmen, using a language which was clear, clear, clear.  A 

language necessary to the life below our consciousness.15  

 

Nin constructs the madman as an inspired genius, and she implies that his words stem 

from the same source as poetry and dreams; for Nin, poets, dreamers, madmen and 

modernist artists share a fluency in the language of the unconscious.  The 

unintelligibility of the madman’s speech is a matter of perspective; the psychiatrist lacks 

the necessary interpretive skills, but a poet, on the other hand, could decipher the “deep 

things” the madman says without difficulty. 

 

The doctor’s diagnosis of schizophrenia hinges on the ‘non-sense’ of the madman’s 

speech.  For the doctor, there is no logic or continuity to his narrative, and his claim that 

the madman is a clear case of schizophrenia depends on his disconnected statements and 

the disassociation of his ideas.  However, as Kylie Valentine writes, there is a “formal 

                                                                                                                                               
of dementia praecox.” (Kraepelin, quoted in ibid)  Kraepelin’s identification of absence of logic and 
coherence and his application of a taxonomic category virtually mirror the doctor’s; the primary 
difference is the change in nosological terminology, as Kraepelin’s 1904 term dementia praecox is 
replaced by 1937 by the contemporary term schizophrenia.  Thiher argues that: “Underlying this 
theatricalization of madness, of studying the roles of the mad as they play them out, is the taxonomic 
impulse that considers classification to be the hallmark of understanding.  Classification entails making 
comparisons to find an ordered series.  Aetiology is forgotten here: it is the series of tableaux vivants that 
counts for the doctor who, in composing a clinical tableau, was charged with the ordering of the irrational 
as a series of recurrences…But more than taxonomy is involved in this theatricalization: the theatrical 
presentation also speaks of the power that has accrued to psychiatry.  The doctor has the power to oblige 
the insane to perform for a public.  The power of medicine is on stage here.” (Thiher, p. 231)  The 
exhibition of the madman that Nin attends is thus bound up with the process by which psychiatry 
confirmed its authority and developed its taxonomic categories. 
15 Nin, Diary II, p. 191 
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resemblance between modernist writing – dislocation, fragmentation, depersonalisation, 

dissociation – and phenomenological descriptions of madness.”16  Indeed, discontinuity, 

the juxtapositioning of images and the absence of realist narrative logic are attributes 

that can be said to characterise Nin’s Diary. 17   It is significant, therefore, that Nin 

responds to the doctor’s diagnosis of schizophrenia with a discourse that responds to 

madness on an aesthetic, rather than pathological, level.  Nin’s counter-discourse 

privileges the aesthetics of madness and, by extension, the modernist aesthetics of the 

Diary. 

 

Nin’s argument that the madman has privileged access to the unconscious is one which 

finds resonance in other modernist contexts.  Valentine argues that the “valorising of 

madness as freedom from both social and rational constraints” was a significant aspect 

of the nexus between modernism and madness.18  She suggests that for practitioners and 

theorists of Surrealism and Expressionism (which, she writes, are “the most familiar 

forms of modernist representation of madness”), “the imprisoning of (some of) the 

insane was an institutional abuse based on reducing experience to pathology and an 

abuse of the insight available to them freed from the constraints of sanity.”19  Nin is 

drawing upon one of the dominant modernist conceptualisations of madness in her 

critique of the psychiatrist and in her linking of poets and madmen.  As Valentine 

suggests, it was the Surrealists and German Expressionists in particular who subscribed 

to a poetic idealisation of madness.  They believed, like the Romantics, that dreams and 

visions, as well as inspired or exalted states of mind like madness, were inherently 

poetic conditions.20   

                                                 
16 Valentine, p. 100.  Moreover, Valentine suggests that despite a long history of literary representations, 
modernism “represents the first literature in which the experience, rather than the appearance, of madness 
is described.” (Ibid, p. 101)  Furthermore, she points to several modernist women who analyse the 
political inflections of madness, naming H.D., Woolf, Emily Coleman and Antonia White as writers who 
were concerned with the politics of institutional psychiatry and discourses of psychoanalysis. (Ibid, p. 101) 
17 Nin’s Diary has been critiqued along these lines, by Fitch and Bair, for example.  Writing in 1962 of 
Nin’s collections of short stories, Frank Baldanza commented that “the stories are pointless, rambling 
explorations of erotic entanglements and neurotic fears in bohemian Paris…the handling of characters and 
incidents is so erratic and baffling that one must assume the writer simply means to spill random 
impressions onto the page…the result is an inchoate jumble.” (Frank Baldanza (1996 [1962]), “Anaïs 
Nin” in Phillip K. Jason (ed.), The Critical Response to Anaïs Nin, Greenwood Press, Westport, p. 10 
18 Valentine, p. 103.  Valentine also notes the historical lineage of this idea.  She suggests that this attitude 
towards madness can be detected in Plato and traced through Erasmus, Shakespeare and literature “at 
least until the eighteenth century.” (Ibid, p.103) 
19 Ibid, p. 103 
20 George MacLennan (1992), Lucid Interval: Subjective Writing and Madness in History, Leicester 
University Press, Leicester and London, p. 154.  MacLennan argues that Romanticism saw such an 
investment in the idea of mad genius because there had been a “gradual interiorisation of madness, 
occurring between the medieval and modern periods…culminating between 1750 and 1850 in a ‘creative’ 
writing of madness.” (Ibid, p. 9) He also suggests that this revaluation of madness coincided with changes 
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In The Immaculate Conception, Surrealists Andre Breton and Paul Eluard attempted to 

simulate, through ‘automatic writing’, various types of madness, including 

schizophrenia.  Antony Melville suggests that this was not an attempt to actually 

experience madness, but that “the delirium of the deranged [gave] them an instinctive 

form in which to express their ‘self’.” 21   Breton, author of key texts of modernist 

madness, Nadja and Le Immaculate Conception, and possibly the most notable 

modernist theorist of the creative potential of madness, claims that: “hysteria is not a 

pathological condition and can, in every respect, be considered a supreme means of 

expression.”22  Like Nin in this instance, Surrealism was particularly hostile towards 

clinical psychiatry, and Breton even called upon the mad to overthrow the 

psychiatrists.23  This understanding of madness forms a rather sharp contrast with the 

psychiatric view that madness was an aberrant state in need of (increasingly 

professionalised) management.  In invoking a creative, poetic discourse of madness in 

relation to the madman, Nin transposes madness from the realm of the medico-juridical 

to that of the aesthetic.  In what might be considered an act of subversion, she 

challenges the psychiatrist’s authority of interpretation by insisting upon the possibility 

that madness might generate other meanings.  She ‘renders visible’ other meanings for 

madness. 

 

Nin’s undermining of the doctor’s authority and his psychiatric discourse through her 

construction of an alternative reading of the madman is nonetheless complicated by her 

complicity in positioning the madman as an object of study.  Nin suggests that the 

doctor turns towards his audience with an ‘accomplice look’.  This look implicates the 

audience, including Nin, in the construction of the madman as the other and, as I have 

argued, involves them in the constitution of their own sanity through the othering of the 

madman.  As a member of the audience, Nin is complicit with the doctor and the way in 

                                                                                                                                               
in the medical management of madness, with the more compassionate and professional asylums of 
innovators like Pinel. (Ibid, p. 155)  This results in a new “subjective complexity” (Ibid, p. 168) towards 
the end of the eighteenth century, and madness becomes a “scene of cultural and literary production.” 
(Ibid, p. 192) MacLennan also suggests that this culture of madness evolves out of Romanticism into 
modernism: “the phenomenon of a creative and subjectively self-reflecting writing produced from within 
the experience of madness itself testifies that the relationship between writing and madness enters a new 
stage in the nineteenth century, but one which has consequences for post-Romantic and modern culture.” 
(Ibid) 
21 Antony Melville, quoted in Valentine, p. 102 
22 André Breton and Luis Aragon, (1928) “Fifty Years of Hysteria,” La Révolution Surréaliste 11, quoted 
in Valentine, p. 103 
23 His call for the mad to murder the psychiatrists was apparently taken so seriously that several 
psychiatrists, including Pierre Janet, demanded that the police conduct an investigation. (Thiher, p. 259) 
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which he positions the madman as a spectacle at the same time that she is critical of it.  

This is particularly the case given that Nin is also projecting her own preoccupations 

onto the madman.  Nin, like the psychiatrist, harnesses a particular discourse of 

madness to the experiences of the madman.  Her construction of the madman as a poet, 

or potential poet, is perhaps less oppressive than the doctor’s diagnosis of schizophrenia, 

largely because of the institutional and legalistic weight that psychiatric discourse 

carries, but both are proscriptive pronouncements which render the madman a highly 

overdetermined figure.  

 

Several months after her visit to the exhibition of the madman at the Palais de Justice, 

Nin writes in the Diary that Breton came to visit her.  Upon meeting him, however, Nin 

is disappointed, finding him authoritative and overly-intellectual, and, seemingly as a 

result of her aversion to Breton, she becomes sharply critical of the Surrealist 

idealisation of madness.  She writes of Breton and Surrealism that: 

 

I expected he would be poetically and sensitively alert to the atmosphere of my life, 

to my inarticulate intuitions.  He was not.  […]  He tells [his story] with solemnity, 

more like a king speaking at an audience than a fellow artist talking to other artists.  

He did not expect comments, only listeners.  […]  Part of [Surrealism] is conscious, 

premeditated technique; it betrayed the man of the laboratory.  It was this which 

prevented me from espousing surrealism, from becoming a totally committed 

disciple.  […]  I plead for nature now, against disease, because the surrealists have 

encouraged the aggravation of mental disturbance for the sake of the revelations of 

unknown worlds.24

 

Here, in what is perhaps an oblique reference to Breton’s treatment of Nadja and a 

prefiguring of her meeting with Carrington, Nin implies, rather astutely, that the 

Surrealist romanticisation of madness elides and possibly exacerbates the actual 

experience of madness.25  The Surrealist use of madness to access the mysteries of 

‘unknown worlds’ appears, in this passage, to be both contrived and potentially 

dangerous.  Perhaps also as a result of her encounter with the institutionalised madman, 

Nin acknowledges here the psychological cost of madness and, by implication, rejects it 
                                                 
24 Nin, Diary II, pp. 247-248 
25 Nin refers to Nadja earlier in the Diary, suggesting that Henry’s wife June was like Nadja, “only Henry 
did not accept her.  He tormented her for being a mythomane…” (Ibid, p. 186)  Nin lists Nadja in her list 
of books read in 1935 (alongside Rank’s Art and Artist). (Anaïs Nin, Anaïs Nin Papers, Diary 48, April-
September 1935 [untitled], Department of Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library, 
UCLA) 
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in this moment as an aesthetic strategy or as a means of accessing creative inspiration.  

Furthermore, Nin employs language in this quote that borders on the clinical.  Referring 

to madness as mental disturbance and using the language of disease brings Nin closer to 

psychiatric discourse than to the poetic and Surrealist-influenced conception of madness 

she drew upon in the Palais de Justice scene. 

 

In the Diary, therefore, madness signifies being lost in an “unconscious labyrinth” and 

mental disturbance, such that it can be argued that Nin alternately appropriates and 

rejects both psychiatric and poetic discourses of madness.  Nin’s hostility towards the 

creative model of madness works, in this instance, to distance her from the rather 

orthodox Surrealism Breton represents.  Nin’s dismissal of Surrealism and its 

understanding of madness as a source of creative inspiration might be read as an 

indication of her resentment of Breton’s inability to recognise her as a fellow artist, but 

it is also an assertion of independence.  In critiquing Breton’s model of Surrealist 

madness, Nin claims authority as an artist and attempts to carve out her own, 

independent territory.  The eclecticism of madness in the Diary is therefore a product of 

Nin’s engagement with different discourses of modernist madness and of her attempt to 

negotiate a space for her own creative interests. 

 

An “affinity with modernism”: Nin’s Selective Approach to Modernism 

As Nin’s comments regarding Breton suggest, one of the ways in which Nin came into 

contact with modernist discourses of madness was through her interaction with the 

networks of writers, publishers, publications and literatures which she had access to in 

Paris in the 1930s.  According to the Diary, Nin read, met or was aware of a vast and 

diverse array of people associated with modernism.  She borrowed from different 

discourses and literary mentors in writing her diary and situating herself in relation to 

modernism.  In the second volume alone she references Surrealism, psychoanalysis, 

Dada, Marxism and Eugene Jolas’s ‘Revolution of the Word’, as well as Antonin 

Artaud, Djuna Barnes, Henri Bergson, Kay Boyle, Constantin Brancusi, Jean Cocteau, 

Colette, Nancy Cunard, Salvador Dali, Marcel Duchamp, T.S. Eliot, Havelock Ellis, 

Sigmund Freud, André Gide, Ernest Hemmingway, James Joyce, Carl Jung, D.H. 

Lawrence, Joan Miro, Pablo Neruda, Pablo Picasso, Marcel Proust, Man Ray, Tristan 

Tzara, Yves Tanguy, Rebecca West, and William Carlos Williams.  Although Nin was 

not a part of any particular modernist movement, the familiarity she demonstrates in the 
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Diary with the disparate group of artists and writers associated with modernism 

suggests that she was nonetheless engaged with modernist ideas and practices.   

 

Nin responded to the ideas, theories of creativity and literatures that were circulating 

amongst the modernist milieu, but she did not do so uncritically.  Indeed, Nin’s 

selective use of modernist artistic practices parallels her negotiation of various 

discourses of madness.  The Diary reflects an eclectic and percipient attitude towards 

the various modernist ideas and practices she encountered.  Nin was adept at 

appropriating those aspects of modernism that complemented her own concerns, or 

which she found useful for developing or supporting her creative aspirations. 26  After 

discovering for the first time an issue of the modernist little magazine transition, Nin 

says: “I read all these things after I have done my work and then find an affinity with 

modernism which elates me.”27  Nin is ‘elated’ to discover a sense of intellectual and 

artistic community, but she also insists upon the legitimacy, authority and independence 

of her own perspective.  Tookey asserts that Nin, “while joyfully embracing this affinity 

[with modernism]…was keen to maintain her sense that this was based on a shared 

vision; being ‘modernist’ was not a matter of following a trend.”28  In claiming an 

affinity with modernism, Nin is refusing a subordinate position for her writing and, 

                                                 
26 Nin’s appropriative stance was facilitated by her rather liminal position within modernist social 
networks.  While Nin came to know several prominent modernist figures, like Andre Breton and Antonin 
Artaud, and numerous less prominent modernists, she had very little involvement with what might be 
considered canonical modernist circles.  One of Nin’s friends claims to have seen her at one of Gertrude 
Stein’s salons (Fitch, p. 454), but there is no substantial evidence to suggest that she knew Stein at all, 
and had very little contact with the community of expatriate American’s living on the Left Bank.  Nin did 
visit Sylvia Beach’s bookshop, Shakespeare & Company, one of the most important sites of Parisian 
modernism, and tried to interest Beach in her writing.  However, she made “an atrocious speech of self-
introduction” and Beach declined to read her writing (Anaïs Nin (1985), The Early Diary of Anais Nin, 
Volume IV, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York, p. 362).  Being outside of these modernist cliques 
meant that she was less strongly influenced by the kind of canon-making processes they engaged in, and 
was perhaps granted a greater degree of intellectual independence.    
27 Ibid, p. 358.  Nin’s use of the term ‘modernism’ is actually rather surprising, given that modernism is 
generally considered a retrospective designation.  Morag Shiach writes that “‘Modernism’ is not of course 
a term that would have been recognized and understood by the writers to whom we now apply it.  There 
was certainly an intense consciousness among these writers of a need to be modern, in literary style as 
well as in life, and a developed perception that the modern world was, in important ways, unlike what had 
come before…. But the idea of an abstract category of ‘modernism’ understood as definable literary style, 
or as a groping of texts that share central thematic and stylistic features, was essentially a critical creation 
of the second half of the twentieth century.  There is no ‘modernism’ without institutionalised literary 
criticism and without a pedagogy of English that constitutes and disseminates its canon.  In that sense the 
early twentieth-century writers discussed in this volume could not possibly have thought of themselves as 
modernists.” (Morag Shiach (2007) “Reading the Modernist Novel: An Introduction” in Morag Shiach 
(ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the Modernist Novel, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 3)  
This is certainly the case, but for Nin, ‘modernism’ was perhaps another way of saying modern, and it 
was a way for her to conjure the interlocking networks of contemporary intellectual and artistic thought, 
practices and people.  
28 Tookey, p. 126 
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indeed, is asserting an equality of status between modernist ideas and her own 

perspective.   

 

This stance enabled her to move between different aspects of modernism, using the 

ideas she found compelling, while also giving her a position from which to resist those 

ideas she found restrictive or reductive.  Attending to Nin’s affinity with modernism 

facilitates an analysis of how Nin’s writing engaged with, but was not wholly 

determined by, modernist conceptions of creativity and madness.  Furthermore, because 

of the way in which Nin maintained a firm yet flexible distinction between modernism 

and her own writing, the Diary offers a unique perspective on the modernist milieu and 

the way in which modernist ideas were circulated, taken up, contested and reformulated.  

Hence, it is significant that Nin’s identification of an affinity with modernism comes in 

response to her discovery of transition, which was itself an eclectic, heterogenous 

collection of modernist writing and, moreover, a modernist publication in which a 

particular interest in madness can be discerned.  I set the Diary and transition alongside 

each other in this chapter, not because there was a direct transfer of ideas between them, 

but because they are both sites at which modernist ideas about madness and creativity 

were thought through.  Considering their commonalities and the points at which they 

diverge sheds light on the diverse figuration of madness in modernist texts, and how 

ideas about madness are taken up and reformulated in the Diary.   

 

In considering Nin and transition in relation to each other, in order to reflect on Nin’s 

engagement with modernist ideas of madness, I am borrowing a methodological 

strategy from Tookey.  She connects Nin’s aesthetic concerns with her reading of 

transition, using transition to excavate Nin’s interest in the unconscious and the dream 

realm and to link Nin’s writing to wider cultural and artistic trends: “the ideas to which 

transition was dedicated were, indeed, the very ideas Nin was feeling her way towards, 

those that would remain central to her work and her aesthetic credo.”29  Tookey argues 

that there were important points of connection between the way in which the dream was 

conceptualised for Nin and in transition, and she compares one of transition’s 1927 

manifestos, “Suggestions for a New Magic,” with Nin’s own literary manifesto, The 

Novel of the Future, published in 1968.  Nin writes, in The Novel of the Future, that the 

task of literature is to reinvest language with the “magical power” she argues it has lost.  

Tookey writes that “the way to achieve this, for Nin, is to reinvest language with this 

                                                 
29 Ibid 
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power, to create the ‘new magic’ … through the reinstatement of ‘the realm of the 

dream’.” 30   Nin writes that the dream, “instead of being something apart from 

reality…is actually an essential part of our reality which can be shared and 

communicated by imagery.” 31   This is a position, Tookey argues, which resonates 

strongly with the editors’ assertion in “Suggestions for a New Magic” that “only the 

dream is essential.”32  Whereas Tookey is reading Nin and transition alongside each 

other in order to illuminate and unearth Nin’s interest in an aesthetic and creative theory 

centred around the dream, I am using transition as a strategy for reading the ways in 

which madness and creativity are linked in the Diary.   

 

“The tremendous, immeasurable importance of transition” 

transition, edited by Eugene Jolas between 1927 and 1938, was one of the longest 

running and most important modernist little magazines and it proved to be an 

enormously exciting and influential discovery for Nin.  transition was not, as I have 

indicated, Nin’s only point of access to modernist debates; nor was it the only little 

magazine she read.33  However, because of its importance to Nin and its inclusion of 

such a diverse array of modernist texts, authors and perspectives, it is a useful locus 

through which to trace Nin’s negotiation with modernism and her engagement with 

modernist ideas of madness.34   Tookey establishes 1930 as a pivotal year in Nin’s 

                                                 
30 Ibid, p. 129 
31 Ibid 
32 Jolas, quoted in Ibid, p. 129 [emphasis added] 
33 She also read This Quarter and a sent her work number of smaller publications, not explicitly 
associated with modernism, like The Adelphi, Canadian Forum, The American Mercury 
34 Tookey writes that transition’s “preoccupation with style and form as ideologically significant, and the 
concomitant obsession with manifestoes and self-conscious aesthetic theorizing, can be seen to lie at the 
heart of the modernist and avant-garde agenda, from the Symbolists onwards,” further suggesting the 
magazine’s status as an exemplarily modernist text.  (Ibid, p. 127)  The little magazine has been 
considered an exemplarily (though not exclusively) modernist form.  As David Bennett argues: “The 
interwar little magazine was the matrix of modernist literary monuments, and it is arguably more than 
coincidence that the experience of discontinuity which typifies periodical reading should also typify the 
reading experience of the canonical texts of modernism over whose conception and birth the little 
magazine presided.”  (David Bennett (1989), “Periodical Fragments and Organic Culture: Modernism, the 
Avant-Garde and the Little Magazine,” Contemporary Literature 30:4, p. 480)  Bennett’s article traces 
the significance of the little magazine to modernism’s “canonical texts,” noting particularly that “The 
Waste Land, Ulysses, Finnegans Wake, and much of the Cantos all first appeared in little magazines, and 
all (with the exception of Eliot’s ‘heap of broken images’) in or as fragments.” (Ibid)  The modernist little 
magazines, however, were not important only because they published what can now be recognised and 
critiqued as ‘the canon’; they also published unknown writers and various forms of unconventional 
writing.  Most notably, they were an important publishing venue for modernist women and, indeed, were 
often run and edited by women.  Suzanne Churchill writes: “modernist little magazines, which arose to 
accommodate the unorthodox new forms of writing, enabled both the enactment and the representation of 
alternative sexualities.  Poetry was founded and edited by an unmarried, independent woman; [and] The 
Little Review was run by an openly lesbian couple who lived (temporarily) in a tent on the banks of Lake 
Michigan.” (Suzanne Churchill (1998), “Making Space for Others: A History of a Modernist Little 
Magazine,” Journal of Modern Literature 22:1, p. 48)  The Little Review was run by Margaret Anderson 
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artistic development.  It was the year that she first read D.H. Lawrence (who was the 

subject of Nin’s first publication) and it marked her discovery of transition, which, 

Tookey writes, “revealed to Nin the wider literary context she had been seeking.”35  It 

was, Tookey suggests, “a perfect ‘home’ for her.”36  Writing in November 1930, in the 

fourth volume of the Early Diary, of her discovery of transition, Nin asserts: 

 

The tremendous, immeasurable importance of transition for me.  This was the 

island I had been steadily sailing to – dreaming of – but I was not so very certain of 

its existence.  I thought I would have to build it up alone.  No.  Here is my group, 

my ideas, my feelings against banal forms…here are minds I love, here are the 

ideas I have obscurely, vaguely felt…37

 

As Tookey suggests, transition offered Nin a sense of intellectual community and the 

opportunity to engage with ideas she found exciting.  It also enabled her to enter into the 

conversations influencing contemporary artistic practice around the world. 

 

transition, like many other modernist little magazines, brought together a number of 

contesting opinions and discourses, and it “served as a gathering place for an eclectic 

literary practice.”38  However, transition is notable because of the vast and disparate 

array of artists and intellectuals it published; transition not only published the canonical 

modernists, but also those who were entirely unknown.  In placing established writers 

alongside more obscure contributors, transition drew together a wide range of 

perspectives and numerous threads of modernist discussion and debate.  A fragment of 

Nin’s prose-poem House of Incest, for example, was published alongside Joyce, Beckett, 

Breton and Kafka in the 1938 edition of transition.  Different genres are also 

represented in the little magazine: short stories sit alongside poetry manifestos, 

sociological debates, and images of ‘primitive’ art.  This intertwining of diverse ideas, 

                                                                                                                                               
and Jane Heap, The Egoist by Harriet Weaver, Poetry by Harriet Monroe, while Maria Jolas and Kay 
Boyle were closely involved with transition.  The little magazine is therefore an important form through 
which to think about modernism and, in particular, the involvement of women in modernism. 
35 Ibid, p. 125.  Nin first had an article about Lawrence published in Canadian Forum, which appeared 
under the pseudonym Melisendra.  She later told the publisher Edward Titus that she had a book 
manuscript based on Lawrence, which he asked to see.  She then had to substantially rework the 
Canadian Forum article into book form in a period of two weeks.  It was, however, accepted for 
publication and the modestly titled D.H. Lawrence: An Unprofessional Study was published in 1932.  In 
1930 she was also reading Colette, Virginia Woolf, Ford Maddox Ford, Waldo Frank, Amy Lowell, 
Andre Gide, and Katherine Mansfield. 
36 Ibid, p. 126 
37 Nin, Early Diary  IV, pp. 370-371 
38 Shari Benstock (1986), Women of the Left Bank: Paris 1900-1940, University of Texas Press, Austin, p. 
374 
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aesthetics, perspectives and genres makes the little magazine – a form which “arose to 

accommodate the unorthodox new forms of writing” 39  – a particularly appropriate 

forum through which to examine Nin’s engagement with ideas around modernism and 

madness.40  Nin’s involvement with modernism was marked by a kind of (con)textual 

mobility.  In this respect, then, the little magazine complements, and indeed facilitates, 

Nin’s intellectual and artistic explorations. 

 

Jolas was committed to the exploration and publication of experimental language and 

writing, and his explicitly revolutionary intent appealed greatly to Nin. 41   In his 

autobiography, Jolas claimed that “we were rebels against everything that did not 

participate in flights of wild, burning imagination.”42  The first edition of transition 

contained a proclamation that declared the objectives of the magazine, and asserted that 

the signatories were “tired of the spectacle of short stories, novels, poems and plays still 

under the hegemony of the banal world, monotonous syntax, static psychology, [and] 

descriptive naturalism.”43  Instead, they propose a revolution of language, an emphasis 

                                                 
39 Churchill, p. 48 
40 Indeed, Nin was herself involved with The Booster, a little magazine presided over by Henry Miller, 
and there are in fact several subsequent little magazines devoted entirely to Nin - Under the Sign of the 
Pisces; Anaïs: An International Journal; and A Café in Space. 
41 Jolas defined his ‘Revolution of Language’ in 1933, arguing that it had three aspects.  Firstly, “an 
attitude which regards modern language as inadequate for the expression of the changing background of 
the world, and which posits the necessity of a radical revision of its communicative and symbolical 
functions.”  Secondly, “it regards both the individual creator and the collective folk speech as 
mediumistic instruments for bringing about the change.”  Thirdly, “it envisages  creative language as a 
pre-rational process.” (Eugene Jolas (1933), “What is the Revolution of Language” transition 22, p. 125-
126)  Characteristically, however, Nin did not embrace Jolas’s position uncritically.  Meeting him in 1937, 
she writes: “Eugene Jolas comes to visit.  He looks like a bull about to charge.  He is heavy with German 
mysticism.  He praises House of Incest as a marvel of language, beauty, and which ‘gave him great fears’.  
I believe he felt that his life was dedicated to the discovery of a new language.  Does he not feel James 
Joyce did it?  He is disillusioned with the ‘actual’.  So we talk in harmony, a kind of opaque mystical 
language.  I hear the semantic horses leaping over our heads, a bath of fogs and mists and his ‘language of 
the night’ with its red caves, and very black letters and mysterious hieroglyphs.  In the face of Jolas I see 
a man tormented, with an anxious smile, and a mystical despair in a world becoming absolutely one-
dimensional.” (Nin, Diary II, p. 196)  This is an ambiguous passage.  Nin seems pleased by Jolas’s praise 
of House of Incest, which he published the following year, and it appears that they had an extraordinary, 
animated conversation, speaking “in harmony” of topics mystical and mysterious.  Yet she does not seem 
to be particularly impressed by him or his theories of language, suggesting his commitment to the 
discovery of a new language is somewhat dubious and even passé (seemingly in contrast to her earlier 
insistence on “the tremendous, immeasurable importance of transition.”).  Her question, “does he not feel 
James Joyce did it?” is nothing short of snide, and her description of him as tormented and anxious 
contrasts with her description of a lively and harmonious discussion.  There is certainly nothing 
sycophantic about this description of Jolas, and it may have been that Nin felt as if his praise for her work 
was patronising, or that he was co-opting it into his theories about the ‘language of the night’.  While, 
then, there are certainly affinities between the editorial platform of transition and Nin’s work, we should 
be cautious about assuming too close a parallel between them. 
42 Eugene Jolas, Man from Babel, [Andreas Kramer and Rainer Rumold, eds], Yale University Press, 
New Haven, p. 96 
43 Eugene Jolas (1990 [1929]), “Proclamation” in Noel Riley Fitch (ed.), In Transition: A Paris Anthology: 
Writing and Art from transition Magazine, 1927-30, Secker & Warburg, London, p. 19  
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on “the imagination in search of a fabulous world,” as well as an understanding that 

“narrative is not mere anecdote, but the projection of a metamorphosis of reality.”44  

Noel Riley Fitch, editor of a collection of writings from transition as well as Nin’s 

biographer, asserts that “transition saw as its task to declare war on traditional literature 

and herald the source of creation in the irrational, unconscious world of dreams, calling 

for a new language to express that creation.”45  Jolas’s interests in the unconscious and 

language dovetail with a number of Nin’s preoccupations. 

 

I am interested in the moments of convergence between the Diary and transition for 

what they suggest about Nin’s engagement with modernism, as well as with where they 

diverge, for while Nin and transition were greatly interested in the creative power of 

madness, Nin is also strikingly ambivalent about such a model of creative madness.  

This is an ambivalence that, I argue, is grounded in her attention to gender and her 

interest in ‘feminine’ writing.  Tookey writes that Nin was concerned, throughout her 

career “with the interactions of gender and language (or creativity more generally), and 

especially with the specificity of women’s creativity and the role of ‘the feminine’ in 

creation.”46  Partly because of this gendered perspective, while both Nin and transition 

draw from similar discourses of madness, they often generate different conclusions 

from them.  Indeed, it is partly the exclusion of women from the creative discourse of 

madness propounded in transition that leads Nin to develop a theory of ‘womb-based’ 

feminine creativity. 

 

The Madnesses of transition  

I have chosen to discuss, relatively briefly, two particular articles from transition -  a 

short story by Dylan Thomas and a pseudo-scientific, sociological treatise by Gottfried 

Benn – as well as several editorial statements by Jolas and his fellow editors.  Madness 

appears in other ways and in other pieces in transition, but the editorial proclamations, 

in the form of manifestos, outline the intentions and set the tone of the little magazine, 

and the articles by Thomas and Benn represent two of transition’s most extended 

discussions of/engagements with ideas of madness.47  The different genres represented 

                                                 
44 Ibid, p. 19 
45 Noel Riley Fitch (1990), “Introduction” in  Noel Riley Fitch (ed.), In Transition: A Paris Anthology: 
Writing and Art from transition Magazine, 1927-30, Secker & Warburg, London, p. 12 
46 Ibid, p. 151.  Tookey provides an extended and lucid discussion of the idea of the feminine and écriture 
féminine in Nin’s writing, pp. 151-172. 
47 In addition to the articles I discuss in the body of the chapter, the poems of the insane nineteenth 
century German poet Friedrich Hölderlin are reproduced – and are framed by an editorial justification 
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by these texts – manifesto, short story, essay – reflect transition’s eclecticism and the 

diversity of modernist madnesses.  There is also, however, a common set of 

assumptions about madness and art underpinning these ostensibly diverse texts, as 

madness would seem to be endowed in each of them with a transgressive significance 

and almost mystical poetic resonance.  Although they do not reflect a coherent theory of 

madness and creativity, the parallels between these articles nonetheless suggest that this 

kind of creative discourse of madness was in circulation in transition.48  I also, however, 

discuss Nin’s contribution to transition, a selection from her prose poem, “The House of 

Incest,” which not only picks up on the way that madness is figured elsewhere in the 

little magazine, but also suggests an ambivalence about the creative idealisation of 

madness elaborated by Jolas, Thomas and Benn. 

 

In ‘Suggestions for a New Magic’, a manifesto from the first edition outlining 

transition’s ‘revolutionary’ aesthetic views, the editors proclaim: 

 

We believe in the ideology of revolt against all diluted and synthetic poetry, against 

all artistic efforts that fail to subvert the existing concepts of beauty.  Once and for 

all let it be stated that if there is any real choice to be made, we prefer to skyscraper 

spirituality the immense lyricism and madness of illogic.49

 

Although this reference to madness is only a casual and metaphorical invocation, one 

that is almost incidental (the statement emphasises the idea of the illogical, rather than 

madness), it is the almost off-hand metaphoricity with which madness seems to be 

endowed that is particularly interesting.  In this passage, madness is linked with lyricism, 

                                                                                                                                               
which states “but although from a strictly psychiatric point of view he may have been demented, his 
poetic spring never the less continued to flow.” (Eugene Jolas (1932), “Poems of the Mad” transition 21, 
p. 164)  Jolas published an extract from Andre Breton’s Mad Love, which exalted the radical potential of 
crazy love, in the same volume as Nin’s House of Incest.  The magazine also reproduced several drawings 
by an unidentified ‘schizophrenic’ as well as a piece titled “Description of a Schizophrenic Patient.” (Kurt 
Schwitters (1936), “Description of a Schizophrenic Patient,” transition 24, p. 93) 
48 It is important to note that the positive value put on madness in transition, and also by the Surrealists, 
was not the only way in which madness and art were linked within modernism.  The degeneracy theorists, 
whom I discussed in relation to Richardson, also tended to connect the art of modernist artists with 
madness and degeneracy.  Max Nordau’s Degeneration is the premier example here, as it directly asserts 
that modern art is the product of madness. 
49 Eugene Jolas (1990 [1927]) “Suggestions for a New Magic” in Fitch, In Transition, p. 23.  This 
proclamation was signed by Kay Boyle, Whit Burne II, Hart Crane, Caresse Crosby, Harry Crosby, 
Mariha Folfy, Stuart Gilbert, A. I. Ghiespie, High Hoffman, Eugene Jolas, Elliot Paul, Douglas Rigby, 
Ihfo Ruira, Robert Sage, Harold J. Salemson and Lawrence Vail.  Tookey points out that, in spite of Nin’s 
enthusiasm for transition, she was only peripherally involved with this group.  However, she was friends 
with Stuart Gilbert, a friend of Joyce’s, who wrote a foreword for House of Incest and read some of the 
diaries.  She also later became close friends with Caresse Crosby, and she knew Kay Boyle, both of 
whom she spent time with in America after the outbreak of the war. (Tookey, p. 127) 
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and stands for that which is illogical, or irrational.  It is endowed with revolutionary 

significance; the ‘madness of illogic’ is opposed to what Jolas disparagingly terms 

‘skyscraper spirituality’ and allied with a subversive aesthetic programme.  In this 

passage, madness signifies ambiguously; it is suggestive of the frisson of the non-

rational, but is otherwise endowed with little specific meaning.  The way in which this 

passage positions madness as a place-holder, a protean term which takes on a 

succession of meanings, is akin to the shifting significances that madness accrues in the 

Diary.  Also important is that the reference to madness here contributes to an 

articulation of an idea about creativity.  The editors are interested in subverting existing 

concepts of beauty; they are ‘making it new’ and imagining a different kind of creation.  

Madness is one of the terms they employ in order to convey, or rather construct, this 

aesthetic or creative programme.  The madness of illogic is central to their subversion of 

the conventions of art.50

 

Madness also takes on more specific meanings in transition.  In particular, madness 

circulates in the little magazine in connection with the unconscious, and as a means of 

accessing hidden worlds or archaic and inaccessible parts of the self.  In a 1935 

manifesto, Jolas asserts that the ‘art of expression’ is suffering because of the bourgeois 

and capitalistic world order.  He envisages a new kind of artist who will overturn this 

stultifying atmosphere and “liquidate the putrefaction of present-day bourgeois 

literature and art,” through a psychic revolution.51  This new kind of creator, argues 

Jolas: 

 

                                                 
50 Julie Vandivere argues that transition was a significant aesthetic influence on Emily Holmes 
Coleman’s asylum narrative, The Shutter of Snow.  Vandivere writes that:  “Firmly within the excitement 
of the Modernist revolt against meaning, Coleman, although she did not write the novel for the Modernist 
journal, Transition [sic], published many of her poems there, and she saw her work as part of the 
experimentation embodied by the journal.  One of the editors, Eugene Jolas, wrote that Transition, was ‘a 
proving ground for new literature [that would require] new words new abstractions, new hieroglyphics, 
new symbols, new myths.  It is the artist’s search for this magic in this strange world about us that 
Transition desires to encourage.’ … The Shutter of Snow plays with ‘new words, new abstractions, new 
hieroglyphics, new symbols, new myths.’” (Julie Vandivere (2005), “Framed Liminalities: Antonia 
White’s Beyond the Glass and Emily Coleman’s The Shutter of Snow” in Elizabeth Podnieks and Sandra 
Chait (eds), Hayford Hall: Hangovers, Erotics and Modernist Aesthetics, Southern Illinois University 
Press, Carbondale, p. 59)  It is suggestive that another modernist woman concerned with writing madness 
found a sympathetic resonance in transition.  Vandivere’s emphasis is on Coleman and transition’s 
shared modernist sensibility and concern with literary and linguistic experimentation, and in many ways, 
Nin too was preoccupied with ‘new’ literary forms, and found in transition an articulation of her aesthetic 
interests.  The Shutter of Snow is much more formally and linguistically experimental than Nin’s Diary, 
however, and my emphasis is on how madness is thematised within transition, on its function as an 
emblem of ‘new magic’, a means of accessing strange worlds, and Nin’s ambivalent response to this 
discourse of creative madness. 
51 Eugene Jolas (1935), “Workshop” transition 23, p. 98 
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Watches in himself the efflorescence of extra-normal states of consciousness.  Or 

better: he re-develops in himself ancient and mutilated sensibilities that have an 

analogy with those used in the mythological-magical mode of thought in the 

primitive man…with the attitude of the early romantics…with clairvoyance, 

clairaudience, day and night dreaming, even with sub-human or psychotic 

thinking.”52

 

Madness is linked here with dreaming, ‘primitive’ knowledges, and mystic divination, 

all of which represent for Jolas a privileged, non-rational way of knowing, being and 

creating. 53   In other words, Jolas suggests that experiences like dream states, 

primitivism, and madness – ‘extra-normal states of consciousness’ – give access to a 

different, and in Jolas’ schema, deeper level of the self.  Accessing this quasi-mystical 

self produces alternative and, it seems, more authentic forms of knowledge, perception 

and, by extension, art.54  ‘Psychotic thinking’ is positioned as a means of regenerating 

the stultification of bourgeois literature; madness, then, is given almost redemptive 

significance. 

 

Later in the article, Jolas harnesses a psychiatric conception of schizophrenia to the 

dream-state, further linking madness and dreams.  He writes: 

 

                                                 
52 Ibid [emphasis added].  Jolas identifies Hoelderlin and Rimbaud, two famously mad poets, as primary 
representatives of this new creative tendency. 
53 This idea that there is an essential, primitive identity lurking within the self, that is innate, ancestral and 
pre-rational, was a common modernist idea.  Rainer Rumold argues that for the modernists, “the 
primitivist vision provided the intoxication of forgetting the burden of conceptual, historical and moral 
memory, and it freed the intellect from a critique of Western rationalist subjectivity.” (Rainer Rumold 
(2000), “Archeo-logies of Modernity in transition and Documents 1929/30” Comparative Literature 
Studies 37:1, p. 45)  Marianna Torgovnick argues that there is an ensemble of tropes that surround the 
idea of the ‘primitive’, which denote the dual trajectories of primitivism.  She writes: “primitives are our 
untamed selves, our id forces – libidinous, irrational, violent and dangerous.”  At the same time, 
“primitives are mystics, in tune with nature, part of its harmonies.  Primitives are free.” (Marianna 
Torgovnick (1990), Gone Primitive: Savage Intellects, Modern Lives, University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago and London, p. 8)  Moreover, Torgovnick argues, “the ensemble of these tropes – however 
miscellaneous and contradictory – forms…a discourse fundamental to the Western sense of self and 
Other” (Ibid)  The modernist preoccupation with primitivism represents, in part, an attempt to shore up a 
perceived crisis in the Western subject – an identification with an Other that seems to offer both a 
universal or naturalised identity and the titillation of the exotic and irrational.   
54 Jolas makes explicit the particularly Romantic genealogy of this theory of creativity.  Andre Dumas, 
writing of his friend, the Romantic poet Gerard Nerval, who was subject to periods of madness, suggested 
that reason was “only the housekeeper,” and that when “the lunatic of the house” was in control, Nerval 
“is quite simply more storyteller, more dreamer, more spiritual and more sad than ever.” (MacLennan, p. 
154) 
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the depersonalisation I sensed in the dream-state was a kind of schizophrenic 

phenomenon.  I felt that we are split personalities in our dreams, that we are really 

being dreamed, that there are other “I’s” in us, that we are like persons possessed.55

 

This quote suggests at least a glancing familiarity with psychiatric taxonomies, and an 

awareness of the depersonalisation and split personality generally associated with the 

relatively new diagnostic category, schizophrenia. 56   A state of possession and a 

multiplicity of ‘I’s’ are conditions that Jolas revels in, rather than regarding them as 

symptoms of disease, but his use of clinical language and concepts in his articulation of 

the subjectivity of the artist is suggestive.  Jolas goes on to assert that it is necessary for 

artists to delve into this subterranean world: “the artist of the word who seeks 

transcendental perceptions cannot hesitate to confront chaos.  He must accept it as a 

necessary step to a higher mental cognition.”57  Art of the kind that Jolas calls for 

requires, therefore, an embrace of the ‘extra-normal states of consciousness’, a dalliance 

with madness: “to go down into this troubling labyrinth, to descend into the abyss is a 

catharsis.”58  Jolas’s conception of creative madness therefore references, but radically 

reinterprets, psychiatric models of madness.   

 

The modernist, creative conception of madness that Jolas outlines in his various 

manifestos is also evident in other articles in transition.  In a Dylan Thomas story 

published in 1936, titled “The Mouse and the Woman,” the dreams of a madman lead to 

the revelation and writing of new worlds.  Thomas writes: 

 

The howling in the top room began again.  The madman’s face was pressed close 

to the bars of the window.  Opening his mouth wide, he bayed up at the sun…with 

his unseeing eyes fixed on the green garden, he heard the revolution of the years as 

                                                 
55 Jolas, “Workshop,” p. 106 
56 The term Schizophrenia was ‘invented’ by Eugene Bleuler in 1908, and it gradually replaced Emil 
Kraepelin’s term Dementia Praecox. 
57 Jolas, “Workshop,” p. 106 
58 Ibid.  In this respect, Jolas’s position differs from other modernists, notably the canonical figures of 
Eliot, Pound and Lewis, for whom the “uncontrollable realm of desire and the unconscious” must be 
transcended by the (male) artist. (Tookey, p. 153)  This chaos is coded ‘feminine’, and, Tookey argues, 
“the rejection of this subjective-feminine ‘chaos’ is inscribed at the aesthetic level as the rejection of the 
materiality of language,” – such that literary objectivity distances the author from the bodily and the 
feminine. (p. 153)  This stands in contrast with Jolas, who claims the unconscious and the uncontrollable 
as central to modern aesthetics (although it is not such an explicitly gendered space for Jolas as it is for 
Eliot, Pound or Lewis). 
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they moved softly back.  Now there was no garden.  Under the sun the iron bars 

melted.  Like a flower, a new room pulsed and opened.59

 

As the madman bays at the sun, a fissure emerges and new worlds are opened up.  His 

delusions dissolve the material world, and he is freed from his incarceration in the 

asylum into a world of myth and fantasy.  The distinctions between dream, reality, story 

and madness break down, as the madman becomes both a writer and a dreamer.  The 

madman explores a mystical and prophetic landscape, rendered in fragmentary images 

drawn from classical and biblical sources, and his stories become dreams, while his 

dreams inspire his stories.  Madness figures in Thomas’s story (as it does in Jolas’s 

manifesto), as a conduit to mythic and mysterious worlds and as a means of 

reinvigorating language and narrative. 

 

This theme of madness giving access to new forms of language, self and art is repeated 

in another key invocation of madness in transition, coming from the German 

Expressionist writer Gottfried Benn.  Benn wrote an essay titled “The Structure of the 

Persona (Outline of a Geology of the ‘I’)” in the 1932 edition of transition, which 

outlined his theory regarding the “physiological basis of personality.”60  This article is 

considered to be “one of the chief documents of transition’s development,” and 

Dougald McMillan notes the congruence between the ideas Benn sets out in the article 

and those that Jolas articulated throughout transition.61  Asserting that the symptoms of 

                                                 
59 Dylan Thomas (1936), “The Mouse and the Woman” transition 25, p. 43 
60 Gottfried Benn (1932), “The Structure of the Persona (Outline of a Geology of the ‘I’),” transition 21, p. 
195 
61 Dougald McMillan (1975), Transition: The History of a Literary Era 1927-1938, Calder and Boyars 
London, p. 65.  Although Benn is more closely associated with German Expressionism than with 
modernism, there are important connections between the two ‘movements’, such that to conceptualise 
them as entirely separate entities is problematic.  Neil H. Donahue suggests that the work of 
Expressionists like Benn and Carl Einstein blur the boundaries between  modernism and Expressionism, 
and indeed, the publication of Benn in a central modernist little magazine like transition is indicative of 
this.  (Neil H. Donahue (2005), “Introduction” in Neil H. Donahue (ed.), A Companion to the Literature 
of German Expressionism, Camden House, New York, p. 15)  James Rolleston also asserts that Benn 
became the strongest advocate for modernism in German culture. (James Rolleston “ Choric 
Consciousness in Expressionist Poetry: Ernst Stadlyer, Else Lasker-Schuler, Georg Heym, Georg Trakl, 
Gottfried Benn” in Neil H. Donahue (ed.), A Companion to the Literature of German Expressionism, 
Donahue (ed.) Camden House, New York, 2005, p. 177)  McMillan analyses one of Benn’s stories that 
was published in transition, arguing that its use of stream of conscious, particularly impressive because he 
wrote before the publication of Ulysses, deserves discussion in line with Joyce and Richardson (McMillan, 
p. 95)  Allen Thither also points to the interest that the German Expressionists (and Benn in particular) 
took in madness, arguing that they shifted between considering it a source of revelation and a sign of 
degeneracy: “the expressionist credo also leads to a contradictory stance: the poet views he mad at once 
as totally other, as alienated cripples deprived of logos, as it were; and as angels of revelation who offer 
knowledge that no other source can grant…this polarity of pathology and cosmic revelation reflects the 
oscillations of a culture that cannot decide where to relegate the mad, or if madness has a message.  It 
reflects a fundamental indecision about the truth value of madness that is mirrored in the positions of 
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schizophrenia “have a distinct relation to the puberty rites of the savages,” 62  Benn 

writes further that: 

 

In the creative periods which this disease sometimes brings with it, he [the 

schizophrenic] rises to the height of the magical master possessing ancient powers 

from another biological world, he emerges from archaic depths, there develops 

world feeling, intoxicating, huge, dionysian, a grandiose world of phantasy, he 

grows into the cosmic, becomes himself mythos, he struggles with the demons of 

his fate in the mystical ecstasy of Indian introversion, he expands till he beholds 

ultimate things, he becomes God.63

 

Madness figures here, once again, as mystical state of inspired vision.  The 

schizophrenic in such a state has access, according to Benn, to forms of archaic and 

cosmic knowledge and insight.  This replays the idea, seen in Jolas’s and Thomas’s 

writing and in the works of the Surrealists, that tapping into the unconscious provides 

the artist, and more particularly, the mad artist, with privileged forms of inspiration.   

 

Benn goes on to contend that by accessing the primitive biological traces that ‘man’ 

apparently holds within himself, whether through madness, dreams, or drunkenness, the 

artist finds ‘his’ creativity.  He writes:  

 

we carry the ancient peoples in our souls and when the later acquired reason is 

relaxed…they emerge with their rites, their pre-logical mentality, and grant us an 

hour of mystic participation…the hereditary patrimony of the middle brain lies still 

deeper and is eager for expression: if the covering is destroyed in psychosis there 

emerges, driven upward by the primal instincts, from out the primitive-schizoid 

sub-structure, the gigantic archaic instinctive ‘I’, unfolding itself limitlessly 

through the tattered psychological subject.64   

 

This argument suggests that there is a submerged essence of primitive madness in the 

modern subject, a hidden ‘primitive-schizoid sub-structure’ or a ‘gigantic archaic 

instinctive ‘I’’ lying just below a layer of ‘acquired reason’.  The source of mystic 

                                                                                                                                               
psychiatry and psychoanalysis.  Is madness the spectacle of some decadent fall out of logs, or does it 
reveal the most intimate workings of mind?” (Thiher, p. 253) 
62 Benn, p. 202 
63 Ibid 
64 Ibid, p. 200 
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inspiration, located apparently in the middle brain, is a ‘hereditary patrimony’, a 

masculine possession.65  Benn’s use of the masculine pronoun is not insignificant here. 

 

There is a certain consistency to these various references to madness.  Jolas, Thomas 

and Benn all use madness as a means of signifying an escape from bourgeois art and 

rationality; madness opens the door to new words, literally in Thomas’s story and 

metaphorically for Jolas and Benn.  It is, moreover, a means of reinvigorating language 

and literature, as well as a conduit to the source of creative inspiration.  Madness is built 

into the vision of the artist and of modernist creativity that is expressed in transition.  

Interestingly then, a similar dynamic can be seen in Nin’s contribution to transition, an 

extract from her prose-poem House of Incest, published in 1938, the final edition of the 

little magazine.  There are close parallels between the narrative structure of Thomas’s 

“The Mouse and the Woman” and this extract, titled “The House of Incest.”  Both are 

characterised by fragmented sentences, the juxtaposition of images, a non-linear 

narrative and a dream-like flow of events; they both also resemble the narrative logic of 

the madman’s tale in the Palais de Justice scene.66  Describing House of Incest in the 

Incest diary volume, Nin makes this connection with madness more explicit: “A 

thoroughly neurotic book including all the symptoms, phenomena, description of moods, 

                                                 
65 There are problematic gender representations throughout Benn’s work, though women are not 
specifically mentioned in his transition article.  Benn’s first collection of poems, Morgue, published in 
1912, expressed a sense of disillusionment with modernity through a series of images of grotesque bodies.  
In particular, the poems include images of violated women’s bodies, mediated through the perspective of 
doctors.  They describe, among other things, a drowned girl with rats living in her breast cavity, a female 
cadaver thrown haphazardly on an examination table and subjected to autopsy and dissection, and 
prostitutes and patients in a ‘women’s clinic’.  This is important because it indicates that the grotesque 
feminine body was a trope that Benn used to construct a critique of modernity.  In later poems, there is a 
shift in the way in which the feminine is represented.  Instead of signalling the horrors of modernity 
‘Woman’ is figured as the means through which the masculine subject can escape the banal modern world.  
Benn developed the concept of Rausch, which “designates the state of freedom from the inhibitions and 
restrictions imposed by cerebral functions, and to describe regressions to an animalistic-vegetative level.” 
(Augustus P. Dierick (1992), Gottfried Benn and his Critics: Major Interpretations 1912-1992, Camden 
House, Columbia, p. 8) One of the primary ways to experience Rausch, an escape from the constraints of 
rationality, is through the female body, through sex.  In one of his most famous early poems, “Express 
Train” an encounter with a woman leads the speaker into a regressive phase, a realm of “primitive 
existence” and unified being.  There is, therefore, a degree of congruence between madness and 
femininity in Benn’s writing, as both aid the masculine subject in his escape from the banalities of 
modernity, acting as conduits to other states of being. 
66 Philippa Christmass argues that House of Incest was one of Nin’s most recognisably modernist 
narratives.  She writes: “The modernist text has been theorized as incorporating montage and collage 
techniques, thematic ambiguity, and emphasis on subjectivity and individualism, fluctuations in narrative 
point of view, a breakdown of formal sentence structure, and a concern with the aural or rhythmic 
qualities of language.  In this sense, House of Incest can be viewed as representatively modernist in 
technique.” (Christmass, p. 204)  Moreover, Christmass suggests that House of Incest addressed a number 
of classically modernist ‘themes’ – particularly “death, disintegration, the surrealist interest in psychic 
phenomena, dreams and hallucinations and the psychoanalytic exploration of ‘insanities, phobias, 
manias.” (Ibid, p. 205) 
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dreams, insanities, phobias, manias, hallucinations…”67  Later in this volume of the 

Diary, Nin writes: “If in a mad, neurotic mood, obsessed, I wrote in “Alruane” [the 

piece of writing that would become House of Incest], adding diseased and monstrous 

pages,” suggesting that Nin was claiming an aesthetics of madness, or at least the 

mantle of the ‘mad’ artist.68   

 

Nin also makes two explicit references to madness in the transition extract, which work 

in similar way to the invocations of madness seen in Jolas, Thomas and Benn.  Nin’s 

use of madness in this extract resonates with the general thematic trend of madness 

established in transition.  She writes: 

 

I am an insane woman for whom houses wink and open their bellies.  Significance 

stares at me from everywhere, like a gigantic underlying ghostliness.  Significance 

emerges out of dank alleys and sombre faces.  I am constantly reconstructing a 

pattern of something forever lost and which I cannot forget […] I walk ahead of 

myself in perpetual expectancy of miracles.69

 

The insanity of the narrator permits a deeper kind of vision, which reveals hidden 

significances and opens up the mundane to new possibilities.  The world becomes more 

laden with meaning as a result of madness, and the narrator’s insane vision allows her to 

see beyond surfaces and into proliferating significations.  There is a vein of melancholy 

in this quote, however, which complicates the idea, expressed elsewhere in transition, 

that madness is a release from banal modernity or a means of entering into startling and 

wondrous new worlds.  There is an element of the sinister to Nin’s narrator’s madness; 

the belly of the house spills open, the hidden things that she sees are marked by 

ghostliness, they are haunting rather than strictly revelatory, and in contrast to the drama 

inherent in Thomas’s madhouse leading into a primordial dreamscape, here dank alleys 

and sombre faces exude significances without the overturning of the material world.  

Indeed, the narrator is left perpetually trying to recover lost meanings, rather than 

revelling in the disclosure of the new.  

 

Importantly, “The House of Incest” is told in the first person and thus ostensibly from 

within the experience of madness.  Although I would resist establishing a direct 
                                                 
67Anais Nin (1994 [1992]), Incest, From ‘A Journal of Love’: The Unexpurgated Diary of Anais Nin, 
Penguin, London, p. 52.   
68 Ibid, p. 204 
69 Anais Nin (1938), “The House of Incest,” transition 27, p. 117-118 
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contiguity between Nin and the persona of the prose-poem, this is nonetheless a far 

more intimate deployment of madness than seen in the other references to madness in 

transition.  While Jolas and Benn casually invoke madness and hold it up as an artistic 

ideal, and Thomas displaces his account of madness into a third person and overtly 

fictional narrative, “The House of Incest” gestures more towards the actualities or an 

experience of madness (or rather, what Nin imagines the experience of madness would 

be like).  Nin is therefore more circumspect about its transformative power, although 

this possibility is still there.  

 

This ambivalence is reflected in the other reference to madness in “The House of 

Incest.”  Nin writes: “there is a fissure in my vision and madness will always rush 

through.  Lean over me, at the bedside of my madness, and let me stand without 

crutches.”70  This statement can be read in two ways.  On the one hand, the narrator’s 

wish to stand without crutches suggests a desire to embrace the fissure in her vision, to 

delve into the madness without reservation.  On the other, the reference to bedsides and 

crutches indicates incapacitation and perhaps a desire to be healed.  Furthermore, the 

reference to madness and fissures recalls a similar quote from Incest, in which Nin 

writes: “There is a fissure in my vision, in my body, in my desires, a fissure for all time, 

and madness will always push in and out, in and out.”71  Moreover, there is yet another, 

even more intense, version of this quote in the manuscript diary La Folle Lucide:  

 

my nightmare rushed again through my head – my mouth opens […], my thoughts 

are sundered by this gush of liqueur – my eyes blinded – there is a fissure in my 

vision, in my body, in my desires, a fissure for all time, and madness will always 

push in and out, in and out – the books are submerged, the pages wrinkled, the bed 

groans, each pyramided perfection is burned through by the thirst for blood.72

 

These alternative versions of the fissure quote represent rather more bleak and relentless 

rendering of madness, again complicating the idea of madness-as-revelation.  This is 

particularly the case in La Follie Lucide, in which the fissure is associated with 

                                                 
70 Nin, “The House of Incest,” p. 117. Clare Taylor argues that House of Incest was Nin’s “first sustained 
attempt to convert the diary into fiction.” (Taylor, p. 205)  However, although there are blurred 
boundaries between Nin’s Diary and her fiction, it is important to resist the idea that they are simply 
interchangeable – that the diary material simply flowed into House of Incest.  The persona of House of 
Incest is not the same as the voice of the Diary.  There are nonetheless overlapping thematic concerns in 
these parallel texts, and it is for this reason that I place House of Incest and the Diary alongside each other. 
71 Nin, Incest, p. 21. 
72 Anaïs Nin, Anaïs Nin Papers, October 1932 - December 1932, Diary 37, ‘La Folle Lucide.  Equilibre.  
Department of Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library, UCLA, p, 108 
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nightmares, blindness and violence.  Nin’s contribution to transition’s leitmotif of 

madness therefore pulls in different directions.  It picks up on and uses the creative 

discourse of madness seen in Jolas, Thomas and Benn’s writing but, at the same time, it 

calls this attitude towards madness into question.  There is an ambivalence at the heart 

of Nin’s use of madness, an ambivalence which finds particular expression in the Diary, 

and which is particularly centred around issues of gendered creativity. 

  

 

Nin’s Ambivalence about the Madness of Creativity 

As with “The House of Incest,” the meaning of madness in the Diary is layered and 

often ambivalent.  Crucially, however, it is a trope that tends to emerge around 

discussions of writing and art, especially when Nin is wrestling with ideas of gendered 

creativity.  The recurrent invocation of madness in relation to Nin’s discussions of 

gendered creativity is undeniably significant, but also difficult to read.  Because of the 

instability which, I have argued, characterises madness in Nin’s Diary, there is no 

simple or single meaning to the presence of madness in Nin’s writing about women’s 

creativity; it is not only an indication of a certain degree of anxiety, or an indication of 

her struggle to articulate a productive vision of feminine writing, or evidence for or 

against the kind of creative discourse of madness articulated in transition.  It signifies in 

multiple directions.  The complex connections between art, gender, writing, madness 

and discourses of creative madness can be seen in the following quote, from the Incest 

volume of the Diary: 

 

One evening of hysteria in les Marronniers. 

A choice between standing in the middle of the room and breaking out into 

hysterical weeping – or writing.  I felt that I would break out into some wild, 

disruptive fit of blind, furious rebellion against my life, against the domination by 

tenderness of Hugh, the domination of my father, my desire for a free artist life 

with Henry, my fear of not being physically strong enough for it, my desire to run 

amok. A fear of the wildness of my fever and my despair, of the excessiveness of 

my melancholy.  A fear of madness.  Then I sat at the typewriter, saying to myself: 

Write, you weakling; write, you madwoman, write your misery out, write out your 

guts, spill out what is choking you, shout obscenely.  What is rebellion – a negative 

form of living.  Crucify your Father.  And it is the cursed woman in me who causes 
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the madness, the woman with her lover, her devotion, her shackles.  Oh, to be free, 

to be masculine and purely artist.  To care only about the art.73

 

What is most notable about this quote are the lines that it draws between writing, 

madness and gender: madness is what necessitates the writing, but it also what inhibits 

it, while at the same time madness is seemingly caused by Nin’s femininity, which is 

also what prevents her from writing.  There are lines between these three points, but 

they curve and double back on themselves, making clear-cut connections and meanings 

impossible.   

 

Nin begins by setting up an opposition between madness and art – she has a choice, she 

writes, between hysterical weeping or writing.  Her hysteria is explicitly linked with her 

femininity (“it is the cursed woman in me who causes the madness”) and this is what 

prevents her from writing; she wishes for the status of ‘artist’, which she associates with 

objectivity, independence and masculinity.  There is an explicit repudiation of madness 

embedded in this passage, and the crisis of faith in the capacities of the woman writer 

that it represents should be taken seriously; this is clearly a moment of great distress for 

Nin.  However, there are also ruptures in this almost conventional narrative of 

femininity and madness (in which women are silenced by their hysteria).  Nin is torn 

between contradictory desires and expectations, centred particularly around the men in 

her life (as the strident sentence “crucify your Father” suggests), which provokes a fear 

of madness and something of a frenzied state.  Nin is on the verge of a “wild, disruptive 

fit of blind, furious rebellion,” yet it is out of this ‘madness’ that she forces herself to 

write, exhorting herself to use that frustration to “shout obscenely” and “write out [her] 

guts.”  Although she is ostensibly lamenting her inability to achieve a level of 

‘masculine’ objectivity and focus, the candid writing of a personal, feminine self is an 

objective to which Nin elsewhere aspires.  Moreover, this kind of ‘mad’ frenzy is also 

regarded positively, indeed, with relish, earlier in the same volume: 

                                                 
73 Nin, Incest, p. 308.  This same scene is represented in the first volume of the expurgated Diary, 
although in edited form: “I had one evening of hysteria.  A choice between standing in the middle of the 
room and breaking out into hysterical weeping, or writing.  I felt that I would break out in some wild, 
disruptive fit of blind, furious rebellion against my life, my fear of not being physically strong enough for 
it, my desire to run amuck and my distrust of my judgement of people, of my trusts and faiths, of my 
impulses.  A fear of the wildness of my fever and despair, of the excessiveness of my melancholy.  Then I 
sat at my typewriter, saying to myself, “ Write, you neurotic, you weakling, you; rebellion is a  negative 
form of living.  Write!” (Anaïs Nin (1966), The Diary of Anaïs Nin, Volume I, Harvest, The Swallow 
Press and Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York and London, p. 309)  The references to Hugh and Henry 
have been removed (as Nin did not explicitly admit to having either a husband or a sexual relationship 
with Henry in the originally published volumes), but interestingly, so have some of the most explicit 
references to madness and to women’s creativity. 
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To hell, to hell with balance!  I break glasses; I want to burn, even if I break myself.  

I live only for ecstasy.  Nothing else affects me.  Small doses, moderate loves, all 

the demi-teintes [half-tones] – all these leave me cold.  I like extravagance, 

heat…sexuality which bursts the thermometer!  I am neurotic, perverted, 

destructive, fiery, dangerous – lava, inflammable, unrestrained.74   

 

Here, Nin’s neurotic ‘wildness’, neurosis and desire to ‘run amok’ is a source of energy, 

strength and great enthusiasm, complicating her claim to a ‘fear of madness’ and the 

idea that it is a silencing force.  Madness therefore carries complex and unresolved 

tensions for Nin, as well as dual possibilities in terms of women’s creativity. 

 

The opposition of femininity, madness and silence to masculinity, sanity and art that 

Nin tentatively sets up is further destabilised and complicated when this passage is read 

alongside the ideas about madness and creativity set out in transition.  As I have 

suggested, a discourse of creative madness can be discerned in transition, one which 

constructs madness as a privileged source of artistic insight and as an adventure into 

unknown and hidden worlds of revelation.  A similar sentiment is evident in Nin’s “to 

hell with balance,” and enthusiastic embrace of the inflammable and unrestrained; both 

participate in a sense of release from the rational and a flight from the banal everyday 

(the demi-teintes).  As we have seen so far, in the madman scene and in “The House of 

Incest,” Nin does draw on this creative discourse of madness.  However, in her evening 

of ‘hysteria’, the limitations of this discourse for Nin are evident.  The problems of a 

creative conception of madness for Nin are crystallised by an idea that she quotes Rank 

saying to her only three weeks before her ‘hysterical’ evening.  Nin writes: 

 

“That’s the woman in you speaking,” said Rank.  “When the neurotic woman gets 

cured, she becomes a woman.  When the neurotic man gets cured, he becomes an 

artist.  Let us see whether the woman or the artist will win out.  For the moment 

you need to become a woman.”75

 

                                                 
74 Nin, Incest, p. 101.  And similarly, Nin writers: “I yield and change.  Like June I must stop synthesising, 
coordinating, I am going mad, letting myself go mad.  No one can stop me.”  (Anaïs Nin, Anaïs Nin 
Papers, Diary 36, 24 August - 23 October 1932, “Journal of a Possessed,” Department of Special 
Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library, UCLA, p. 127)  This represents a willed embrace of 
madness as a strategy for living more fully. 
75 Nin, Incest, p. 301 
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As Rank makes clear, the link between madness and art is a link between madness and 

the male artist.  Women’s neuroses lead back to womanhood, whilst men’s lead to art.  

Likewise, in transition Jolas habitually genders the figure of the artist; Thomas’s 

inspired madman is, of course, also male (and women figure in the story as objects of 

desire and conquest); and for Benn the source of artistic inspiration is a ‘hereditary 

patrimony’.  Nin is, therefore, positioned outside of a creative discourse of madness; she 

does not have access to it by virtue of her gender, and therefore has difficulty, as in her 

‘hysterical’ scene, understanding her ‘madness’ in positive or artistic terms.   

 

Nin’s use of the term hysteria in the passage about her struggle to write is thus 

particularly suggestive; it is more common for Nin to use terms like madness, insanity, 

or schizophrenia when discussing madness, and references to hysteria, with its more 

overt connotations of feminine madness, are, in fact, decidedly rare.  As numerous 

feminist critics have argued, hysteria can be understood in terms of the silencing of 

women, and although by the 1930s psychiatrists were beginning to experiment with 

chemical treatments for madness, the ‘rest cure’ had been the standard treatment for 

hysteria, a treatment which explicitly silences and immobilises women.  The history of 

women’s madness is therefore distinct from the Romantic tradition of male madness 

and genius that transition’s other contributors call upon in their reformulation of a 

creative discourse of madness.  Nin’s refusal of this discourse at a juncture when she is 

experiencing a degree of crisis around issues of writing calls attention to the limitations 

and gendered problematics of a creative conception of madness.  The opposition that 

Nin sets up between writing and hysteria might even be read as a reaction to Rank’s 

insistence that she become a woman rather than an artist; it suggests a rather fraught 

impasse around issues of gender, creativity and madness. 

 

This sense of difficulty is reinforced by the fact that madness is repeatedly invoked in a 

section of the second volume which critics have recognised as one of Nin’s key 

articulations of her vision of women’s writing. 76   In this extended discussion of 

feminine creativity, written in response to the “big talk” between Nin, Miller and 

Durrell about the nature of the diary that I discussed in the previous chapter, madness is 

a central but hitherto unremarked element in Nin’s theorising about feminine creativity.  

                                                 
76 Tookey notes that “the focal point of reference for most discussions of Nin’s theory of women’s writing 
or ‘feminine’ writing is the series of forcefully polemical passages in volume II of the Journals, from 
1937, in which Nin expounds the need for, and the characteristics of, ‘the art of woman’.” (Tookey, p. 
154)  Spencer also discusses these passages in “The Music of the Womb.” 
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Indeed, one of the characteristics of women’s writing that Nin identifies is that, in 

contrast to man’s art, it is not connected with madness.  In this debate, which Tookey 

labels “fiercely polemical,” 77  Nin establishes a number of polarisations, especially 

between masculine and feminine writing, and the resonant images of insanity and the 

womb:   

 

[Woman] must create without these proud delusions of man, without megalomania, 

without schizophrenia, without madness.  She must create that unity which man 

first destroyed by his proud consciousness.  Henry and Larry tried to lure me out of 

the womb.  They call it objectivity.  No woman died the kind of death Rimbaud 

died.  I have never seen a woman in a skeleton like Fraenkel, killed by the 

dissections of analysis, the leprosy of egotism, the black pest of the brain cells.78

 

A series of connections are made in this quote between masculinity, objectivity, 

arrogance and madness, and women’s creativity is established as the opposite of this 

masculinized insanity.  This passage therefore sits in contrast to Nin’s appropriation of a 

creative discourse of madness in the madman scene, but as in her other invocations of 

madness, its function here is more complicated and intricate than it appears at first 

glance.  I would like to suggest that the profusion of womb imagery in her attempts to 

articulate a theory of creativity is a product of Nin’s alienation from a creative discourse 

of madness, and I argue that it represents an effort to construct a mythology of feminine 

creation that is parallel to an equally mythological creative discourse of madness. 

 

Nin’s womb imagery is decidedly overt in the section of the Diary in which Nin is 

writing about women’s writing.  She asserts, for instance, that women’s creation “must 

be exactly like her creation of children, that is it must come out of her own blood, 

englobed by her womb, nourished with her own milk.”79  Nin’s womb references have 

been read, understandably, in terms of feminist theories of écriture féminine and in 

relation to Hélène Cixous’s call to write the female body.80  Interpreting Nin’s womb 

imagery, Sharon Spencer writes: 

 

The writing of the womb must be alive: that is, natural, spontaneous, flowing (to 

use one of Nin’s favourite words).  It must have warmth, colour, vibrancy, and it 

                                                 
77 Ibid 
78 Nin, Diary II, p. 234 
79 Ibid, p. 233 
80 Spencer, 1989. 
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must convey a sense of movement…the momentum of growth.  Woman’s literature 

(a literature of flesh and blood) must create synthesis; it must reconnect what has 

been fragmented by excessive intellectual analysis.  Women’s creative works must 

be deep; they must trace expeditions into dangerous terrain.81

 

However, Nin’s womb imagery is more complex than this essentialist, prescriptive and 

overly literal reading of ‘the womb’.  Tookey argues that Nin’s use of ‘the womb’ 

should be read as a morphological metaphor, in much the same way that Luce Irigaray’s 

image of vaginal lips can be understood as “a connection between the morphology – the 

symbolized or imagined form – of the body and that of language and culture.”82  For 

Tookey, the womb in Nin’s writing is “simultaneously physical, mythical and 

metaphorical, able to serve as the imagistic focus for Nin’s conceptions of her own 

creativity and femaleness.”83  The womb stands at the centre of a series of key images, 

suggests Tookey, linking the ideas of “woman, labyrinth, the eastern city, the veil and – 

crucially – the diary.” 84   Understood in metaphorical or (following Tookey) 

morphological terms, Nin’s wombs are made to represent connectivity, union, and a 

personal, organic and vibrant art.   

 

The intentions of this womb-based theory of creativity are actually surprisingly close to 

the artistic aspirations and interests of Jolas, who was also interested in revitalising 

literature and seeking a more ‘authentic’, expressive and natural self and art.  Nin 

locates the womb as the centre of creativity, while Jolas and Benn look to the 

unconscious, madness, the primitive as the sources of revelation, but they nonetheless 

have similar ideas about creativity.  However, because of Nin’s alienation from what 

she represents as an essentially masculine conception of modernist creative madness, it 

is possible to read her investment in womb-oriented creativity as an attempt to 

appropriate and reconfigure this tradition and discourse in explicitly gendered terms.   

 

Tookey argues that Nin’s vision of women’s creativity, “is limited by its status as the 

positive pole of a rigid opposition that links ‘art’ or ‘fiction’ with a masculinity seen as 
                                                 
81 Ibid, p. 165 
82 Tookey, p. 160.   
83 Ibid 
84 Ibid.  She suggests that: “Nin sees the city of Fez as an image of her own life: Fez is both ‘labyrinthine’, 
and ‘the city which looked most deeply like the womb’.  The diary, of course, is Nin’s personal labyrinth 
(‘I was eleven years old when I walked into the labyrinth of my diary’), and the associative circle is 
complete when we note that the original title for ‘The Labyrinth’ was The Paper Womb’.  Her forceful 
polemic on ‘woman’s creation, a ‘female writing’, is thus strongly connected to the diary via the image of 
the womb, with its (imagined) labyrinthine nature and its ability to ‘englobe’.” (Ibid, pp. 160-161)   
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dehumanised and dehumanising.”85  She writes that in Nin’s discussion of women’s art 

in the second volume, there is a double opposition, wherein “the opposition of diary and 

fiction or ‘art’ is paralleled by that of woman, or the maternal, and the artist or 

creator.”86  “Having set up a rigid opposition between impersonal masculine creativity 

and selfless maternal femininity,” Tookey suggests, “Nin feels herself to be in danger 

from both.”87   However, what Tookey perhaps neglects is the extent to which this 

polarisation was upheld and reinforced by Miller, Durrell and Rank; it is a polarisation 

for which she is not wholly responsible.  Moreover, while Nin’s argument is, as Tookey 

identifies, highly polemical and ostensibly oppositional, it is also rather more complex 

than a rigid polarisation into which Nin appears to lock herself.  For example, Nin 

writes: 

 

[Woman] has to create something different from man.  Man created a world cut off 

from nature.  Woman has to create within the mystery, storms, terrors, the infernos 

of sex, the battle against abstractions and art.  She has to sever herself from the 

myth man creates, from being created by him, she has to struggle with her own 

cycles, storms, terrors which man does not understand.  Woman wants to destroy 

aloneness, recover the original paradise.  The art of woman must be born in the 

womb-cells of the mind.88  

 

Here Nin connects the womb with mystery, storms, and terrors, and there is an 

implication that this is a return to a lost, natural state, a recovery of “the original 

paradise.”  The womb therefore functions in the same way that madness does in 

transition.  Benn argues that the schizophrenic “emerges from archaic depths”; Jolas 

positions his ideal artist as one who “cannot hesitate to confront chaos,” and he argues 

that: “to go down into this troubling labyrinth, to descend into the abyss is a 

catharsis.”89  Nin would seem to transpose this mythology of madness into a theory of 

the womb, mingling the idea that the feminine is close to madness with the kind of 

discourse of creative madness reflected in transition in order to validate women’s 

writing. 

 

                                                 
85 Ibid, p. 161 
86 Ibid 
87 Ibid, p. 162 
88 Nin, Diary, Vol. II, p. 234 
89 Jolas, “Workshop,” p. 106 
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Nin’s conception of feminine creativity is both an appropriation and gendered critique 

of a modernist discourse of creative madness.  Her arguments about feminine creativity 

both disavow and claim madness, often in ways that are not especially coherent.  She 

writes, for instance: 

 

Man invented a woman to suit his needs.  He disposed of her by identifying her 

with nature and then paraded his contemptuous domination of nature.  But woman 

is not nature only. 

She is the mermaid with her fish-tail dipped in the unconscious.  Her creation will 

be made to articulate this obscure world which dominates man, which he denies 

being dominated by, but which asserts its domination in the destructive proof of its 

presence, madness.90

 

The idea that ‘Woman’ is closer to the unconscious is a very Surrealist idea, but it 

would seem to be the very kind of mythologisation of Woman that Nin is arguing 

against.  However, madness is also figured as a masculine attribute and as a destructive 

presence, and it is women’s greater facility and, apparently, control over the “obscure 

world” of the unconscious which marks her as an artist.  Nin is positioning herself in 

relation to theories of madness, creativity and femininity here.  She rejects madness as a 

creative possibility, arguing that it is “destructive,” and yet claims the unconscious as 

her particular provenance.  She argues against masculine constructions of femininity, 

but adopts the Surrealist proposition that Woman is closer to the unconscious.  However, 

she also does so on her own terms, partly appropriating the creative discourse of 

madness evident in transition (in her argument that the female artist plumbs hidden 

depths), yet rejects madness itself. 

 

Nin does not develop in the Diary a coherent theory of women’s art or of madness and 

creativity.  The many references to madness in these discussions about art and feminine 

creativity, however, mark it as an important trope, such that Nin’s thinking about her 

own writing (and thus, as I suggested in the previous chapter, her conception of the 

diary genre) turns around modernist theories of creative madness.  Although she is 

clearly attracted to the idea of madness as a source of creativity, her alienation from the 

tradition of the mad genius, and the explicit gendering of transition’s various 

disquisitions on madness, makes it difficult for her to accept uncritically.  One way of 

                                                 
90 Nin, Diary, Vol. II, pp. 235-236 
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understanding her “fiercely polemical” thoughts on women’s creativity is, therefore, as 

an appropriation of and alternative to the theories of madness she found in modernism. 
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Conclusion 
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In 1953, while living in Los Angeles with her second (yet concurrent) husband, Rupert 

Pole, Anaïs Nin attended a party held by Renate Druks, for which guests were required 

to come dressed as their ‘madness’.  Nin’s rather extraordinary costume, which she 

expended considerable time and thought over, involved, as Nin explains in the Diary: 

 

Skin coloured net stockings up to my waist.  Leopard fur earrings glued to tips of 

my naked breasts, leopard belt on waist, rest painted by Gil, and my head inside a 

birdcage.  Hair dusted with gold and eyelashes two inches long.  Around my wrist 

strips of paper on which I had copied lines from my writing – out of context.  I 

unwound these and tore off a phrase for each person at the party.  Curtis Harrington 

called it ‘Tickertape of the Unconscious’.1

 

The photographs of the party, though grainy, clearly show Nin’s head encased in a gold 

birdcage, her bared breasts, and a swathe of leopard-skin.  The costume resonates with 

how I have argued madness is imagined in the Diary.  The idea of madness unleashing a 

tickertape of the unconscious speaks to the poetic discourse of madness Nin drew upon.  

By copying lines of her own work on the ‘tickertape’, Nin implies a connection between 
                                                 
1 Quoted in Deirdre Bair (1995), Anaïs Nin: A Biography, G. P Putnam’s Sons, New York, p. 409-410.  
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her ‘madness’ and her writing, and by offering fragments of the ‘tickertape’ to others, 

her writing is positioned a sharing of her madness.  The difficulties for Nin of this 

model of creativity are, however, suggested by the fact that Nin’s head is encased in a 

birdcage.  There is a certain ontological violence to this gilded cage, within which Nin’s 

head is firmly enclosed.  The cage might be read as a reflection of the exclusion of 

women from modernist discourses of creative madness, or even in terms of the damage 

done to women’s minds and bodies by this poetic mystification of madness.  Like the 

figuration of madness in the Diary, the meaning of Nin’s madness costume pulls in 

different directions, is complex, layered and ambivalent, and is bound up with issues of 

creativity and gender. 

 

The photographs of Nin are also startlingly Surrealistic, and the costume might easily 

have been inspired by Man Ray’s photograph of André Masson’s 1938 object 

Mannequin with a Birdcage – though there is no evidence of such a connection beyond 

the similarities between the two images.  There is, however, a decidedly suggestive 

correspondence between Nin’s costume and Masson’s object, a correspondence which 

crystallises some of the ambivalences generated by the costume.  The photographs of 

Nin’s costume are disturbing, especially when set alongside the image of Masson’s 

object, which shows a female mannequin, silenced by a floral gag, adorned (in an 

explicitly sexualised fashion) with feathers and flowers, her head surrounded by a large 

wicker bird cage.  Her hands appear almost contorted and she stares uncannily out the 

door of the cage.  In several of the photographs of Nin, she herself seems 

indistinguishable from a mannequin: her eyebrows are drawn on, she wears false 

eyelashes and heavy eye makeup, her hair, dusted with gold, seems artificial, the bars of 

the cage obscure her face, and her mouth is slightly open, giving her a vacant, 

inexpressive look.  Discussing Masson’s object, Whitney Chadwick writes that: 

 

Masson’s piece disturbs in rewriting the female body as exoticised other, its 

juxtapositions of images of femininity and masculine control, its fetishistic 

substitutions of the signs of nature – flowers and feathers – for the sites of female 

sexual pleasure.2   

 

                                                 
2 Whitney Chadwick (1998), “An Infinite Play of Empty Mirrors: Women, Surrealism and Self-
Representation” in Whitney Chadwick (ed), Mirror Images: Women, Surrealism and Self-Representation, 
MIT Press, Massachusetts, p. 17 
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Masson’s mannequin is silenced, her mouth bound and gagged, and, as Chadwick 

argues, she represents a fantasy of exotic and sexualised, but controlled and even 

dehumanised femininity.  The fetishistic curl of Masson’s peacock feather and Nin’s 

leopard print covered nipples would seem to partake of a similar economy of 

representation.  The idea of the “tickertape of the unconscious,” moreover, along with 

the fragments of “out of context” writing, and the violence and confinement implied by 

encasing a woman’s head in a birdcage (no matter how gilded), all resonate with 

Surrealist preoccupations, particularly their theories of ‘Woman’, madness and 

creativity.   

 

Yet Nin places herself in a cage and glues the leopard print to her own nipples as she 

performatively dresses up as and enacts her ‘madness’.   How, then, can Nin’s madness 

costume be read?  Certainly, the issue of “masculine control” is considerably more 

complex in the case of Nin’s costume, as Nin (re)writes the female body herself.  

Moreover, in Nin’s case, the head inside the birdcage belongs to a real woman, not a 

mannequin, and, in contrast to the Surrealists, for whom the woman in the birdcage is a 

muse-figure inspiring their art, rather than an artist herself, it is Nin’s own writing that 

flows from her unconscious and which she shares with her audience.  Nin’s costume 

might be read as an appropriation of, perhaps even an ironic commentary on, the 

Surrealist idealisation of Woman, particularly the madwoman, as muse.  In this sense, 

her costume could be understood as a playful and subversive a counterpoint to Man Ray 

and Masson’s silencing of Woman, as she takes up the proposition that women are 

closer to the unconscious and asserts an authorial identity grounded in such madness.  

At the same time, though, that the costume holds this subversive possibility, the 

epistemic and ontological violence suggested by Masson’s representation of femininity 

underscores why the image of Nin with her head inside a cage is so unsettling.  I argued 

in Chapters Five and Six that Nin was greatly attracted to, but also ambivalent about 

and even excluded from, the creative discourse of madness invested in by the Surrealists 

and the editors and contributors to transition (amongst others).  Nin’s madness costume 

encapsulates the appeal and the limitations of this discourse for Nin, and her ambivalent 

but dexterous use of ‘madness’ to comment upon her own creative practice. 

 

It was my contention in the Introduction that the contested, overdetermined concept of 

madness functioned in Pilgrimage, “Down Below” and the Diary as productive trope 

through which to consider Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s negotiation of the models 
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of subjectivity, creativity and femininity available within modernism.  I argued that 

various forms of modernist madness were taken up, reproduced, appropriated and 

reformulated in their work.  Such an appropriative use of madness is exemplified by 

Nin’s madness costume, but is evident, albeit in very different ways, in Miriam’s 

response to Densley’s diagnosis and Carrington’s refusal of the conventions of the case 

study narrative.  I also suggested in the Introduction that these were not the writers one 

would necessarily expect to see in a study of madness in modernist women’s writing.  

The benefits of attending to their figurations of madness has, I hope, become clear 

across these six chapters.  It is evident too that each of these writers exhibited a 

preoccupation with madness and, in particular, an interest in challenging, from a 

gendered perspective, the discourses of madness claiming dominance in this period.  

Diagnosis, an act founded upon that very assumption of dominance and authority, is an 

issue of concern in each of these texts, but an issue which also propels Richardson, 

Carrington and Nin’s appropriative and assertive re-writings of madness.  Richardson’s 

difficulty is with the diagnosis of femininity as pathological, Carrington’s is with the 

heavy-handed imposition of psychiatric taxonomy and treatment, while Nin struggles 

with the diagnosis of the Diary as a product or symptom of neurosis.  In constructing 

their narratives, they each evade these diagnostic charges and provide different ways of 

thinking about femininity, genre and madness. 

 

Madness is not the same across these very different texts, however, and while there are 

some parallels between Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s narrative strategies, madness 

does not function in the same way in each text.  Carrington’s experiential narrative of 

madness is necessarily different to Nin’s engagement with creative models of madness, 

and Richardson is preoccupied with different discourses of madness to either of them.  

As such, my purpose in this thesis has not been to generate or confirm any particular 

theory about madness.  It is for this reason that, in these summary remarks, I do not 

want to propose any definite conclusions or attempt to neatly sum up the meaning of 

these texts’ engagement with madness.   

 

In spite of the parallels that exist between Pilgrimage, “Down Below,” and the Diary, 

my argument is not, pace Allen Thiher, that “there exists a modernist experience of 

madness in literature,” or that these texts reflect a representatively modernist writing of 
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madness.3  Rather, my intent has been to explore some of the various resonances of the 

trope of madness and some of the ways that madness is imagined within modernism and 

within these texts.  This study has, I hope, borne out my assertion that modernist 

madnesses were characterised by multiplicity, and that the madness represented in these 

texts takes on significance beyond the experiential.  I would suggest, however, that the 

contribution of this thesis has less to do with the revelation that madness is a significant 

trope in modernist women’s writing, than with the readings of the texts opened up 

through the lens of madness.  For instance, my interest in madness permitted 

recognition of the ways that discourses of urban pathology and degeneracy inflect 

Miriam’s movement through the city.  It also enabled my reading of “Down Below” as 

a piece of war literature critically concerned with how to look at and respond to the 

‘madness’ of the war, as well as my argument that Nin’s references to madness be read 

as something other than confessions of madness.  That is, approaching these texts 

through the ostensibly oblique trope of madness offers a different perspective and 

generates new and suggestive interpretations. 

 

This study also contributes to the project of troubling modernism’s boundaries and 

reconsidering the position of women writers and artists within modernism.  My 

suggestion that Richardson, Carrington and Nin be considered, temporarily and 

strategically, as a network of modernist women writers preoccupied with madness 

posits the possibility of recognising new and different literary affiliations.  Considering 

these three perhaps unlikely women alongside each other has revealed continuities 

between Richardson’s sophisticated ‘high’ modernism, Carrington’s Surrealism and 

Nin’s more peripheral modernism and it allows us to see modernism – and these writers 

– differently as a result.  Their complex and astute, difficult and challenging, 

appropriative and exploitative responses to modernist discourses of madness might also 

be understood synecdochically, as reflective of their attempts to position themselves in 

relation to the networks, discourses, ideas and forms now termed modernist.  The 

mobility of madness in the Diary, for instance, parallels Nin’s movement through 

various modernist ideas, texts and networks.  Indeed, as this study has shown, 

Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s attempts to grapple with modernist issues –genre, 

subjectivity, fascism, or authorial identity – were very much bound up with their 

writings of madness. 

                                                 
3 Allen Thiher (1999), Revels in Madness: Insanity in Medicine and Literature, University of Michigan 
Press, Ann Arbor, p. 251 
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Playful, canny, disturbing, appropriative: the extraordinary image of Nin ‘dressed up’ as 

her madness is deeply suggestive of the resonance carried by madness within 

modernism and in the texts that have formed the basis of this thesis.  Particularly, it 

affirms my contention that the figurations of madness in Pilgrimage, “Down Below” 

and the Diary are not simply mimetic reproductions of authorial madness, but reflect 

Richardson, Carrington and Nin’s self-conscious and often highly astute engagement 

with the different discourses of madness at work within modernism.   
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