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ABSTRACT OF DOCTORAL THESIS: 

'A Persistence of Vision: Surrealist aesthetics and gender politics in selected works by 

Angela Carter.' 

This thesis examines the ways in which representations of femininity and masculinity 
are explored as social constructions in a selection of works by Angela Carter. It also 
explores the contradictions which emerge when a cultural and intellectual debt to 
Surrealist aesthetics and political practices is fused with a socialist feminist agenda for 

change. 

While strongly grounded in the historical context of 1960s to 1990s Britain, Carter had 
a passion for Surrealist writing, film and painting and this influence accounts for some 
disturbing uses of sexual/textual violence to w o m e n which create tensions in otherwise 
feminist narratives. At the same time, these devices lay bare the power structures and 
methods which are employed by patriarchal society to maintain the arbitrarily accorded 
behaviours performed by m e n and women. I will argue that the resulting contradictions 
produce doubled narratives which encode, on some occasions, misogynistic images and, 
at other times, a range of feminist representations. Carter's richly metaphoric style 

contributes to polysemic texts. 

Carter may be considered a Utopian feminist writer who uses the devices of parody to 
engage with and to critique the subversive comic forms of Surrealism. Her writings are 
characterised by intelligent and savage humour, a picaresque structure, stylistic trickery 
and narrative innovation which challenges narrative form as solely the habitat of 
masculine heroes. The choices of subject matter and methods of narrative combine to 
deconstruct desire as masculine and to reconstruct a model of feminine desire. 

This thesis draws particular attention to the centrality of the visual in Carter's work. 
Eyes, the viewing subject, and the objects of those gazes are obsessively repeated as 
stock devices in a repertoire of images which combines a Surrealist intellectual and 
aesthetic heritage with the influences of Freud, Benjamin and twentieth-century 
cinema. Most frequently repeated is the trope of the persistence of vision which 
foregrounds Carter's argument that ideology is largely based on illusion and, as such, is 
changeable. While Carter recognized that there was merit in the Surrealist goal of 
changing individual consciousness as a strategy for transforming the world, her later 
works indicate that this goal was sometimes inimical to a revolution which required the 
removal of power structures which made w o m e n invisible. 

These issues are explored through an analysis of The Sadeian Woman, The Magic 
Toyshop, The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, The Passion of New Eve, 

Nights at the Circus, and Wise Children. 
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Like Walt Whitman, if she contradicted herself, it was because she contained 
multitudes.l 

In an interview with Lisa Appignanesi, Angela Carter said that, T imbibed the 

[Surrealist] rhetoric in a quite pure way ... I assumed that Breton meant me not just the 

chaps'.2 I want to argue in this thesis that ideological contradictions and paradoxes in 

the work of Angela Carter arise from the dual heritage of a fiercely held socialist 

feminism and a fascination with the marvellous ideas of the Surrealist Movement. 

These two key influences do not make for a happy marriage; the misogyny of the 

overwhelmingly male members and leaders of the Surrealist Movement does not 

combine well with a political agenda which seeks equal access to power for women. Or 

does it? And it is in response to this question that this thesis wishes to honour Carter's 

project, and to propose that there exists a persistence of vision in her work in which 

politics and aesthetics inform and vitalise each other to produce different ways of 

looking and seeing. 

This is not to say that the project is always successful or that the contradictions 

produced are resolvable, but it does venture into contentious territory where questions 

are asked about desired and desiring women. The Surrealist Movement explored 

constructions of desire and the workings of the unconscious in order to unsettle what its 

members perceived to be stultifying and bourgeois social and artistic practices. These 

1 Angela Carter's comment on Frida Kahlo may just as appositely describe her own capacity for 
contradictions. The quotation is from Angela Carter, Frida Kahlo (London: Redstone Press, 1989), p. 10. 
2 Lisa Appignanesi, An interview with Angela Carter (Writers in Conversation Series, 1987) Video 

recording. 
3 Susan Rubin Suleiman argues for a similar heritage and effect in the works of women surrealist writers 
and artists. She calls it a 'double allegiance' in Subversive Intent: Gender, Politics and the Avant-Garde 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press, 1990). See especially pp. 162-163 
and the chapter, 'Feminist Intertextuality'. 'This double allegiance - on the one hand, to the formal 

experiments and some of the cultural aspirations of the historical avant-gardes; on the other hand, to the 

feminist critique of dominant sexual ideologies, including those of the very same avant-gardes - can be 
found not only in Angela Carter's work, and before her in the work of w o m e n Surrealists like Leonora 

Carrington, but in that of other experimental w o m e n artists working today as well.' Patricia Yaeger also 
discusses the challenges of the playfulness of women's writing in Honey - Mad Women: Emancipatory 
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men4 were not, however, apolitical and owed much to the beliefs and actions of the 

anarchist and communist movements. Carter's own anarchist sympathies 5 provide a 

clearer connection between her feminist and class allegiances and those owed to 

surrealism. Her avowed interest in the films of Luis Bufiuel, her fascination with the 

works of Baudelaire and de Sade (both strong influences on the 'fathers' of Surrealism), 

her use of the fantastic genre, and the strikingly evocative metaphors that she employs 

embedded in a heavily materialist base: all these features, too, indicate her indebtedness 

to the ideas and practices of the Surrealist Movement. 

In her essay 'The Alchemy of the Word', Carter states that 'surrealist art is, in 

the deepest sense, philosophical - that is, art created in the terms of certain premisses 

about reality; and an art that is itself a series of adventures in, or propositions of, this 

surrealist philosophy'.6 Carter's work is also speculative; that is, it asks questions about 

the ways that societies function and seeks to propose alternatives. More particularly, it 

'is an argument presented in narrative terms'7, and I want to propose that Carter's works 

form a series of narratives which congregate around the central question of what it 

means to be a woman in a range of patriarchally-structured societies. Further, it is my 

Strategies in Women's Writing (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988). 
4 All signatories of the Manifesto were men,underlining the marginal and peripheral status of women in 
this group.This point is emphasised in Gwen Raaberg, 'The Problematics of W o m e n and Surrealism' in 
Mary Ann Caws, Rudolf Kuenzli and Gwen Raaberg (eds) Surrealism and Women (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: M I T Press, 1991), pp. 1-2. 
5 In a letter to Lorna Sage Carter expansively states that: 'The notion that one day the red dawn will 
indeed break over Clapham is the one thing that keeps m e going. Of course, I have m y own private lists 

prepared for the purges but... I' m more interested in socialist reconstruction after the revolution than the 
revolution itself, which seems to mark me out from m y peers. W e have just had the exterior of this house 
painted a jolly red, by the way. The front steps look as if the Valentine's day massacre had been 

performed on them. However, I also managed to persuade Christine downstairs to have a black front door 

so it is the jolly old red & black & V I V A L A M U E R T E & sucks boo to Snoo's barley and bamboos; 
we're going to have a real Clapham front garden, the anarchist colours & pieces of motorcycle & broken 
bottles & used condoms lightly scattered over all...'. Lorna Sage, Angela Carter [Contemporary Writers 

Series] (London: Book Trust for the British Council, 1995), pp. 22-23. The same material appeared earlier 

in Granta, 41, 1992, p. 241, as Lorna Sage, 'Death of the Author'. 
5 Carter, 'The Alchemy of the Word' in Expletives Deleted (London: Chatto and Windus, 1992), p. 69. 
This title has a long Surrealist tradition since it was the name of a selection of prose and poetry entitled 
'The Alchemy of Words' in the anthology A Season in Hell by Rimbaud who was regarded as one of the 

fathers of the Surrealist Movement. See Arthur Rimbaud: Complete Works, translated by Paul Schmidt 

(New York: Harper and Row, 1967), pp. 203-209. 
7 Interview with John Haffenden, The Literary Review, 36, November 1984, p. 35. 
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contention that the determining rhetorical and aesthetic methodologies used to undertake 

this project are heavily indebted to a fascination with the ideas of Surrealism. This 

becomes evident in an analysis of The Sadeian Woman, The Magic Toyshop, Heroes 

and Villains, The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, The Passion of New 

Eve, Nights at the Circus and Wise Children} 

While it was a lifelong fascination, perhaps even an obsession, Surrealism began 

to compete too strongly with Carter's awakening radicalisation as a woman. The 

tensions and contradictions which are evident in a close reading of her works began to 

become all too clear for the writer. With the proceeds of the Somerset Maugham Travel 

Award, Carter went on an extended working holiday in Japan between 1969 and 1971 

and 'learnt what it is to be a woman, and became radicalised'.9 In a emblematically 

Carteresque way, this 'epiphanic moment' occurred at a 'savage sideshow': 

The town was full of souvenir shops, strip-shows and shooting galleries. Most of 
the latter were deserted, but one was crowded with laughing, shouting men. O n 
examination, the targets at which they aimed their air-guns proved to be small, 
china statuettes of naked and beautiful women. If you shatttered a nude Venus 
with your pellet, you received, as a prize, a large, cuddly, fluffy toy. This seemed 
to m e a fitting parable of the battle of the sexes in Japan. True femininity is 

denied an expression and women, in general, have the choice of becoming either 
slaves or toys. Not long after this epiphanic revelation, I found myself in the 

front line of the battle.10 

It was a compelling position and one which she held throughout all her work until her 

death. That is not to say that evidence of feminist consciousness is missing in her earlier 

work - far from it. The horror of female mutilation in Shadow Dance, the women living 

in the rubbish dump of the human heart in Several Perceptions and Uncle Philip, the 

omnipotent and vile patriarch of The Magic Toyshop, all these bear testimony to a 

strongly nascent , although not fully realised, feminist awareness. But it was the 

8 Sue Roe connects Love also to this tradition in her article, 'The Disorder of Love: Angela Carter's 

Surrealist Collage' in Lorna Sage (ed) Flesh and the Mirror: Essays on the Art of Angela Carter 

(London: Virago, 1994). 
9 Nothing Sacred: Selected Writings (London: Virago, 1982), p. 28. 
10 Nothing Sacred, pp. 44-45. 
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publication of The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman which heralded the 

first of three speculative novels which narrativised the various ideological processes 

which occur to construct femininity.11 

At the same time, Carter's relationship with Surrealism was necessarily 

undergoing revision. In 'The Alchemy of the Word', written in 1978, she states: 

The surrealists were not good with women. That is why, although I thought they 
were wonderful, I had to give them up in the end. They were, with a few 
patronised exceptions, all men and they told m e that I was the source of all 
mystery, beauty, and otherness, because I was a wo m a n - and I knew that that 
was not true. I knew I wanted m y fair share of the imagination, too. Not an 

excessive amount, mind; I wasn't greedy. Just an equal share in the right to 

vision. 
W h e n I realised that surrealist art did not recognise I had m y own rights to 
liberty and love and vision as an autonomous being not as a projected image, I 

got bored with it and wandered away. 
But the old juices can still run, as in the mouths of Pavlov's dogs, when I hear 
the old, incendiary slogans, when I hear that most important of all surrealist 
principles: 'The marvellous alone is beautiful'(First Manifesto of Surrealism, 

1924). 

So does the struggle continue? 
W h y not. Give m e one good reason. Even if the struggle has changed its terms. 

The struggle continues in Carter's writings by the intrusion and blossoming of a 

radicalisation which re-envisioned the intersections of Surrealism and feminism. A 

range of aesthetic practices which were largely, but not solely, the province of men, on 

the one hand, are infused with a perspective that places a commitment to improve the 

lives of women at the forefront and, on the other, become the transformative mechanism 

for achieving this end. 

Carter wishes to encourage us to believe in the possibility of transforming the 

ways that we think. If a metaphor can be used to expose a new way of conceptualising 

relationships between people and their environment then she will metaphorically assault 

us, sometimes with a bludgeon, sometimes with the reflected images of ourselves, 

" Elaine Jordan, 'Enthralment: Angela Carter's Speculative Fictions' in Linda Anderson, ed. Plotting 
Change: Contemporary Women's Fiction (London: Edward Arnold, 1990), p. 31. 
12 Carter, 'The Alchemy of the Word', p.73. 
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sometimes with cherry blossom. Using a Surrealist vocabulary, Carter comments on the 

transformative potential of language: 

Surrealist beauty is convulsive. That is, you feel it, you don't see it - it exists as 
an excitation of the nerves. The experience of the beautiful is, like the 

experience of desire, an abandonment to vertigo, yet the beautiful does not exist 
as such. What do exist are images or objects that are enigmatic, marvellous, 

erotic - or juxtapositions of objects, or people, or ideas, that arbitrarily extend 
our notion of the connections it is possible to make. In this way, the beautiful is 

1 "X 

put at the service of liberty. 

Of course, the question to be asked here is whose liberty? After telling us that 

Surrealism 'celebrated wonder itself as an essential means of perception', Carter 

develops her arcane and esoteric subject matter and asks 'What is so great about all this 

crap?'.14 Ever one to undercut pretentiousness, she nevertheless proceeds to take the 

side of Surrealism and asserts that 'Surrealism's undercurrent of joy, of delight, springs 

from its faith in humankind's ability to recreate itself; the conviction that struggle can 

bring something better'.15 There is evidence here of a deeply felt commitment to a 

project which is believed to herald a better world brought about by the intersection of 

aesthetic innovations and activist politics. 

Within the rather traditional picaresque narrative structure of sequential settings, 

Carter produces episodic texts which astonish because of her extraordinary uses of 

metaphor. Arising particularly from Breton's dictum that 'only the marvelous is 

beautiful',16 these texts recast the known world into a pyrotechnical display of 

possibilities. And yet Michael Richardson would argue that Carter cannot be counted as 

a 'true' Surrealist. He considers that she uses it 'for purposes quite distinct from 

Surrealism'. He argues that: 

Angela Carter is a particularly interesting example to take, since she was directly 
influenced by the writings of Breton, Aragon, Pieyre de Mandiargues and 

13 'The Alchemy of the Word', p. 73. 
14 'The Alchemy of the Word', p. 67. 
15 'The Alchemy of the Word', p. 67. 
16 Andr6 Breton, 'Manifesto of Surrealism (1924)' in Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver 
and Helen R. Lane (University of Michigan Press, p. 14. 
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particularly Desnos. But her use of this material is purely literary and as such is a 
pastiche of surrealism. She neither engages with surrealism itself, nor does she 
utilise surrealist ideas in a different but original way ... Essentially she 

appropriates these ideas for her o w n aims which lie within a more traditional 
literary form, that is as 'mode of expression' rather than part of the sphere of 
'activity of the spirit', which has always been the hallmark of surrealism.17 

There are several issues which emerge from this statement. Firstly, what is meant by 

'purely literary' and how can a writer not be literary? If Richardson is arguing that 

Carter refuses the political arena in her writings then he is clearly wrong. Secondly, is 

Richardson suggesting that surrealism is purely an 'activity of the spirit' which is devoid 

of any intellectual formation? That this idea is proposed is both ludicrous and counter to 

the intellectual aims of Surrealism which consciously shaped its products. Carter takes 

language to its limits precisely to engage in an activity of the spirit so that the rational 

world can be remade. The arbitrary mind/body split of the renaissance world is blown 

apart and reformed in a collage of newness. In a review of The Infernal Desire Machines 

of Doctor Hoffman in the New Statesman, Barry Cole writes that: 'Throughout the book 

there's the feeling that the author is more than touched by a dose of the LSDs. Still the 

reader is made uncomfortable by the thought that she knows precisely what she's 

doing'.18 Carter is consciously creating a world of simultaneous beauty and terror in 

which sentimentality is metaphorically clubbed to death. To suggest that Carter is not a 

'true Surrealist' is to dismiss the very real divisions within the Surrealist Movement 

during the period from 1924-39 which produced many different approaches unable to be 

contained by Breton. It also negates the changes and contributions which occurred until 

the movement's official demise in 1969.19 Most glaringly, it excludes the rather 

different and yet transformative contribution that was made by many female artists and 

17 Michael Richardson (ed) The Dedalus Book of Surrealism: The Identity of Things (Cambridge: 

Dedalus, 1993), pp. 11-12. 
18 Barry Cole, 'Devilled Pud', New Statesman, 21 July 1972, p. 99. 
19 See Katharine Conley, Automatic Woman: The Representation of Women in Surrealism (Lincoln and 

London: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), p. 4. 
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SURREALISM 

I do not intend to engage in a detailed survey of the Surrealist Movement, but 

rather to provide a brief overview of an area of political and aesthetic inquiry which 

must, I believe, precede an informed reading of Carter's texts. 

Andre Breton, leader of the Surrealist Movement, wrote two manifestos 

declaring the ideas and goals of this group. The first in 1924, and the second in 1930, 

positioned its members' aesthetic practices within a clearly political framework. The 

thirty signatories of the 1924 manifesto asserted that it was only by recognising and 

juxtaposing the necessary contradictions present in social conditions, that the energy 

released by the clash of these ideas would produce a new way of seeing and acting. The 

intellectual heritage of Hegel and his philosophical binary paradigm of thesis and 

antithesis converging into a third state, or synthesis, is clearly evident here. Crucial, too, 

as a precursor to Surrealist thought, is the work of Freud on the psychoanalytic 

interpretation of dreams. Breton had worked with soldiers experiencing madness during 

the First World War21 and was much influenced by the ideas and practices of Charcot 

and Janet in the area of hysteria. He began to recognise that access to the unconscious 

mind could change fixed ways of seeing and being. Many of the soldiers were suffering 

from traumatic neurosis or a compulsion to imaginatively repeat scenes of death. The 

power of the dreamworld became a source of revolutionary potential. Breton states: 

I believe in the future resolution of these two states, dream and reality, which are 

seemingly so contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, a surreality, if one 

20 The case for the inclusion, rather than the exclusion, of women is made by Conley, Whitney Chadwick, 

Women Artists and the Surrealist Movement, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1985) and by Jack 
Spector, Surrealist Art and Writing 1919/39: The Gold of Time (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1997). 
21 Breton worked at a neuropsychiatric clinic at Saint-Dizier in 1916. See Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: M I T Press, 1993), p. xi. 
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may so speak.22 

The extent to which dream infused reality, and could be revalued to remake reality, 

became a key part of the Surrealist task to provoke a new awareness of the 

interrelationship between subjectivity and social structures. Breton quotes the words of 

Pierre Reverdy in the 1924 Manifesto: 

The image is a pure creation of the mind. It cannot be born from a comparison 
but from a juxtaposition of two more or less distant realities. The more the 
relationship between the two juxtaposed realities is distant and true, the stronger 

the image will be - the greater its emotional power and poetic reality. 

Breton considered that the clash of 'distant realities' would produce 'une beaute 

convulsive' or convulsive beauty24 which worked best if any rationality was removed 

and instead a free-floating element of objective chance was allowed to operate. The 

coincidental thoughts or actions which followed produced a combustion of associations 

which energised otherwise static realities. 

Hal Foster defines the concept of objective chance as 'the compulsion to repeat -

the subject repeats a traumatic experience, whether actual or fantasmatic, exogenous or 

endogenous, that he [sic] does not recall. He repeats it because he cannot recall it: 

repetition occurs due to repression, in lieu of recollection ... its instances are taken as 

external "signals" of future events rather than internal signs of past states'.25 Objective 

chance thus operates to disturb the processes of rational thought and so open a 

transformative, alchemical space for the marvellous. Breton described this as an 

22 'Manifesto of Surrealism (1924)', p.14. 
23 Breton, p. 20. For the full text see Pierre Reverdy, 'LTmage', Nord-Sud ( Paris: Flammarion, 1975), 

p. 73. 
24 Breton, Les Vases communicants [1932] (Paris: Gallimard, 1955), trans. Mary Ann Caws and 
Geoffrey Harris as The Communicating Vessels (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990). 
25 Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty, p. 30. If this definition of objective chance begins to resonate with 
Freud's definition of the uncanny, then it is because Foster declares that he is reading 'the marvelous(sic), 
convulsive beauty and objective chance in terms of the uncanny', p. xix. Foster states that, '[i]n m y 

argument the surrealists not only are drawn to the return of the repressed but also seek to redirect this 

return to critical ends...Marxian and ethnological (notions) that inform surrealism, particularly its interest 
in the outmoded and "the primitive'", p. xvii. Foster views 'the uncanny as a principle of order that 

clarifies the disorder of surrealism', p. xviii. See also Sigmund Freud's essay 'The Uncanny'(1919), 

Collected Papers , volume IV, trans. Joan Riviere (London: The Hogarth Press, 1957), pp. 368-407. 
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interaction of lines of communication which dissolved differences between dreams and 

reality generating a space for the play of the marvellous, convulsive beauty and 

objective chance. 

Surrealism was a movement primarily concerned with ontology; that is, its 

greatest fascination was reserved for incursions into the territory of being and what it 

meant to 'be' in relation to others. In what may be read as an explication of the crux of 

Surrealist tenets, Breton stated in the 1930 Manifesto: 

let us not lose sight of the fact that the idea of Surrealism aims quite simply at 
the total recovery of our psychic force by a means which is nothing other than 
the dizzying descent into ourselves, the systematic illumination of hidden places 
and the progressive darkening of other places, the perpetual excursion into the 

midst of forbidden territory. 

In her discussion of Surrealist writers, Renee Riese Hubert textualises this 

preoccupation as 'plac[ing] it in a disquieting landscape where new elements emerge, 

where sea and earth coincide, where constellations multiply'.27 One of the recurrent 

devices employed by writers to evoke and explore subjectivity or the ontology of the self 

was the figure of the labyrinth. Invoked as the emblematic myth of the Surrealist 

Movement, the tale of Ariadne, Theseus and the minotaur provided a source for 

Surrealist artists and writers.28 The labyrinth often figured as a trope for the 

unconscious mind of a character, whether depicted as winding city streets, a thick forest, 

a house of many rooms, or a fantastic and enigmatic landscape. All of these settings are 

employed in Carter's texts to explore the possibilities which arise from an intersection 

of the 'known' and the 'unreal', that is from the Surreal. 

The creation of a transformative space occurs, then, with a clash of two 

uncommonly connected words or ideas. It is important to bring together images which 

26 'Second Manifesto of Surrealism(1930)', pp. 136-137. 
27 Renee Riese Hubert, Surrealism and the Book (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 

1988), p. 347. 
28 Le Minotaure became the title of one of the Surrealist periodicals. Others were La Revolution 

surrealiste and Le Surrealisme au service de la revolution. 
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stir the reader's imagination by jarring the sensibilities or altering the parameters of the 

thinkable. According to Breton, this is precisely what happens in the process of black 

humour. In order for there to be an emanation or explosion of the comic, there must be 

an extreme condensation of the object in both its affirmation and its negation. Here, says 

Breton, we are in the 'territory of fire', of being buffeted by the passions, with which it 

is necessary to engage to create this kind of humour.29 It is a type of humour which may 

be characterised by many things, such as the treatment of nonsense or folly, sceptical 

irony, or jokes which lack any form of seriousness about the situation in question. Most 

noticeably it is the mortal enemy of sentimentality, which it endeavours perpetually to 

keep at bay.30 In his Anthologie de I'humour noir, Breton draws upon the writings of 

Hegel. Instead of the writer absorbing the soul of an object into himself as Hegel 

suggests occurs in Romantic art, Breton states that the modern writer transfers his [sic] 

subjective and reflected character into that object. This creates a kind of objective 

humour or humour objectif31 What Surrealists strove for, then, is the result that is 

produced by the embrace between this objective chance and objective humour. Hence 

we have Dali's melting clocks in the desert or Chagall's fish with wings. The epitome of 

objective humour was considered by many Surrealists to be Lautreamont's famous 

phrase, 'beautiful as the chance encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella on a 

dissecting table'. 

These images were not created for the sake of evoking humour alone but rather 

honoured the Surrealist belief that the function of the unconscious was to reveal the 

possibilities of being which are repressed by the need for sustained communal living. 

Bringing them to a conscious level would release them to resonate within the minds of 

those who perceived them. The practice of automatism, particularly in writing, was 

"Breton, 1940,p. 8. 
30 Breton, 1940, p. 14. 
31 Breton, 1940, p. 8. 
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considered a supremely Surrealist act. This required the participant to enter a trance-like 

state in order to reach the realms of the subconscious through the hypnogogic, the 

liminal area between the states of sleep and wakefulness. Robert Desnos was recognised 

as its most accomplished exponent and the influence of his writings on Carter is well 

documented.32 Dreaming was accorded great significance, so much so that the sign 

'The Poet is Working' was placed on the door outside the room of the sleeping poet 

Saint-Pol-Roux. The similar phrase 'Man at work' is used by Carter in Nights at the 

Circus to indicate that the Shaman is sleeping.33 The distinction between the states of 

inside and outside was collapsed and the deconstruction of boundaries became a feature 

of Surrealist art and writing.34 One of the most enduring remnants of the Surrealist 

Movement is the game of consequences or exquisite corpses which was called 'cadavre 

exquis'. A piece of paper is folded so that only one section of the whole is visible to 

each participant and a part of a drawing is added so that when the paper is unfolded a 

new object has been created by the connected but unconnected images produced. 

Surrealism was about the possibilities of thinking outside previous paradigms. 

SURREALISM AND WOMEN 

Since 1985 there has been a renewed interest in the interrelationship between 

Surrealism's attitudes to women and women's attitudes to Surrealism. 35 Discussions 

32 Suleiman, p. 240, n.47. Suleiman argues that there is a debt to Desnos's La Liberie ou I'amour in the 

chase scene through the labyrinthine streets of N e w York in The Passion of New Eve. 
33 Nights at the Circus (London: Picador, 1985), p. 253. 
34 Valentine Hugo's installation, Surrealist Object (1931) made from leather and wood depicts two 

gloved hands clasped in a fusion of eroticism and chance. One hand is turned upwards and the other 
displays its back; one hand holds a die and both are positioned above a roulette board which signifies the 
importance of chance encounters, coincidence and repetition on our lives. The photograph of this 

installation also appeared in Le Surrealisme au Service de la Revolution, no. 3, December 1931. 
35 See especially Whitney Chadwick, Susan Rubin Suleiman and Kuenzli, Caws and Raaberg. Also of 

note are Rosalind Krauss's two texts, The Optical Unconscious (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 1993) and, with Jane Livingston, L'Amour Fou: Photography and Surrealism (New 
York: Abbeville Press, 1985). Mary Ann Caws has published a plethora of books on various aspects of 

Surrealism with a particular interest for feminist scholars in the article 'Ladies shot and painted: Female 
Embodiment in Surrealist Art' in Suleiman, (ed) The Female Body in Western Culture (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 262-87. 
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have largely been focussed on the gynocritical strategy of reinstating 'lost' female 

Surrealist writers and artists, as well as the Surrealist's Romantic installation of 'woman 

as muse'. While the predominantly male group of Surrealists was delighted to talk 

about women, it rarely occurred to them to ask women what they might want. Yet the 

enigma of Woman occupied them exclusively at times. In the Manifesto of 1930 

Breton states that 'the problem of woman is the most wonderful and disturbing problem 

there is in the world'. 

Whether she was defined as the object of / 'amour fou (mad love)38 as in Breton's 

novel, Nadja, or as lafemme enfant (the childlike woman), or the mythic fairy Melusine, 

inspirational muse who wandered with the winds, woman was integral and 

indispensible to the male artist's creative process. The Surrealists viewed the female 

muse as the complementary aspect of an androgynous partnership, but one which 

functioned only by the valorising of the masculine aspect so that the female muse was 

subsumed to a masculine creativity. Perhaps this is why the figure of Melusine, half 

winged human and half snake, appealed to them - not because she flitted into their 

thoughts but because they felt in control if they could consume her rather than be 

consumed by her. Meret Oppenheim considered that this process worked in reverse for 

female Surrealists who regarded the male muse as 'the genius within'.39 Nevertheless, 

the ease with which Breton could utter the statement 'isn't what matters that we be the 

masters of ourselves, the masters of women, and of love too',40 suggests that the male 

Surrealists considered that they could use the figure of Woman to enact their artistic 

36 In 1928 Breton established an inquiry into sexuality, the results of which were later published in La 

Revolution surrealiste. N o women were invited to present their opinions and when it was suggested by 
Pierre Unik that he always asked the woman's opinion, Breton replied, 'Colossal, phenomenal'. This 

incident is discussed further in Chadwick, p. 103. 
37 'Manifesto of Surrealism' (1930), p. 180. 
38 In Bunuel's film, L'Age d'Or(l930), two obsessional lovers cavort on very muddy ground suggesting 

the possibility that we might rename mad love, 'mud love'. 
39 Chadwick , p. 12. 
40 Manifestoes of Surrealism, p. 17. 
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ends. When these objects were real women, little consideration seems to have been 

given to the impact upon their own lives. 

Some commentators have attempted to dismiss the extreme violence done to 

women by Surrealist artists, in both visual and written representations, by suggesting 

that the violence functions as a displacement. That is, the horror felt by the male artist 

towards the female aspect of himself, which is constructed as socially weaker and a 

reminder of his potentially castrated self, is displaced onto the metaphoric aspect 

figured as a female subject/object. While this is a valid vicarious exploration, the 

crucial question which must be addressed here is why is it the female body which is 

designated as the repository for these psychic mutilations? Why have centuries of men 

and women colluded in maintaining this paradigm? Of perhaps even greater interest is 

the violence portrayed in the works of female Surrealists who depict masochistic acts of 

violence to women.41 Are these representations of the acts of violence done to women in 

a society which denies them access to power, or of imaginings of physical violence done 

to themselves? Perhaps, like Carter, these women became aware of a period of 

colonization of the mind which preceded radicalization in relation to their social 

status.42 

Certainly the male artists who indulged in representations of violent acts towards 

women became notorious largely for that activity. Marcel Duchamp's installation 

Given: I. the waterfall / 2. the illuminating gas (1969) was opened for public viewing 

in July 1969 at the Philadelphia Museum of Art and could have been seen by Angela 

41 Here I a m thinking particularly of works by Lee Miller, Dorothea Tanning and Kay Sage. 
42 In 'Notes from the front line', Carter divulges that, 'Apart from feeling a treacherous necessity to 

charm, especially when, however unconsciously, I was going straight for the testicles, I was, as a girl, 

suffering a degree of colonisation of the mind. Especially in the journalism I was writing then, I'd - quite 

unconsciously - posit a male point of view as a general one. So there was an element of the male 
impersonator aboout this young person as she was finding herself. This article appears in Michelene 

Wandor, ed. On Gender and Writing (London: Pandora Press, 1983), pp. 69-77. 
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Carter who was on a Greyhound Bus tour of the United States in the summer of 1969.43 

Until the viewer looks through two peepholes set into the wooden doors of the exhibit it 

would appear that the surface is all. After removing the two rivets sealing the holes44 the 

viewer peers inside and finds that the gaze is directed to the naked and mutilated body 

of a young woman which is splayed openly in the foreground and most particularly to 

the model's hairless vulva. The body has been constructed from cowhide draped over 

metal and then covered with indentations signifying defloration.45 The model holds a 

gas lamp in one hand which illuminates her body clearly in the darkness and directs our 

attention to her body as an object to be gazed upon and imbued with our fears and 

desires. While the body forms the central focus of our attention, it has also been 

carefully located within six bushes echoing the earlier painting The Bush (1910-11) in 

which bushes surrounding a woman signify a goddess in Indian sacred iconology. We 

are positioned to read this installation as a violence of mythmaking , both in naming and 

acting. Indeed, the construction of the 'Waterfall' as the female principle and the 

'Illuminating Gas' as the male principle is an 'allegorical reproduction' of the Bride and 

Bachelor of Duchamp's other works. In this exhibit the Illuminating Gas acts upon the 

Model which activates the Waterfall to create an extra rapid exposition: 

[This action] sees the Bride and Bachelor, or rather their 'allegorical appearance' 
engaged in several amorous bouts, 'several collisions/assaults seeming strictly to 
succeed each other according to certain laws,' ... This 'extra rapid exposition', 

i.e., the snapshot of one moment in a continuum of events, is subject to the 
pleasure-principle, 'capable of all the eccentricities on the one hand,' on the 
other hand it is also regulated by the reality-principle, whose task is to give to the 
actors a 'choice of the possibilities authorised by these laws.' Once again reality 
interferes with desire, and the restrictions upon Eros actually ensure its victory 
over Thanatos: unbridling the pleasure-principle would bring about the 

43Appignanesi, interview. This installation could conceivably have been the inspiration for the diorama I 
H A V E B E E N H E R E BEFORE in Carter's The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hqffman[\912] 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982). 
"These analytic and viewing notes are contained in Arturo Schwarz, The Complete Works of Marcel 

Duchamp (London: Thames and Hudson, 1969), p. 560. 
45Schwarz, p. 524. 
46 Schwarz, p. 561. 
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conjunction of the Bride and the Bachelor and hence their death.47 

The 'collisions and assaults' represented by Duchamp resemble the violences done to 

women to maintain them in their subservient positions within the patriarchies. By 

choosing to reveal the inner diorama in this way Duchamp denaturalises our everyday 

relationship to the gaze and our complicity becomes apparent. 

Hans Bellmer, too, is notorious for his series of dolls (poupees) which depict the 

results of female dismemberment as an artform; whether it was severed arms and legs or 

mountains of breasts, Bellmer produced images of woman as both childlike (dressed in 

bobby socks and flat shoes) and mutilated. His series of female marionettes 

foregrounded the belief that agency rested not with the woman (puppet) but with the 

usually male puppeteer. Echoes of these ideas can be seen in some of Carter's stories, 

notably 'The Loves of Lady Purple', The Magic Toyshop and The Infernal Desire 

Machines of Doctor Hoffman. In 'The Loves of Lady Purple', Carter plays with the 

analogies between the puppeteer as the masculine source and instrument of power and 

the marionette as extreme femininity and only capable of responding rather than acting. 

When the marionette of masculine desire, Lady Purple, comes to life through the 

enactment of her own desires, she kills her owner by kissing him and 'suck[ing] his 

breath from his lungs so that her own bosom heaved with it'.48 But because she has 

existed in a framework which allows only responses, her desires are not tempered by 

any learned social codes. She continues to exist within the parameters of her owner's 

narrative about her. Or, as Carter succinctly expresses this dilemma, 'All that had 

seeped into the wood was the notion that she might perform the forms of life not so 

much by the skill of another as by her own desire that she did so, and she did not 

possess enough equipment to comprehend the complex circularity of the logic which 

47Schwarz, p. 559. 
48 Angela Carter, 'The Loves of Lady Purple', Fireworks [1974] (London: Virago, 1974), p. 36. 
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inspired her for she had only been a marionette'.49 As she does in The Sadeian Woman, 

here too Carter explores her belief that a 'free woman in an unfree society will be a 

monster'.50 This is a key issue that had not escaped the examinations of other female 

Surrealist writers and artists, and the masochistic collusion of women in their social 

predicament became a focus of attention. 

It was not just the subject matter that was mutilated but also experimentations 

with techniques which produced an unusual effect by a process of destruction. For 

instance, the process of frottage or rubbing used by Max Ernst, or the photographic 

technique of solarization used by Man Ray and Raoul Ubac which dissolved part of the 

negative, resulted in an artefact which encouraged new perceptual opportunities but 

which used the subject of woman as the object of desecration. Ironically, Rosalind 

Krauss points to the revolutionary and liberating artistic effects of these techniques 

while it is left to Rudolf Kuenzli to bring attention to the destruction of images of 

women which are employed. 

The Surrealists invoked the Marquis de Sade as the icon of sexual liberty, an act 

which suggests that misogyny and misanthropy were not troublesome considerations. 

Sexual liberty was not seen as pertaining only to men, and the removal of the shackles 

of reproduction from sexual activity was similarly encouraged for women. Although it 

may at first be thought that Carter's representations of sexual permissiveness derive 

from the 1960s and 1970s, there is strong evidence that the Surrealist championing of 

Sade is also present in her work. Freedom to indulge in serial monogamy was 

proclaimed a virtue and the cries of abandoned wives and children severely 

49 'The Loves of Lady Purple', p. 37. 
50 The Sadeian Woman, (London: Virago, 1979), p. 27. 
51 See Rosalind Krauss, L 'Amour Fou, pp. 65-79 for a discussion particularly of examples of solarization. 
See Rudolf Kuenzli's critique of Krauss in his chapter 'Surrealism and Misogyny' in Mary Ann Caws, 
Rudolf Kuenzli, and Gwen Raaberg(eds) Surrealism and Women (Cambridge, Massachusetts: the MIT 
Press, 1991), p. 21-25. 
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reprimanded.52 

Woman as a figure of excess, a repository of the monstrous, a simulacrum of the 

potentially castrated male, intrigued Bataille. While Bataille and Breton had their 

differences, and Bataille later left the Surrealist group, there are some significant 

parallels between the work of Bataille and Carter. Both investigate the limits of social 

acceptabilility and the pursuit of excess as a means of searching for the constituents of 

the self. Both explore the components of the self and relationships to other human 

beings by placing the subject in extreme situations which dissolve the boundaries of the 

self in order to see how they are comprised. Once the dissolution of boundaries is 

achieved aesthetically and psychically, experimentations with the revolutionary 

possibilities of reassemblage can be entertained. In visual form, this idea was 

experimented with in the figure of the informe53 through solarization and the resultant 

severing and distortion of human forms, or the photographs of Brassai in which male 

and female forms, and sometimes human and animal forms, converge to produce a 

strange and defamiliarized being. In written form, it was the Surrealist poets who 

disengaged the reader from a previously fixed set of images and Bataille who not only 

dissolved the boundaries of his characters but experimented with structural and semantic 

forms to produce a literary informe. 

While Krauss argues strongly for the possibilities for change in attitudes to 

gender as a result of the Surrealists' emphasis on the constructedness of femininity, 

52 The Surrealists' adulatory response to Charlie Chaplin's abandonment of his wife and children is noted 
in Chadwick, p. 33 and in Helena Lewis, The Politics of Surrealism (New York: Paragon Press, 1988), p. 

71. 
53 Krauss defines the informe or unformed as the category for Bataille 'that would allow all categories to 

be unthought'. She explains that 'this term was meant to allow one to think the removal of all those 

boundaries by which concepts organize reality, dividing it up into little packages of sense, limiting it by 
giving it what Bataille calls "mathematical frock coats", a phrase that points both to the abstractness of 

concepts and to the decorousness with which they are meant to constrain.' Krauss adds that it was 
'Bataille who developed the concept of bassesse to imply a mechanism for the achievement of informe, 

through an axial rotation from vertical to horizontal - through, that is, the mechanics of fall'. Krauss, 

L 'Amour Fou , p. 64. 
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Kuenzli attacks her position as misogynistic in the form of a fascination with technique 

at the expense of the representation of violent mutilations of only women's bodies. 

Kuenzli adopts one side of the debate when he proffers the view that: 

Bataille's notions of the informe, of bassesse, serve the Surrealists and Krauss as 
means to dominate, colonize, dissolve, obliterate female subjectivity. Brassai's 
female nude in the shape of a penis is straightforward colonization, occupation, a 
refusal to recognize difference. The questions in visual-sexual politics are: W h o 
has the power? W h o dominates? W h o is disfigured by whose power? These 
power relations are not natural but social constructs, and the male Surrealists' 
blatant reinforcement of patriarchal power relations should not be theorized 

away in order to redeem Surrealism.55 

So, on the one hand, we have the ironic situation of a man who attacks Surrealism as an 

arch-patriarchal movement, while, on the other hand, the female critics, Susan Rubin 

Suleiman, Renee Hubert, Whitney Chadwick and Katharine Conley, all argue for the 

inclusion of women in the Surrealist Movement as subjects, as artists and writers. 

Katharine Conley asks why so many women were attracted to the group, 'not just as 

companions to the men,... but as artists in their own right' and suggests that 'surrealism 

played a greater role in preparing the ground for women to assume positions of 

prominence in the arts and society than it ever did in oppressing them'.56 Despite this 

rallying for a gynocritical perspective, Kuenzli's views cannot be dismissed and need to 

be taken into account in any survey of the relationship of women to Surrealism, not just 

as part of a recuperation of Surrealist strategies in women's art and writing but in asking 

the question why Surrealist ideas appealed to avant-garde women. Is there evidence of 

a masochistic inclination in the work of female Surrealists, or could it be argued that 

these women are investigating the construction of subjectivity itself in their work ? 

Female artists and writers, such as Dorothea Tanning, Kay Sage, Leonora 

54 Kuenzli, pp. 24-25. 'It is precisely Krauss's collusion with the male gaze that makes her unable to 
recognize the obvious misogyny in these works. The male Surrealists produced Bataille's informe only in 

regard to the female figure.' 
55 Kuenzli, p. 25. 
56 Conley, p. 3. 
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Carrington and Frida Kahlo, show a particular propensity for exploring the fractured and 

damaged subject. They are not averse to portraying the social condition of woman as 

less than whole, mutilated and ambivalent. Moments of internalised terror about their 

own alienation and marginalisation are depicted in often barren landscapes or as 

expressions on the faces of women and children wearing finely detailed and shredded 

clothing.57 Carrington and Kahlo had a particular fascination for part human and part 

animal characters, and for portraits which examined the possibilities of transformation 

for women, often using alchemical elements which had a traditionally masculine 

heritage and history of applications. The prime alchemical symbol of transmutation, the 

egg, became a recurrent feature in the work of Carrington. The particular uses of the link 

between the alchemical world and the occult for the Surrealists, which sits uneasily with 

a socialist, indeed anarchist, political agenda, takes on a new significance when reading 

the works of Angela Carter. Similar troubling questions emerge with Carter as they do 

with other female Surrealist artists. Mary Ann Caws asks what happens when a woman 

looks at works by male Surrealists which depict other women -does she see 'another' or 

a 'same', and to the extent that she sees a 'same,' what does she see? What does a 

female writer see? What does a female reader see? The importance of perception in the 

interpretative process is one of the crucial factors in making meaning from what we read 

and see. The Surrealists were vitally aware of the links between the conscious and 

unconscious mind in this process and I wish to argue that, as a Surrealist writer, Angela 

Carter uses metaphor to delve into this murky territory of the liminal mindscape. 

"Chadwick notes that '[o]nce the muse was internalized she became part of an inner landscape, one 

revealed through streams of associated images. Moreover, the erotic violence that does exist in the work 

of women artists tends to be absorbed into their images of themselves rather than directed out into the 

world and lodged in an image of the Other'. Chadwick, Women Artists and the Surrealist Movement, p. 

220. Such elements can be seen in Dorothea Tanning's Maternity, 1946 and Guardian Angels , 1946, 

Leonor Fini's L 'Ombrelle, 1947, and Frida Kahlo's The Dream, 1940. 
58 Mary Ann Caws, 'Ladies Shot and Painted', p. 269. 
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PERSISTENCE OF VISION: A READING MODEL 

What I want to propose in this thesis is that Carter's political commitment to 

feminism and her aesthetic debt to Surrealism combine to produce a fruitful new image 

of a radically feminised and Surreal future. These arenas have been deemed exclusive 

of one another, and this is, I believe, detrimental to a revolutionary feminist politics, 

whether this is achieved through political activism or the activism of writing. Carter's 

writing is imbued with a contentious energy which results from the combination of these 

two sources. It is a heritage which provides for a persistence of vision in her writing. 

I shall be using the term 'persistence of vision' in three distinct ways. Firstly, it 

will be employed in its biological sense. The receptors of the brain do not perceive a 

light until about a tenth of a second after the light has been turned on. They then retain 

this image for a similar time after the light has been turned off. This propensity of the 

retina forms the basis for the success of the motion picture which relies upon the 

retension of images to create continuous movement from separate shots moving at the 

speed of twenty-four frames per second. Secondly, it stands for the metaphoric 

possibilities of the collision of two apparently disparate images to create a third and new 

image, such as in the device of the thaumatrope or its linguistic relation, the metaphor. 

Like the Surrealists, Carter privileges metaphor as a device of liberation. The more 

extraordinary and extreme the combination of objects, the more potentially 

revolutionary was the resulting image. Thirdly, I shall refer to Carter's o w n persistence 

of vision in the sense of a recurring image repertoire. I want to suggest that there is 

evidence of a sustained, almost obsessive, use of images which in Surrealist terms might 

be conceptualised as the uncanny return of the repressed. Carter's texts abound with 

repeated, if not fetishised, images of puppets and mannequins, labyrinths, fairgrounds 

and freaks, innocent yet determined young women, beautiful young m e n and evil older 

men, gothic mansions, terrifying forests and cities full of grotesque figures, and circles, 
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always circles; they bring together images from the real world and the dream world, that 

is, the Surreal world. 

I propose to use a Surrealist framework through which to read what I consider to 

be key texts in the Carter oeuvre. This allows, I believe, a way of approaching texts 

which otherwise appear to be riddled with contradictions and tensions between socialist 

feminist explorations, anarchist sympathies and alchemical allusions - an apparently 

incomprehensible combination. I have chosen to examine The Sadeian Woman in m y 

first chapter because it is an exemplary instance of these contradictions, and thus offers 

a useful explication for the fiction to be discussed in subsequent chapters. That The 

Sadeian Woman postdates The Magic Toyshop, The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor 

Hoffman, and The Passion of New Eve, does not challenge this assertion but rather 

illustrates m y argument that Carter's texts are all imbued with a deeply loved Surrealist 

allegiance. 

Thus, I shall read each of m y selected texts through a Surrealist model. The 

Magic Toyshop will be read as an unveiling of the uncanny; The Infernal Desire 

Machines of Doctor Hoffman as a persistence of vision and evocation of the marvellous; 

The Passion of New Eve as the development of transformative spaces; Nights at the 

Circus as an exploration of the veiled erotic and fixed explosives; and Wise Children as 

the culmination of Surreal lives which move towards an ethics for living, the supreme 

political task. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE SADEIAN WOMAN 

History tells us that every oppressed class gained true liberation from its masters 

through its own efforts. ( E m m a Goldman)1 

The Sadeian Woman: An Exercise in Cultural History has attracted the most 

notoriety of Carter's published texts.2 A contradictory and paradoxical text, it remains 

a contentious discussion of some of the Marquis de Sade's works as well as a 

dialectically framed analysis of what it means for women to be Justines or Juliettes in 

late twentieth-century western cultures. Marina Warner reads it as 'a controversial 

essay' which 'found in Sade a paradoxical champion of women's sexual liberation'. 

Certainly, Carter argues for Sade's writings to be appropriated on behalf of women but 

her uses of them are problematic. Not only is Carter's choice of Sade apparently in 

ideological opposition to her ardently held feminist beliefs, but also there are ideological 

paradoxes which are evident in stylistic shifts between the distanced ironical tone and 

the occasionally prurient recounting of the activities of Sade's fictional characters. 

1 From the postscript to Angela Carter, The Sadeian Woman: An Exercise in Cultural History (London: 

Virago, 1979), p. 151. All further references will be to this edition. For the complete text by E m m a 
Goldman see ' The Tragedy of Woman's Emancipation' in Red Emma Speaks: Selected Writings and 

Speeches by Emma Goldman, Alix Kates Shulman(ed.) (London: Wildwood House, 1979). 
2 See especially Robert Clark, 'Angela Carter's desire machine', Women's Studies: An Interdisciplinary 
Journal, 14, 2 (1987), 147-161 ; Patricia Duncker, 'Re-imagining the Fairy Tales: Angela Carter's Bloody 
Chambers', Literature and History, 10 (1984), 3-14 ; Andrea Dworkin, Pornography: Men Possessing 
Women (London: The Women's Press, 1981); Susan Gubar, 'Representing Pornography: Feminism, 

Criticism, and Depictions of Female Violation', Critical Inquiry,l3 (Summer 1987), 712-741; Elaine 
Jordan, 'The dangers of Angela Carter' in Isobel Armstrong(ed) New Feminist Discourses: Critical 
Essays on Theories and Texts (London: Routledge, 1992), pp. 119-131; Elaine Jordan, 'The Dangerous 

Edge' in Lorna Sage(ed.) Flesh and the Mirror: Essays on the Art of Angela Carter (London: Virago, 
1994), pp. 189-215; Susanne Kappeler, The Pornography of Representation (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1986); David Punter, 'Angela Carter: Supersessions of the Masculine', Critique 
(Summer 1984), 209-222; Lorna Sage, Angela Carter [ Writers and Their Work Series] (London: British 
Council, 1994 ); Marina Warner, From the Beast to the Blonde: On fairy tales and their tellers [1994] 

(London: Vintage, 1995). The most recent critique is Sally Keenan's 'Angela Carter's The Sadeian 
Woman: feminism as treason' in Joseph Bristow and Trev Lynn Broughton(eds) The Infernal Desires of 
Angela Carter (London and N e w York: Longman, 1997), pp.132 - 148. Keenan also reads Carter as 

'contradictory' and 'extending] the limits of feminist thought', p. 146. 
3 Warner, p. 195. 
4 Lorna Sage notes this paradox when she says that The Sadeian Woman 'was the outcome of her 
idiosyncratic mix of ironic utopianism and militant materialism'. See her introduction to Lorna Sage, 

Flesh and the Mirror: Essays on the Art of Angela Carter (London: Virago, 1994), p. 11. 
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Why Sade? Sade had been imprisoned for actual mistreatment of women and 

was the writer of grossly misogynistic novels. Although he might be championed as a 

'terrorist of the imagination'(22), surely he was not a subject to appropriate 'in the 

service of women'(3). Yet Carter justifies her subject matter because: 

[h]e was unusual in this period for claiming rights of free sexuality for women, 
and in installing w o m e n as beings of power in his imaginary worlds. This sets 
him apart from all other pornographers at all times and most other writers of his 

period. (36) 

It is not just a fascination with the early Romantics which determines this choice, but the 

wish to hold a mirror up to contemporary women in order that changes might occur. For 

immediately following the above quotation, Carter says that '[i]n the looking-glass of 

Sade's misanthropy, women may see themselves as they have been and it is an 

uncomfortable sight' (36). I wish to argue that Carter's writing of The Sadeian Woman 

is motivated by a desire to remove the mythological veil from 'romantic' heterosexual 

relationships in order to generate sufficient anger for women to change unequal bases of 

power. That the outcome is fraught with inconsistencies and dubious ironical distancing 

does not, I believe, alter the critical impulse of the project. 

The choice of Sade (rather than other early Romantics such as Mary 

Wollstonecraft or Carter's much-beloved William Blake) to ground an argument for 

revolutionary sexuality can principally be explained as arising from a strong debt to 

Surrealist aesthetics. For the Surrealists, Sade represented a revolutionary who was an 

activist for both political and sexual revolution. Helena Lewis argues that the Surrealists 

were not interested in Sade's sexual perversity but rather 'they simply admired him as a 

rebel against all the conventions'.5 He entered their artistic realm as an icon when Man 

Ray produced an Imaginary Portrait of D.A.F. Sade in 1938. He was depicted as a 

5 Helena Lewis, The Politics of Surrealism (New York: Paragon, 1988), p. 71.She quotes Paul Eluard's 
view that 'For having wanted to give back to civilized man [sic] the force of his primitive instincts, for 
having wanted to free the amorous imagination, and for having struggled for absolute justice and equality, 
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monument breaking out of imprisoning bricks while looking towards the storming of 

the Bastille.6 

In Compulsive Beauty Hal Foster argues that Sade was 'recovered' by the 

Surrealists and that '[e]nthusiasm for Sade cut across all factions'.7 While of great 

fascination to the Surrealists, Sade's exploration of the psychic interconnectedness of 

sexuality and death necessarily represents women as the objects of experimentation in 

his search for the limits of masculine subjectivity through the application of pain. 

Women are objectified in order to act as displacements of masculine anxiety, as 

signifiers of the fearful potential dangers of castration. Foster argues that: 

Such sadism cannot be excused, but neither should it be dismissed, for Freud not 
only derives it from masochism as a projection of the death drive, but also 
situates it at the origin of sexuality. And it is fundamental to surrealism, perhaps 
evident in its very mandate, in painting, collage, and assemblages alike, to 
destroy the object as such. Typically directed at figures of woman, this sadism is 
often compounded with a "punishment" exacted for her putative castration -
more precisely, for her projected representation of this state, of its threat to the 
patriarchal subject. In this respect surrealist images must be subjected to feminist 
critique. However, it should be remembered that these are representations 
(whose performativity is open to debate); that they are often ambiguously 
reflexive about male fantasies, not merely expressive of them; and that the 
subject positions of these fantasies are more slippery than they first seem. It 
should also be recalled that underneath this sadism lies a masochism, extreme in 
certain works (e.g., the poupees of Hans Bellmer) but operative throughout 

surrealism. 

Foster's argument is persuasive. It is indeed a valid critical stance to point to the reading 

of Surrealist texts as representations of the fluidity of subject positions for male artists. 

It also may well be that male artists were displacing onto women their fears of adopting 

stereotypically masochistic feminine positions and the subsequent social emasculation 

which might follow. What cannot be elided, however, is that it is women's bodies 

the Marquis de Sade was shut up in the Bastille, in Vincennes, and in Charenton for almost all of his life.' 
6 For comment on this image see also Ted Gott, 'Lips of Coral: Sex and Violence in Surrealism' in 
Surrealism: Revolution by Night (Canberra: National Gallery of Australia, 1993), pp. 126-155. 
7 Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M I T Press, 1993), p. 226, n.45. 
8 Foster, p. 13. 
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which are acted upon in such perverse ways. Whether it is as 'representations' of the 

female body that these actions take place, or as 'real' sufferers of sadistic pleasures, the 

gendered apportioning of power and powerlessness is the determining factor. I argue 

that the continuing depiction of women as objects of sexual violence may contribute to 

the acceptance by women of themselves as victims, and by men, that this distribution of 

power and violence should continue. It is my contention that Carter treads this 

'dangerous edge'9 warily, but sometimes too energetically, and despite wishing to 

disclose this nexus of sexuality and death in the construction of subjectivity, may at 

times be colluding with masculinist representation.10 Irony, and particularly satire, 

works because of a double and reflexive edge and so presents an exciting but precarious 

challenge to the writer who acknowledges that 'language is power, life and the 

instrument of culture, the instrument of domination and liberation'11 (my italics). The 

uses of irony are nevertheless open to misinterpretation, and both in this text and many 

others, it was a risky undertaking and one which 'got [her] into a lot of trouble with the 

12 

sisters, some of the sisters'. 

Elaine Jordan presents a well-argued case for the benefits of investigating such 

contentious areas of human sexuality and power in her article 'The Dangerous Edge'. 

Indeed, Jordan articulates rather well her own personal dilemma (with which I am 

9 See Elaine Jordan's article 'The Dangerous Edge' in Lorna Sage(ed) Flesh and the Mirror : Essays on 

the Art of Angela Carter (London: Virago, 1994). 
10 Angela Carter, 'Notes from the Front Line' in Michelene Wandor(ed) On Gender and Writing 

(London: Pandora Press, 1983), p. 71. 
11 'Notes from the Front Line', p. 77. 
12 Anna Katsavos, 'An interview with Angela Carter, The Review of Contemporary Fiction, 14, (Fall 
1994) 16. (The interview itself was conducted in 1988.) It is likely that this text would still have caused 
concern for Andrea Dworkin in 1988 when a more clearly formulated legal and civil rights stance was 

presented with Catharine MacKinnon in Pornography and Civil Rights: A New Day for Women's Equality 

(Minneapolis, M N : Organizing Against Pornography, 1988). 
13 Jordan, 'The Dangerous Edge', pp. 189-215. Lorna Sage , also comments on this 'high-risk strategy'. 

She says,''I haven't, I realise, mentioned what was at the time the most obviously scandalous aspect of her 

approach: her conviction that the pornographer de Sade can be made over into an ally in the task of 
demystification. This got her into great trouble in 1979 and for years afterwards, though radical feminist 

attacks on her for bad faith carry less conviction these days in the face of the range and carnival good 

humour of the later work.' Flesh and the Mirror, p. 17. Sage acknowledges the audacity of Carter's 
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immensely sympathetic) when she states 'The awkward place in which I find myself as 

an admirer - caught between the dictates of censors and less-than-liberal libertarians - is 

also a place in which feminism finds itself.14 The difficult balancing act of continuing 

to give voice to the possibilities of female heterosexual and lesbian desires, and not 

have those overtaken by the powerful forces of a sexuality which serves the aims of 

capitalism and the maintenance of power in the hands of a few patriarchs, is one of the 

key concerns of Carter's works. From the horrifying mutilation of Ghislaine at the 

hands of Honeybuzzard in her first published novel, Shadow Dance, to Tristram's 

abandonment of the pregnant Tiffany in Wise Children, Carter sustained her 

commitment to representing the lives of women in an unjust society. 

Part of the difficulty or 'danger' of interpreting Carter's writings is that her 

methodology is diverse, eclectic and polymorphously perverse. It contains 

contradictions. Yet Elisabeth Bronfen attests that Carter's narrative strategy 'attaches 

univocal explanatory meanings to gestures otherwise read as ambivalent'. While 

Bronfen reads Carter's style as 'adding reductive commentary to the events of the 

narrative'16 in order to encourage a preferred reading, I would argue that this is not 

reductive but rather is used as a means of locating the historical and cultural context of 

the work, be it fiction or essay. Carter's rich tapestry of colourful threads connecting late 

twentieth-century tales with Surrealist aesthetics and artifacts, as well as with Freudian 

psychoanalysis and Marcusian cultural commentary, produces a fictional world that is 

anything but reductive. Rather, it is overcoded and polysemic with a richness and 

diversity that creates ambiguities, contradictions and paradoxes. 

project but neglects to commit herself to a position of support or disapproval. 
14 Jordan 'The Dangerous Edge', p. 190. 
15 Elisabeth Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body: Death, Femininity and the Aesthetic (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1992), p. 421. 
16 Bronfen, p. 423. 
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For Carter it is history that is, and must remain, the detennining factor in 

creating changes. This is nowhere more apparent than in The Sadeian Woman. 

Published in 1979, The Sadeian Woman comes to us out of the heights of feminist 

activism and before the class warfare of the Thatcher years in Britain. Carter's 

commitment to both the feminist and socialist causes contributes to her statement that 

'Our flesh arrives to us out of history, like everything else does'(9). In 'Notes from the 

Front Line' she expresses the nexus between these dual allegiances thus: 

I realise, now, I must always have sensed that something was badly wrong with 
the versions of reality I was offered that took certain aspects of m y being as a 
w o m a n for granted. ... This [investigation of the social fictions that regulate our 
lives] is also the product of an absolute and committed materialism - i.e., that 
this world is all that there is, and in order to question the nature of reality one 
must move from a strongly grounded base in what constitutes material reality. 
... all myths are products of the human mind and reflect only aspects of material 

human practice. I'm in the demythologising business. 

Writing at a time when she was 'getting really ratty with the whole idea of 

myth',18 Carter critiques the appeal of mythology to women and men as an ideological 

strategy designed to act as consolation, and terms it instead 'consolatory nonsense'(5). 

Myth functions by delineating and maintaining clear roles which serve to explain 

differences in power. However, 

these archetypes serve only to confuse the main issue, that relationships between 

the sexes are determined by history and by the historical fact of the economic 

dependence of w o m e n upon men. (6-7) 

Beginning her argument in this way, centred on historical determination and the efforts 

of those in power to maintain a mythological rather than historicising framework, Carter 

examines the aim of pornography to remove bodies from their historical context and the 

role of both print and film industries in this pursuit. Opposed to the masculine, active, 

17 'Notes from the Front Line', pp. 70-71. 
18 Katsavos, p. 13. 
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malevolent, territorial character is the feminine passive, receptive, object of desire. The 

pervasive ideological power of these archetypes, which form the basis for the character 

types of pornographic novels and films, attests to their continuing influence on the 

process of feminine and masculine socialisation. 

The Sadeian Woman is an engagement with these cultural types and an 

examination of their origins and applications. Thus, we have an historical survey from 

Greek drama and mythologies, to the Marquis de Sade's fictions, to celluloid cultural 

reproductions in the parts played by Marilyn Monroe, Greta Garbo and Mae West, as 

well as representations of the phallic mother, the monstrous woman. The Sadeian 

Woman is not just an analysis of Sade's ideas in relation to his own society but rather, 'a 

late-twentieth-century interpretation of some of the problems he raises about the 

culturally determined nature of women and of the relations between men and women 

that result from it'(Introductory Note, p.l). It also contends that '[t]he sexual act in 

pornography exists as a metaphor for what people do to one another, often in the 

cruellest sense; but the present business of the pornographer is to suppress the metaphor 

as much as he can and leave us with a handful of empty words'(17). I wish to argue that 

The Sadeian Woman is a reinstatement of the metaphoric readings that are possible in 

the depiction of sexual acts in pornography. 

As versions of the unequal distribution of power, Sade's pornography produces 

obscene metaphors of women's lives. 'A model of hell'(24), Sade's fictional worlds 

provide an unromanticised view of a society, in which to be male is to be tyrannous and 

to be female is to be martyrised. While these attributes are dichotomous and absolute, 

they are not necessarily attached to male or female bodies, but rather to the sexual 

positions that they perform. Thus, the utiliser of the 'tool' of power, whether it be 

appended penis, dildo or whip, enacts the male role and the receiver of these actions, the 
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female role. For Sade, the world is divided into tyrants and victims, and 'all beds are 

minefields'(25). For Carter, women need to be awakened to their socialisation as 

potential victims removed from any access to power. This will not be achieved by 

learning about 'romantic love' in women's magazines, a prime ideological site for the 

management of femininity, but rather, by using pornographic materials to function as 

devices for sexual terrorism, revealing metaphorically the distribution of economic and 

social power. Justine and Juliette begin their picaresque pornographic journeys as 

orphans with no income, a metaphoric depiction of the condition of women in 

patriarchal economies. Their choices are to become 'good' or 'bad' women, to ruin or be 

ruined. One of Sade's microcosms of how power is allocated and deployed, is the Holy 

Virgin, a retreat run by Benedictine monks. Here 'in this pleasure pavilion, the pleasure 

of a small minority of men devolved upon the pain of the majority, their serving 

women'(43). As a paradigm for an hierarchical patriarchal society, this description is a 

useful if problematic model.19 It presents us with a grossly unpalatable representation of 

an inequitable and painful society which is constructed to discriminate against women 

and the vast majority of men. What is described, however, are the vicarious pleasures 

derived from the tortured bodies of women who are chosen because they were born into 

wealthy families. Their bodies become sites on which to punish the fathers, in effect to 

sully their possessions. The great irony is that for most of these women it is their fathers 

who have socialised them to develop asexual bodies, and in acquiescing to these 

demands, these young women become more attractive as objects to be ruined and then 

to be controlled or even killed. 

Both the tussle for predominance between feminist and materialist positions and 

the ironic narrativity of The Sadeian Woman led Andrea Dworkin to attack Carter as 

19 Of course, 'pornographic' texts are not the only ones to act as devices of social and sexual terror; Toni 
Morrison's Beloved and Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale also function in this way. 
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'pseudo-feminist'.20 I wish now to examine the substance of Dworkin's charges. Carter 

is accused of indulging in 'a flight of fancy'21 in her discussion of Sade's dealings with a 

young woman who subsequently brought charges against him. The basis for Dworkin's 

criticism is Carter's response to Rose Keller's attack on Sade. 22 She quotes Carter's 

commentary that 'The affair enchants me. It has the completeness and lucidity of a script 

by Brecht. A woman of the third estate, a beggar, the poorest of the poor, turns the very 

vices of the rich into weapons to wound them with'.23 It seems to me that Dworkin is 

mistaking Carter's ironic detachment and support for a woman wielding the tools of the 

master's house against him for enchantment with an apparent pro-Sadeian stance. If 

anything, it may be argued that this is a good example of where Carter's class 

sympathies override her allegiance to her feminist ones. To accuse Carter of 'entering 

the realm of literary affectation heretofore reserved for the boys'24 is to dismiss the uses 

of irony as a legitimate literary weapon in the fight for women's rights. Dworkin fails to 

add that Carter's closing sentence in the disputed paragraph reads, 'An ironic triumph 

for the beggar woman; the victim turned victor'(29). This is certainly a victory to be 

applauded in the light of Carter's intense dislike of the role of victim for women, for 

'To exist in the passive case is to die in the passive case - that is, to be killed'(77). 

It is in the interests of the patriarchy to continue to divide women into two 

20 Dworkin, pp. 84-85. Susanne Kappeler, disparages Carter as 'the potential literary critic' and accuses 
her of withdrawing into the 'literary sanctuary'. See Kappeler, p. 134. Ironically, two literary critics are 
challenging another 'feminist's' right to choose metaphor as a legitimate weapon in the struggle for 
women's rights. To accuse Carter of hiding in the literary sanctuary is to assume that she is entirely 
supporting Sade's own activities, or, that it is possible to make a clear distinction between life and art. 
21 Dworkin, p. 85. 
22 According to Carter, Keller had been begging on the streets on Easter Sunday (a day of particularly 
blasphemous significance for Sade). Sade asked if she would like to earn some money to which she 
agreed. However, instead of the presumed sexual favour, Sade whipped her and locked her in the room. 
Keller laid charges against Sade and the matter was settled out of court for a very large sum of money(28-
29). For a full account of Keller's statement see Simone de Beauvoir, The Marquis de Sade (London: 
John Calder, 1962), pp. 211 - 215. This text contains the essay 'Must W e B u m Sade?' which originally 
appeared as 'Faut-il bruler Sade?' in 1951. 
23 Dworkin, p. 85. 
24 Dworkin, p. 84. 
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opposed groups of good and bad women, virgins and whores. That this division is 

determined by a sexual double standard in addition to class and race discriminations is 

productive of a containment policy which has been peculiar to women until the recent 

'outbreak' of AIDS. The Marquis de Sade represents these social attitudes to the 

Juliettes and Justines of late eighteenth-century French society. It was his belief that the 

inequalities facing women would only be removed if they abandoned their socialisation 

as victims and acted to take control of money, relationships and power. Carter analyses 

both Sade's characters and sees many continuing parallels in the Western societies of 

the 1970s. Marilyn Monroe is cited as the iconic celluloid model of the woman as victim 

promoted by Hollywood, the modern day Justine; in contrast, 'the token woman in high 

places'(105) is the sexual tiger, the modern day Juliette. Despite Carter's hatred of the 

passive victim, there is a concomitant abhorrence of the ruthless career woman, 

modelled on Juliette, who is governed only by her heartless and supremely rational 

ambitions. For such a woman is still the puppet of more powerful men. 'A free woman 

in an unfree society will be a monster'(27) opines Carter, indicating that she is very 

aware that a free society requires a revolution to create economic and political equality. 

Whereas Apollinaire equated Juliette with the New Woman, for Carter she is 'a New 

Woman in the mode of irony' who is 'a description of a type of female behaviour rather 

than a model of female behaviour'(79). 

Whether it is Justine, the victim of male perversions, or Juliette, the diabolical 

mistress of men and women, or Eugenie of Philosophy in the Boudoir who rapes and 

helps to infect her mother with syphilis, it is the interests of powerful men which are 

served. Indeed, they are 'women whose identities have been defined exclusively by 

men'(77). As such, they are permitted to exist in one of only two possible realms. 

'Justine is the thesis, Juliette the antithesis; both are without hope and neither pays any 
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heed to a future in which might lie the possibility of a synthesis of their modes of being, 

neither submissive nor aggressive, capable of both thought and feeling'(79). Carter's 

Hegelian and Utopian wish for synthesis is a vision born from the analysis of the origins 

and manifestations of a binary view of the world, a view which is reinforced by the 

ideological methods employed by those who wish to maintain phallocratic power 

structures. 

Like Emma Goldman, Carter believed that a visionary and Utopian synthesis for 

women would only be possible after a political and economic revolution. A measure of 

Carter's commitment to this end can be found in her comment that '[t]o be a woman is 

to be automatically at a disadvantage in a man's world, just like being poor, but to be a 

woman is a more easily remedied condition'(78). Not all feminists would agree with 

this perspective, but it is a measure of Carter's fiercely held socialist politics which 

underpinned her feminism. In 1979, the same year that The Sadeian Woman was 

published, Carter wrote a book review that appeared in New Society. Her final 

comments upon Gay Talese's Thy Neighbour's Wife: sex in the world today indicate that 

she is fervently aware that the supposed sexual revolution of the 1960s is inseparably 

tied to issues of access to economic and legal power: 

It goes without saying that the book is profoundly offensive to women; and poor 
old Talese will never be able to understand why. He really thinks w o m e n have 

won the right to show off their beautiful bodies and ask men to go to bed with 

them, and that's liberation.25 

Remedying the condition of having been born a woman in a man's world is going to 

take more than 'fuck[ing] their way into history'(27). It is going to take an enormous 

change of consciousness as well. 

'To counteract victimhood as the ruling paradigm for feminism'26 is, I believe, 

25 Angela Carter, Nothing Sacred: Selected Writings (London: Virago, 1982), p. 152. 
26 This phrase is used by Jordan in 'The Dangerous Edge', p. 194. 



35 

still the greatest focus of The Sadeian Woman. Thus, Carter's strongest acrimony is 

reserved for Marilyn Monroe and the other childlike icons of femininity produced by 

Hollywood. If feminism bases its politics on the prevalence of woman as victim, argues 

Carter, then women are prevented from thinking of behaviours other than victim: 

The victim is always morally superior to the master; that is the victim's 
ambivalent triumph. That is why there have been so few notoriously wicked 
w o m e n in comparison to the number of notoriously wicked men; our victim 
status ensures that w e rarely have the opportunity. Virtue is thrust upon us. If 
that is nothing, in itself, to be proud of, at least it is nothing of which to be 

ashamed.(56) 

There is a decided ambivalence in this statement which vacillates between the need to 

extricate women from the ideological grasp of the good, martyred woman but which 

hangs on to the need for a site, any site, for social ethics. 

For Carter, Sade's construction of the character type of Justine is 'obscene'. Her 

obscenity is derived from 'her beauty, her submissiveness and the false expectations that 

these qualities will do her some good'(57). She is 'the personification of the 

pornography of that condition'(5 7), a metaphor for the selfless, martyred woman who 

accepts her lot in life. She 'becomes the prototype of two centuries of women who find 

the world was not, as they had been promised, made for them and who do not have, 

because they have not been given, the existential tools to remake the world for 

themselves'.(57) The only hope for remedying this condition then is to improve 

education for women, provide access to well-paid jobs and to remove the ideological 

97 

veil from 'romantic' love, the great determinant of feminine poverty and dependence. 

Constructed and crafted for the use of the Hollywood imagists, Marilyn Monroe 

epitomised this type of sexual suffering dubbed by Carter, the 'Good Bad Girl'(63). 'A 

cultural product', the Good Bad Girl was the result of the tension between the ways in 

27 These are all conditions for the amelioration of women's lives suggested by Mary Wollstonecraft in A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1975), first published in 1792 

the year after the publication of Justine or the Misfortunes of Virtue in 1791. 
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which 'the movies celebrated allure in itself but either denied the attractions inherent in 

availability or treated availability itself as a poor joke'(63). Parodying Simone de 

Beauvoir's famous utterance on the acquisition of femininity, Carter states that 'Monroe 

was not born but became a blonde'(65). Given these comments on the construction of 

feminine allure, it would seem that further analysis might follow in the wake of this 

indication of performativity. This is not to be so. What follows is a bewildering 

movement in and out of ironically detached analysis and an evident disdain for the 

figure of the self-deriding and ignorant blonde woman who 'always gets the fluffy end 

of the lollipop'(66). It is not the quality of blondeness that upsets Carter, who is full of 

praise for Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich, and is particularly enamoured of Mae 

West. Rather, it is the bruisability. For the Marilyns and Justines of this world, 'their 

dazzling fair skins are of such a delicate texture that they look as if they will bruise at a 

touch, carrying the exciting stigmata of sexual violence for a long time, and that is why 

gentlemen prefer blondes'(63). A reading of this sentence and of '[Marilyn's] death 

adored and longed for by all necrophiles'(64) invites tightrope-walking along a 

dangerous edge of interpretations. If we employ a distanced and ironical practice, then 

perhaps 'exciting stigmata' mimics a particular masculine response. On the other hand, 

there is a slight prurience present in this voyeuristic description. This is especially 

notable in the almost gleeful revelation that '[y]ou can even see real scar-tissue (from a 

gall-bladder operation; the female interior bearing the marks of the intimate, cruel 

excavation of the scalpel) in the nude pictures Bert Stern took of her the summer before 

her death'(64). 

Carter's description of Monroe's body bears a striking similarity to the paintings 

of Frida Kahlo which depict her own medical operations and make use of the Surrealist 

aesthetic to display the inside on the outside, and vice versa. Since Frida Kahlo was the 
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only female Surrealist that Carter liked,28 it is possible that the difficulty of clear 

interpretation here owes its origin to a Surreal aesthetics which is often inimical to the 

interests of women. However, the evident prurient fascination with both the incised 

body and its aestheticisation is troubling. There seems to be a destructive impulse at 

work which delights in the cutting down as well as the cutting up of the icon of the 

female victim. 

At the same time that Carter is intent upon destroying this 'consolatory 

nonsense', this myth of the appeal of the suffering and innocent young woman, she is 

harshly critical of 'the theory of maternal superiority'(106). This theory springs from the 

'fantasy land of archetypes where all the embodiments of biological supremacy 

live'(106). Women had to struggle hard to counteract the idea of biological inferiority 

based on cranial size at the end of the nineteenth century and it is our reproductive 

functions which militate against us still. Like Sade, Carter wishes to disconnect the 

woman from her reproductive functions: 

Because she is the channel of life, woman as mythic mother lives at one remove 
from life. A w o m a n who defines herself through her fertility has no other option. 
So a w o m a n who feels she has been deprived of motherhood is trebly deprived -
of children; of the value of herself as mother; and of her o w n self, as 
autonomous being.(107) 

For Carter, what is at stake here is the right and the need for women to define 

themselves as other than mythic beings bearing no relationship to their individual lives; 

not to be Woman but to be women. Severing the link between sexuality and 

reproduction is crucial to this change. For Sade, however, the advocation of sexual 

autonomy for women was more complex. Mary Jacobus points to Sade's inherent 

28 See Carter's reading notes which accompany a boxed edition of prints of Kahlo's paintings and 

drawings. Angela Carter, Frida Kahlo (London: Redstone Press, 1989). Of especial note are The Broken 
Column(\944), Tree of Hope (1946) and the depiction of the results of domestic violence on a dead and 

nude female body in A Few Small Nips (1935). 
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misanthropy as the basis of this belief.29 

If women are bound by their biological ability to become mothers, and the 

mythology of the 'supremacy of motherhood' conspires to combine with this end, then 

women will never determine their own lives. This crucial point drives much of the 

argument of The Sadeian Woman. But while Carter decontextualises her argument and 

locates her extrapolations in the twentieth century, Jacobus maintains the context in a 

particularised historical moment. Jacobus argues that both Sade and Malthus were 

advocating population control in the 1790s and that Sade's deep hatred of himself and 

other human beings produced a desire for population control which would end the 

reproduction of evil. 'Since Sade's physiology of female sexuality is modelled on 

men's,' argues Jacobus, 'his radical solution is to render disposable what women have 

in excess, which is both maternity and one hole too many (for the sodomite, that is).' 

Marked for death and disposal, women's bodies are inscribed with pain. It is the 

pregnant bodies that are subjected to the worst tortures,31 and the potentially pregnant 

that are prevented from producing more children. Sade's 'edifice of mother-hatred'(120) 

was based upon the views held at the end of the eighteenth century that it was the sperm 

which created new life and that the mother's body was a mere incubator. The 

animalculists, or spermists, continued the theories of Aristotle. Ever one to locate the 

sources of prejudice in history, Carter notes that, '[t]his devaluation of the actual 

biological status of women indicates how far prejudice can invalidate certain scientific 

theorising before it even begins'(120). 

29 Mary Jacobus, first things: The Maternal Imaginary in Literature, Art and Psychoanalysis (New York 
and London: Routledge, 1995). See especially Chapter 5, 'Malthus, Matricide, and the Marquis de Sade'. 
30 Jacobus, p. 85. 
31 'Wives and mothers are sanctified by usage and convention; on them falls the greatest wrath. In the 
monastery of St Mary-in-the-Wood, pregnancy means a death sentence....In Sade's brothels, husbands 

prostitute wives; husbands force their wives to witness the prostitution of daughters.' The Sadeian 

Woman, p. 75. 
32 Carter attributes these ideas to Aeschylus (120) rather than Aristotle in what may be seen as an 

unconscious attempt to aestheticise her argument. 
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If Sade and his society believed that women's bodies act as mere incubators, 

then it is easier, but no less excusable, to understand why they were treated as refuse. In 

Philosophy in the Boudoir, Madame de Mistival's body is used by her daughter, 

Eugenie,33 under the instruction of Madame de Saint-Ange, her father's mistress, and 

two male libertines. All are operating on the orders of Monsieur de Mistival who has 

sent his recently whipped wife to them. Yet, it is Eugenie who has the double intention 

of forcing her mother to be part of the sexual activities which she has forbidden her 

fifteen year old daughter, and sewing up her mother's vagina so that no more siblings 

will compete with her. Infecting the mother with syphilis is a mere after-thought. For 

this task, Eugenie uses a 'cunt-cracking dildo' which 'savagely restores to her mother 

the phallus she lacks'(121). Like Madame de Clairwil in Juliette, who keeps a 

mummified penis as a dildo and claims that a penis will be found growing in her brain 

after her death, Eugenie wishes to have the phallus. Claims to the phallus and of the 

phallus circulate through these three Sadeian texts. Its disembodiment accords power to 

its holder, whether male or female. Saint-Ange and Eugenie are 'class[ed] with the 

masters'(143) and so despise their own sex. 

Carter's interest in this text is twofold. Firstly, it offers a disjunction between 

women and reproduction and, secondly, it investigates the relationship between mothers 

and their sexually-emergent daughters. Despite the pain inflicted upon her mother, it is 

pleasure that Eugenie is searching for. She wants to extract a sign that her mother is 

capable of orgasm in order to berate her professions of propriety. But for Sade this is 

the unthinkable: 

Mother must never be allowed to come, and so to come alive. She cannot be 
corrupted into the experience of sexual pleasure and so set free. She is locked 
forever in the fortress of her flesh, a sleeping beauty whose lapse of being is 
absolute and eternal. If she were allowed to taste one single moment's pleasure 

33 Mary Jacobus has noted the similarity between the name, Eugenie, and eugenics in a text which also 

contains 'a manual on late eighteenth-century methods of birth control'. See first things, p. 85. 
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in the abuses that are heaped upon her, abuses that would glut Saint-Ange or her 
o w n daughter with joy, that would overthrow the whole scheme.(128) 

The whole scheme is to violate the taboo against the mother but it 'has been violated 

only to be immediately and hideously restored'(132). For the mother must never 

experience pleasure and so Sade makes her faint. Carter argues that Sade loses the 

oppportunity to become 'a revolutionary pornographer' at this very point and becomes 

just 'a simple pornographer' (132), a crime that he has been accused of for two hundred 

years. That we are asked to see the potential for revolution in the ability of a woman to 

reach orgasm while she is being tortured and raped is perhaps Carter's greatest crime. 

Emma Goldman's statement in the postscript to The Sadeian Woman that '[hjistory 

tells us that every oppressed class gained true liberation from its masters through its 

own efforts'(151) is resonant with historical truth but falls short of confronting this 

description, whether it is read metaphorically or literally. I agree with Carter that 

developing a locus for the existence of female desire requires the body of the mother to 

become a desiring sexual body but I part company with her assertion that it can be born 

out of violent harm to that body. 

The problem with Sade that Carter identifies is that his philosophy is 

Manichean, that is it is based upon a belief in the immutability of good and evil. Thus, 

'he can only conceive of freedom as existing in opposition, freedom as defined by 

tyranny'(132). Justine and Juliette exist in a dialectical relation to each other but for 

Sade there is no possibility of intellectual or imaginative synthesis: 

The Sadeian woman, then, subverts only her own socially conditioned role in the 

world of god [sic], the king and the law. She does not subvert her society, except 
incidentally, as a storm trooper of the individual consciousness. She remains in 

the area of privilege created by her class, just as Sade remains in the 

philosophical framework of his time.(133) 

Finally, it is class that must be addressed before social conditions will be beneficial for 

women. Ironically, it was for the destruction of the class hierarchy that Proudhon and 
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the Utopian socialists of 1848 in France extracted the pamphlet from Philosophy in the 

Boudoir entitled 'Yet Another Effort, Frenchmen, if you Would Become Republican'. 

Revolutionary socialist sentiments are also echoed in the writings of the 

anarchist, Emma Goldman, with which Carter chooses rather abruptly to conclude her 

argument: 

Indeed, if partial emancipation is to be a complete and true emancipation of 
woman, it will have to do away with the ridiculous notion that to be loved, to be 
sweetheart and mother, is synonymous with being slave and subordinate. It will 
have to do away with the absurd notion of the dualism of the sexes, or that man 

and w o m a n represent two antagonistic worlds.(151) 

Perhaps Carter, too, became aware at the end of The Sadeian Woman that she was 

arguing herself into an untenable position. Sade was offering an historical and aesthetic 

model which was appealing in its severing of the mythology of motherhood from the 

bodies and minds of women. However, it was a model which originated from acute 

misogyny and even misanthropy and was, therefore, not going to produce positive 

change. After vivid descriptions of tortures upon female and especially maternal 

bodies, it is telling that Carter chose to conclude with an invocation to love: 

In his diabolic solitude, only the possibility of love could awake the libertine to 

perfect, immaculate terror. It is in this holy terror of love that we find, in both 
men and w o m e n themselves, the source of all opposition to the emancipation of 

women. (150) 

The biological and emotional separation of women from martyrised motherhood is still 

the goal in the war against the single most destructive myth which pervades the 

discriminatory base of the patriarchy. To achieve this goal would be to usher in 'the 

final secularization of mankind' [sic] (110) which 'is why so many people find the idea 

of the emancipation of women frightening'(HO). Perhaps, as Gerardine Meaney argues, 

the casualty of the figure of the mother is too great in this act of 'sexual and intellectual 
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terrorism'. A n d perhaps, for Carter herself, the ambivalent character of motherhood 

became all too apparent when she experienced the classic Freudian resolution of the 

mother/daughter relationship (after the death of her own mother) at the time of the birth 

of her son at the late age of forty-three. This possibility is suggested in the marked 

affection for mother figures in Nights at the Circus and Wise Children. 

What I want to argue at this point is that an understanding of the contradictions 

and paradoxes inherent in Carter's writings is dependent upon an understanding of her 

intellectual position and aesthetic heritage. TheSadeian Woman offers the clearest means 

to an understanding of the basis of these contradictions. Whether they are located in the 

doubled allegiances to women and to class, to the misogynistic aesthetic practices of 

Surrealism, or to the revealing of the ideological appropriation of power in maintaining 

mythological systems, Angela Carter is not afraid to pursue the possibilities for change 

by venturing into political and aesthetic minefields. Although a troublesome monograph 

for the writer and the critic, The Sadeian Woman is a text which must be addressed 

before exploring her novels. 

34 Gerardine Meaney, (Un)Like Subjects: Women, theory, fiction (London and New York: Routledge, 

1993), p. 97 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE MAGIC TOYSHOP 

'What is that key?' I demanded, for his chaffing had made m e bold. 'The key to your 
heart? Give it me!' 
H e dangled the key tantalizingly above m y head, out of reach of m y straining fingers; 
those bare red lips of his cracked sidelong in a smile. 
'Ah, no,' he said. 'Not the key to m y heart. Rather, the key to m y enfer.'('The Bloody 
Chamber'.)1 

In this excerpt from her short story of 1979, 'The Bloody Chamber', Angela 

Carter is reworking old ground. Already in 1967 she had published The Magic Toyshop, 

'a malign fairy tale',2 which presents a Surreal and Gothic world of the marvellous and 

the uncanny as a key to subjectivity and the workings of the human heart. The Magic 

Toyshop is, in many ways, a very nineteenth-century text, and as George Eliot satirized 

Casaubon's attempt to find the key to all mythologies, so too Carter sets out to 

demythologize the beliefs which fix women and men in a less than Edenic world. The 

fictional world of this novel functions to defamiliarize a 'real' world operated by 

patriarchal puppet-masters in which oppression and social injustice affect more than 

those who live in 'Flower's Puppet Microcosm'.3 Gothic landscapes and characters are 

invoked in order to unsettle that which would otherwise appear to be familiar and 

harmless. The repressed returns to destroy and renew those who venture into these 

fictional realms. 

Early reviews of The Magic Toyshop variously described it as 'bizarre...a 

gothic arabesque'4 and 'comfortably surreal'5. Carter invites us to plunge into 'a 

1 Angela Carter, The Bloody Chamber and Other Stories (London: Penguin, 1979), p.21. 
2 'Magical Mannerist', John Haffenden talks to Angela Carter, The Literary Review, 36 (Nov. 1984), 

p. 35 
3 Angela Carter, The Magic Toyshop [1967] (London: Virago, 1981), p. 126. All further references are to 
this edition and will appear in parentheses in the chapter. 
4 Anonymous review in The Times Literary Supplement, July 6, 1967, p. 593. 
5 Ian Hamilton, The Listener, vol. 78, July 13, 1967, p. 57. 
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secularised Eden' where Melanie and Finn escape 'like A d a m and Eve at the end of 

Paradise Lost' from the evil clutches of Uncle Philip, God the Father.6 Feeling 

isolated and vulnerable with the wintry mists closing in upon her, Melanie suggests 

ironically that 'Eve must have felt like this on the way east out of Eden. And it was 

Eve's fault'(94). Melanie's ogre is her maternal uncle who wishes to take his revenge 

upon his sister's children for a marriage of which he did not approve. However, 

Melanie can no longer live in her childhood dreamworld; she must confront monsters of 

adolescent subjectivity - 'The summer she was fifteen, Melanie discovered that she 

was made of flesh and blood'(l). So begins the journey into womanhood of Carter's 

heroine. After trying to usurp her mother's past by secretly trying on her wedding dress 

while she is away on a 'lecher tour'(3) with Melanie's writer-father, Melanie ventures 

outside into the 'black wine'(17) night. The chill of the night and the dress, the 

excitement, the ecstasy, turn to menacing forms which threaten to engulf and destroy 

her; her act of hubris requires penance. Out of this strangeness (or so Melanie believes), 

comes the commonplace event of a plane crash which kills both her parents. Here 

Carter uses the contrasting structures of a precipitating event and the lurch towards 

a wicked uncle to engage in the demythologizing of a modern fairy tale with all the 

stock characteristics of a sleeping beauty waiting for her prince charming to arrive, her 

'phantom bridegroom'(2). She has been carefully prepared or 'cultured' by an 

invading substance, just like the confirmation pearls her parents gave her in recognition 

of her religious coming of age. 

In a device similar to that used with many nineteenth-century w o m e n 

writer's heroines, Melanie is conveniently orphaned along with her younger 

brother, Jonathon, aged twelve and sister, Victoria, aged five. This loss of attachment 

to her parents and any apparent income allows her to be unfettered by the constraints 

6 Haffenden, p.35. 
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or blessings of inherited money or the direction of a bourgeois, patriarchal 

culture. Indeed, frequent comparisons are made between Melanie and Jane Eyre. 

Melanie is cast out of the idyllic Eden of her youth in a well-to -do rural home on to 

the stormy seas of life in a dingy south London suburb. Her new circumstances 

require her to go and live with her mother's brother, Philip, and his mute 

Irish wife, Margaret, and her two brothers, Francie and Finn, who are also orphans. 

Carter foreshadows Melanie's immediate fate when she allows her to muse 

upon the meaning of death to a fifteen-year old 'as a room like a cellar, in which one 

was locked up and no light at all'(6). Melanie's arrival at a dingy but mysterious 

toyshop hunched underneath an equally dank number of rooms resonates with Gothic 

imagery and hints at the evocation of comparisons between Uncle Philip's house and 

Bluebeard's castle, an analogy which is further developed in the text. That she is 

deposited for her inner journey outside the house next to 'a whimsical public 

lavatory ornately trimmed with rococo Victorian wrought ironwork and, drooping 

over it, a weary sycamore tree with white patches on its trunk like a skin 

disease'(38) prefigures a story of strange and cancerous happenings. 

THE UNCANNY 

I wish to situate my discussion of Carter's narrative strategies in The Magic 

Toyshop within the Surrealist framework of the marvellous and the uncanny. In his 

paper on 'The Uncanny'(1919),7 Freud defines the meeting of the uncanny or das 

Unheimliche as the arousal of 'dread and creeping horror'.8 And yet this is insufficient 

ground for distinguishing between the fearful and the uncanny. The uncanny is the 

experience of a new situation which carries within it the kernel of memories of a similar 

7 This paper was translated into French in 1933. 
8 Sigmund Freud, 'The Uncanny' in Collected Papers, vol. IV, trans. Joan Riviere (London: The Hogarth 

Press, 1957), p. 368. 
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prior experience, the hair-raising frisson of deja vu. It is a rememorying, if you like. 

The uncanny is unheimlich because it carries within it the traces of das Heimliche, that 

is the familiar. If we accept Freud's theory about the entry into subjectivity of the 

individual, then we accept that desires which cannot be accommodated in a patriarchal 

society must needs be repressed into the unconscious at the stage of recognition of sexed 

identity and the anxiety which attends this recognition. This means, among other things, 

the repression of the desire to unite with, or even to be like, the mother. For Melanie, the 

fifteen year-old heroine of Carter's Bildungsroman, her relationship to her mother is 

decidedly ambivalent. While the novel opens with Melanie trying on her mother's 

wedding dress, the development of the remaining text is centred on Melanie's attempts 

to come to terms with the loss of her parents, her mother's lower middle-class past and, 

particularly, the repressed existence of her mother's brother. Although Uncle Philip is 

distantly familiar, there is a disquieting strangeness9 about him, which Melanie attaches 

to a memory from early childhood when she received a jack-in-the-box from him as a 

Christmas present. The face was painted in an uncanny likeness, 'a grotesque 

caricature'(12) of the young girl, a disquieting reflection of a closeness which was not 

present. 

It is this element of repression that is so crucial to an understanding of the 

perception of the uncanny. For what is uncanny to one person may not be uncanny to 

another. It is the resemblance to something which occurred in one's past and has been 

repressed into one's unconscious mind that re-emerges at the point of intersection with 

that recognition and is contained in the perceptual moment that is the uncanny. The 

effect, the frisson of the uncanny, is not because it is strange but because it is strangely 

9 Helene Cixous translates Freud's use of das Unheimliche as a 'disquieting strangeness' in 'Fiction and 
Its Phantoms: A Reading of Freud's Das Unheimliche ("The Uncanny")', New Literary History, 7,3, 

Spring 1976, 525-548. 
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familiar. The unordinary, even the extraordinary, are recognized as containing traces 

of the ordinary. On the morning after her arrival at her uncle's house, Melanie remarks 

that '[njothing was ordinary, nothing was expected, except for her two black legs and 

the black plaits on each side of her head'(60). Despite this statement of certainty, her 

image of herself wavers when she imagines Finn carrying her to bed the night before, 

'she limp as a bolster with a black wig on it'(54). In the eeriness and darkness of the 

early morning, in the ambivalently nurturing and transgressive dark brown-painted 

kitchen, the apparently ordinary and friendly dog takes on uncanny qualities when 

compared with Finn's painting of him: 

It was a portrait of the white bull terrier, executed with incredible precision. 
Every white hair seemed visible on the pink, painted skin, as if brushed in 
separately, and you could see the grainy texture of the nose. The bull-terrier sat 
squatly full-face on a spiky tuft of grass. It had a wicker, flower-girl basket of 
pinks and daisies in its mouth. Drops of dew trembled on the flowers. The dog's 
eyes glittered unnaturally because they were made of pieces of coloured glass 
stuck onto the canvas. Behind him was a rocky shore and a sea with many white-
capped rollers in parallel lines, under an ominous, bruise-coloured, storm-laden 

sky with a streaky, orange sunset. The dog commanded the entire room. There 
was something official about it, as if it were a guard-dog or sentinel, on the 
constant qui vive behind its glass eyes, taking turn and turn about with the real 
house-dog, and the basket of flowers was stuck in its mouth in an attempt to 

disarm, an accessory borrowed to lend it a harmless look. There was no sign of 
the real dog but for a baking dish full of fresh water on the floor by the sink. H e 

was evidently off-duty. (59-60) 

I have quoted this passage at length because it serves as an exemplar of the 

interconnection between the real and the representation of the real; it creates the space of 

the surreal. The very hyper-reality of the painting technique blurs the distinction 

between the 'real' and the perceived-to-be real. Indeed, the painted dog, in its hyper-

reality, takes the place of the 'real'guard-dog when he is 'off-duty'. The sign of the dog, 

10 There is an installation by John de Andrea in the Art Gallery of Western Australia entitled Allegory: 
After Courbet (1988) which depicts a clothed male artist and his nude female model which is so uncannily 
lifelike that passersby believe that they are witnessing a life-drawing session. W h e n they realise that this is 
not the case, they are touched by a shiver of fear at the proximity between life and its imitation. Such is 
the response and fascination with wax mannequins so integral to the writings of Carter and other 
Surrealists, especially the mannequins displayed in the Surrealist Exhibition of 1936 in Paris. 
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as painting, has an interchangeable status with the sign of the absent dog, the water dish. 

Together with the hyper-real hairs, 'as if brushed on separately' (reminiscent of Frida 

Kahlo's technique), the glass eyes lend an uncanny quality of lifelikeness to the 

painting, sufficient to disturb the boundaries of animation and inanimation.11 

Not only is the painting used to introduce further evidence of the uncanny to the 

already Gothic house and toyshop, but Carter's description of it functions to foreground 

two crucial elements of the text. Firstly, Carter deliberately confounds distinctions 

between the animate and the inanimate such that the inanimate appears to have life. This 

is chiefly effected by the conceit of the puppet and the puppetmaster. Uncle Philip's 

passion is to control those who live in his household in a similar way to the 

paterfamilias of the nineteenth century, but this metaphor is literalized as a 

puppetmaster who makes lifesize puppets which resemble members of his family. 

Conversely, members of the family are treated like puppets who must submit to his 

control. Subtle connections are made between these states. For instance, like the dog in 

the portrait, Melanie's enactment of Leda requires her to carry daisies. Secondly, the dog 

is set on a seashore which is overshadowed by an 'ominous, bruise-coloured, storm-

laden sky', not only a portent of events to come but also further reinforcing the recurrent 

motif of the sea and water which invokes a journey and perhaps a sea-change. The sea is 

ever-present both structurally and imagistically. The text begins with images of famous 

explorers and the phrase 'O my America, my new found land' from Donne's 'To His 

Mistress On Going To Bed' and finishes with 'a wild surmise' from Keats' 'On First 

Looking into Chapman's Homer'. The backdrop for Uncle Philip's puppet theatre is 

painted red on one side and with a seascape on the other, the scene chosen for Melanie's 

11 In her article, 'The fragile frames of The Bloody Chamber', Lucie Armitt comments on the portrait as a 
common device in Gothic fiction. 'Despite the apparent fixity of the frame that encloses it, the good (life) 

likeness of the human frame that is enclosed reminds us that the presence of the uncanny manifests itself 

most clearly at the point at which that fixity becomes destabilized'. See Lucie Armitt, 'The fragile frames 
of The Bloody Chamber' in Joseph Bristow and Trev Lynn Broughton, (eds). The Infernal Desires of 
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Leda to be raped by a lifesize puppet of a swan. When she first hears of the death of her 

parents, 'Melanie swam like a blind, earless fish in a sea of sedation, where there was no 

time or memory but only dreams'(28). And for all the improbabilities of connecting 

Finn's name with his Irish heritage and Joyce (Firm-again), it is also part of a fish, who 

in this case, swims in uncertain waters. But it is also Finn who utters the key statement 

to Melanie that 'We are all in the same boat'(86). The sea is a place for adventures and 

journeys but it is also the symbol for the unconscious, for inner journeys, and, for the 

Surrealists, the place from which the repressed can be unleashed to act upon the stasis 

that is the conscious subject. 

Carter states in an interview with Lisa Appignanesi that T read Freud young; I 

thought that was about life.'12 So I propose to use a Freudian reading model for The 

Magic Toyshop and to invoke Freud's other disciples, the Surrealists, and their related 

category, the marvellous. In 1924, Louis Aragon defined the marvellous as 'the eruption 

of contradiction in the real'.13 Both Aragon and Breton located the marvellous in love.14 

Rosemary Jackson takes exception with Aragon's definition which she describes as 

being closer to her definition of the fantastic. Jackson admits that it would be 'hair

splitting to over-schematize such distinctions'15 but believes that there are 'crucial 

differences' between the marvellous and the fantastic. She argues that 'Surrealist 

literature is much closer to a marvellous mode in that the narrator himself [sic] is rarely 

in a position of uncertainty'.16 The marvellous itself is schematized as belonging to a 

more magical and mystical narrative realm and as distinct from the uncanny which turns 

Angela Carter: Fiction, Femininity, Feminism (London and New York: Longman, 1997), p. 93. 
12 Interview with Lisa Appignanesi, Writers in Conversation, (ICA Video, 1987) 
13 Aragon's comments are quoted in Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M I T 

Press, 1993), p.20. 
14 Foster notes that while Freud's essay was not translated into French until 1933, that Breton's discussion 
of the marvellous and convulsive beauty had already been published in the 'Manifesto of 

Surrealism'(1924) and in Nadja (1928). 
15 Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion (London and N e w York: Methuen, 1981), 

p. 36. 
16 Jackson, p. 36. 
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on narrative doubt about what is 'real'. While Jackson presents a continuum of 

1 7 

marvellous - fantasy - uncanny, and privileges Carter as a writer of subversive fantasy, 

she also borrows Bakhtin's description of fantasy as dialogical, thus allowing for an 

ambivalent movement in both directions. I want to argue for a position that is taken up 

by Hal Foster when he says that the Surrealist project is 'ambiguous' but is nevertheless 

pledged to: 

the reenchantment of a disenchanted world, of a capitalist society made ruthless 
and rational. ... in all three manifestations of the marvelous - medieval, gothic, 
and surrealist - it is not clear whether it is an external or internal event, of 

1 8 

otherworldly, secular, or psychic agency. 

Thus, the marvellous and the uncanny do not have to be read as two separate categories 

but rather may be seen as doubled and informing each other in a flexibility of movement 

or even a double imaging which is integral to the paradoxical coupling, the oxymoronic 

devices or the uses of zeugma which have been noted as characteristic of Carter's 

Not only is the stylistic effect confounding and imaginatively enigmatic, but the 

subject matter of the uncanny functions to confuse, to disturb accepted boundaries and 

fields of knowledge. The abject, the monstrous, is no longer outside the bounded body. 

As Robyn Ferrell so succinctly puts it: 

In unsettling your distinction between animate and inanimate, the uncanny 
unsettles distinction itself, which is the mechanism of identity. ... The specular 
images of the uncanny are a kind of compulsive metaphorizing of the self/other, 
the home and away of desire. 

And if the self hinges on the separation from the other and from death, and the sexed 

self hinges on recognition of whether one is castrated like the mother, then the uncanny 

17 Jackson, p. 104. 
18 Foster, p. 19. 
19 Elaine Jordan, 'The Dangers of Angela Carter' in Isobel Armstrong, ed. New Feminist Discourses: 
Critical Essays on Theories and Texts (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 124. See also Gina Wisker's 
discussion of the oxymoron in her article, 'Revenge of the living doll: Angela Carter's horror writing' in 

The Infernal Desires of Angela Carter: Fiction, Femininity, Feminism, p. 125. 
20 Robyn Ferrell, 'Life-Threatening Life: Angela Carter and The Uncanny', in Alan Cholodenko, ed., The 
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turns on moments of separation /sameness. We need to ask the question whether the 

uncanny then is the same for women as it is for men. The movement of the desiring 

subject to and from the mother's body has a similar psychic resonance for girls and 

boys in their early years but as the Oedipal stage resolves itself and sons move further 

away from their mothers, there is an extra cost at stake in girls' ambivalent recognition 

of sharing the same sex as their mothers. For Ferrell, this means that women do have a 

different relationship to the uncanny: 

Only, when she sees how important it [a penis] is to everyone else, how it 
attracts privileges and attentions that her narcissism tells her she's every bit as 
entitled to - that is where the wound comes; something is missing all right. And 
then when she perceives its power, the power to fix her in this less- than lacking 
identity, that is an uncanny moment. The meaning of which must escape her -
something she puts no value on to be value itself? That is uncanny. 
The W o m a n (not that she exists) could be forgiven for seeing the uncanny 
everywhere. Does not patriarchal power itself strike her as uncanny? Senseless 
meaning, someone else's language - does it not always miss the point, 

misrepresent?21 

Whether this misrepresentation refers back to Althusser's interpellation of the subject, 

of its calling into being, or to Lacan's moment of misrecognition of a bounded self in 

the mirror or the mirror of the mother's eyes, it continues to invoke the split subject, the 

desiring subject. The development of the female desiring subject is the very centre of 

Carter's plot in The Magic Toyshop. Indeed, there are no mirrors in Uncle Philip's house 

and Melanie is lost in a labyrinth of uncertainty, of not knowing whether she continues 

to be 'real'. 

What Jackson calls the fantasy genre (and I would qualify as combining aspects 

of the marvellous and the uncanny) operates as an adjunct to the real and rational and 

can never be removed wholly from this base since its purpose is to provide a 

cracked mirror to the rational order such that 'it reveals reason and reality to be 

Illusion of Life: Essays on Animation (Sydney: Power Publications, 1991), p. 138. 
21 Ferrell, p. 137. 
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arbitrary, shifting constructs, and thereby scrutinizes the category of the "real"'. 

While Jackson concedes that 'it would be naive to equate fantasy with either 

anarchic or revolutionary politics',23 she ends by reiterating Helene Cixous' point 

that fantasy uses its structural and semantic form as 'a subtle invitation to 

transgression'.24 Writers of 'fantasy' question and pare the accepted order of society 

and, as such, they are marginal to this order and frequently depict the agents of 

misrule. In a footnote on the 'female Gothic', Rosemary Jackson comments that: 

It is surely no coincidence that so many writers and theorists of fantasy as a 
countercultural form are w o m e n - Julia Kristeva, Irene Bessiere, Helene Cixous, 
Angela Carter. Non-realist narrative forms are increasingly important in feminist 
writing: no breakthrough of cultural structure seems possible until linear 
narrative (realism, illusionism, transparent representation) is broken or 
dissolved.25 

I don't find Jackson's argument entirely tenable or agree that if we alter our written 

forms, social change will necessarily follow. But fantasy should not be discounted as 

one of the instruments available for effective change. For Carter, and the Surrealists, the 

project was about aesthetics, not as an end, but rather as a means to altered perception, 

which would help to overturn social structures. 

IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE 

The ocular and the function of perception form the basis of much of the theory 

and the praxis surrounding both Surrealism and its critical focus. Indeed, Breton stated 

that 'as far as the eye can see, it recreates desire'.26 From the influential stories of E.T.A. 

Hoffmann and Edgar Allan Poe, to the opening scene of Bufiuel's 'Un Chien Andalou' 

in which a woman's eye is sliced with a razor, and Bataille's The Story of the Eye, to 

Jackson, p. 21. 
23 Ibid., p. 14. 
24 Ibid., p. 180. 
25 Ibid., p. 186, n. 10. 
26 Andre" Breton, Mad Love, trans. Mary Ann Caws (Lincoln, Nebraska, 1987), p. 15. 
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Rosalind Krauss's The Optical Unconscious, vision and ways of perceiving have 

remained central to Surrealism. Apprehension of the uncanny occurs within the 'blink of 

an eye'. Freud was aware of the importance of perception to this process and cites 

Hoffmann's story of 'The Sandman' as an example of the centrality of the eyes, whether 

they be devices for 'normal' vision or for seeing with the aid of lenses such as spectacles 

or binoculars. Indeed, the Sandman himself was the subject of a story told to young 

children to encourage them to go to sleep, or he would come to take away their eyes. 

Nathaniel, the protagonist of the story, falls in love with a doll, an automaton, named 

Olympia who looks beautiful, moves and sings beautifully, but does not speak. She has 

no free will and is programmed to behave in prescribed ways. Nathaniel appears 

ridiculous in his courting of a doll, and not knowing that she is a doll, but his not-

knowing is also a measure of the social expectations of the upper middle class of the 

nineteenth century that women behave like dolls. 

However, this act of the eye is not disembodied. The viewer's gaze may appear 

to penetrate through a keyhole, for instance, but belongs to the shame held within the 

body of the viewer, especially if that person is 'discovered'. As Krauss notes: 

To be discovered at the keyhole is, thus, to be discovered as a body; it is to 
thicken the situation given to consciousness to include the hither space of the 
door, and to make the viewing body an object of consciousness. 

Duchamp's installation Etant donnes makes this very point by its insistence on the 

viewer being seen by others at the museum in New York where it is housed. The 

complicity of the viewer in the 'penetration' of the object of the gaze cannot be elided.29 

While it is traditionally the masculine role to look at the feminine object (to use John 

27 See Rosalind Krauss, 'The Blink of an Eye' in David Carroll, ed., The States of "Theory": History, Art 

and Critical Discourse (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 175-200. 
28 Krauss, p. 179. 
29 A more detailed discussion of Duchamp's work is undertaken in my chapter on The Infernal Desire 

Machines of Doctor Hoffman. 
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Berger's words, 'men act and women appear'30), Carter reverses this practice so that the 

female protagonist, Melanie, is, in most cases, the Peeping Thomasina. Carter equates 

looking with power and curiosity and, in so doing, reshapes the Pandora/Eve myths of 

feminine lawlessness into a quest for legitimate knowledge, all the more powerfully 

because the setting is like Bluebeard's castle.31 Melanie's act of hubris and the 

precipitating cause for her parents' deaths are, in her mind, the result of a closed door, of 

being on the outside of her Father's house; later, her marginality in her uncle's house is 

lessened when she first spies on her aunt and her two brothers through a keyhole. For 

Melanie, the keyhole provides access to an adult world, a space and a passage of time 

beyond her fifteen years. 

Although Melanie takes offense at Finn's construction of a spyhole to look at 

her ('because you are so beautiful'[123]), it is she who begins this way of acquiring 

knowledge on the evening when she first enters the household. However, despite being 

able to see all the Jowles playing their instruments and to hear a bow playing 'across her 

heartstrings'(50), Melanie is unable to decode the movements and nuances of exchanges 

between her aunt and her brothers. All will be revealed only at the end of the text. And it 

is Finn who holds the key. 

Miraculously, when Finn takes Melanie to see the ruins of the Crystal Palace, 

which he calls the pleasure gardens, he has a key to open the locked door. Soon 

Melanie is face to face with a stone lioness whose 'carved eyeballs stared back at them 

with the uncanny blindness of statues, who always seem to be perceiving another 

dimension, where everything is statues'(lOl). The animate are in danger of becoming 

the inanimate. Finn comments to Melanie that '[t]hey have managed to sell some of the 

statues ...[b]ut the rest stay because they can't bear to go away'(102). It is indeed a 

30 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: Penguin, 1972), p. 47. 
31 For a more detailed discussion of the Pandora myth see Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity 
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1996). 
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marvellous place, an outmoded space, which is rendered all the more uncanny by Finn's 

perception of its uncanniness, by the ways that he sees. Finn's mysterious presence is 

charged because 'he moved as if he did not set his feet to the ground, so gracefully, so 

uncannily'(103). In comparison, Melanie 'trod carefully, carefully on the white squares 

only'(103) because '[s]he was seized with panic, remembering that she had not seen her 

o w n face for so long'(103). But this soon changes when Finn kisses her in a crow-like 

attack in his black p.v.c. raincoat. The 'grey-green ocean of his eyes'(104) become 

'subaqueous' so that '[s]he could see her o w n face reflected in little in the black pupils' 

and realized that '[s]he still looked the same. She saluted herself (105). N o mirrors exist 

for her to confirm the existence of her Self but, instead, the phantom bridegroom that 

she is yet to recognize has begun to reflect her presence. W h e n Melanie finally realizes 

the inevitability of their relationship built on proximity, Carter alludes to this earlier 

moment of reflection and borrows the lines from Donne's 'The Good-morrow', 'My 

face in thine eye, thine in mine appears,/ And true plaine hearts doe in the faces 

rest'(193). Carter draws together these metaphors at this point adding that 'John Donne 

thought souls mingled as the eyestrings twist together, tangling like the puppet strings 

on the night of the fall. She sat in Finn's face; there she was, mirrored twice'(193). The 

uncanny, eerie feeling of coming into being is a moment of recognition that the Other is 

the same, sufficient to realize that there is enough of you in the Other to reflect yourself. 

This dance between self and other is encoded in the walk from home to the 

pleasure gardens and also in Melanie's response to the ruins of the Crystal Palace. 

Reminiscent of Freud's description of his walk through the labyrinthine streets of 

Vienna in his essay on 'The Uncanny', the brief descriptive passage resonates with 

Melanie's alienation from the Dickensian landscape and its inhabitants, and a 

simultaneous recognition of herself as same rather than other: 

They walked through sad places where small coloured children sat on doorsteps, 
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too depressed and apathetic to play games, and stared after them with huge black 
eyes in which the tropic sun was extinguished. N o w and then they passed a baby 
wailing outside a peeling front door in a battered pram. Overflowing dustbins 

festerd in areas and neglected front gardens. Ranks of curdy milk bottles waited 
for a milkman who never came.... And now, crumbling in decay, overladen with 
a desolate burden of humanity, the houses had the look of queuing for a great 

knacker's yard, of eagerly embracing the extinction of their former grandeur, of 

offering themselves to ruin with an abandonment almost luxurious.(98-99) 

When placed in a Surrealist frame of analysis this description poses 'the cultural detritus 

of past moments residual in capitalism against the socioeconomic complacency of its 

present moment'.32 The repressed past emerges into a present that does not wish to deal 

with it, or to recognize the decline of a previously burgeoning middle class. Breton 

discusses the historicity, the nonsynchronicity of this uncanny image sphere when he 

states that '[t]he marvellous is not the same in every period: it partakes in some obscure 

way of a sort of general revelation only the fragments of which come down to us: they 

are the romantic ruins, the modern mannequin'.33 Outmoded spaces and objects are 

termed 'auratic' by Walter Benjamin, that is, they have an aura of the previously known 

if they appear to return our gaze, especially if that gaze is the mother's and invokes our 

childhood. 

This return of the repressed from the past into the present is thus apparent in 

historical sites as a demonic force which brings alive the past as it does the stone 

lioness in the pleasure gardens. Finn gives Melanie a brief history lesson about the 

misnamed Crystal Palace made from papier-mache which was built for the National 

Exposition in 1852. As a celebration of commodity culture or commodity fetishism, the 

National Exposition followed the revolutions of 1848 and 'offered the people a new 

form of Utopian aspiration and a new mode of social existence, as relations between 

people dissolved into relations between things and relations between things materialised 

32 Foster, p. 159. 
33 Andre" Breton, 'Manifesto of Surrealism'(1924), in Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver 

and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor, 1969), p. 16. 
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into the society of the spectacle'.34 Indeed, the fetish operates as a displacement of what 

does not wish to be seen onto another object which is spectacularized in order to hide 

further the repressed knowledge. 

At the moment when the nature of commodity fetishism changes, the demise of 

the pleasure gardens came about with 'a bang not a whimper' when fire destroyed it 

in 1914 as 'the lights went out all over Europe'(99). The result is a 'riot'(lOO) which 

augurs the overthrow of authoritarian rule. W h e n Finn quotes from Shelley's 

'Ozymandias', 'Look upon m y works, ye mighty, and beware'(106) he changes the 

final word from 'despair' to offer a portent of the ensuing doom which will befall 'The 

House of Flower'. The fallen statue of Queen Victoria, 'the Queen of the Waste 

Land'(lOl), like the 'shattered visage' of Shelley's poem, lies reminiscent of the image 

of the broken phallus in The Passion of New Eve. Queen Victoria is invoked frequently 

in the form of Victoria, Melanie's young sister, Victoria Station, and in comparisons 

with Dicken's evocation of early Victorian England suggested by Carter when she 

introduces an American w o m a n she refers to the toyshop as quaintly Dickensian. The 

Jowles, readers of the Irish Independent, are seditiously working to eradicate the 

presence of Victorian patriarchal and colonial rule. Uncle Philip's attempts to prevent 

this happening are parodied unmercifully: 'when Uncle Philip found it, he would throw 

it out onto the landing and jump up and down on it. Soon it would reappear behind the 

pipe, with footmarks on it'(90-91). 

The past still lives in the present of The Magic Toyshop and its demonic form is 

exorcised by Finn, the martyr figure depicted as Saint Sebastian. W h e n Finn disposes of 

Uncle Philip's swan puppet, he does so by burying its remains in the pleasure gardens, 

the scene of a decaying and outmoded past. There are also parallels here with Melanie's 

burial of her mother's shredded wedding dress, a relic of destruction. Similarly, in 

34 Mulvey, p. 6. 
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Villette, Charlotte Bronte's Lucy Snowe buries a letter under a tree in order to repress its 

contents. Finn's great act of heroism is to chop up the swan, a gesture that is symbolic 

of the emasculation of Uncle Philip. Uncle Philip's fondness for his swan and his 

addressing of it as 'old fellow' contains uncanny resemblances to some of 

D.H. Lawrence's phallic imagery. 

Melanie only begins to understand Finn's function as the text's martyr after she 

decides to use Finn's peephole against him. The object of the gaze becomes its subject. 

What Melanie sees is a peephole world magnified by her own potential identification 

with the upside-down, topsy-turvy physical presence of Finn walking on his hands, 

mediated by the allegorical structure of Finn's paintings. After viewing these scenes, 

Melanie begins to see in an oblique way similar to the sight from Finn's damaged eye. 

Finn's squint occurred when he was stung by a bee as a child. Bending down to smell a 

flower, he was stung by the bee inside it. As an adult, this situation is repeated when he 

is metaphorically stung by a different Flower. Drawing together the phallic, Freudian 

imagery of the bee stings and the arrows that are used to martyr Saint Sebastian , Carter 

creates an imaginary pictorial representation of patriarchal power. Rather than one 

Sebastian, however, there are many in this household. Finn paints a triptych of 'Francie, 

Aunt Margaret and Finn himself, each on a separate panel, each wrapped in a bloody 

loin-cloth, each tied to a stake, each a St Sebastian full of arrows'(136). Flowers are not 

all they appear to be. After all, Mrs Rundle tells Melanie that the lawyer vouches for 

her uncle as 'a perfect gentleman'(29) when she prepares for her new life in London. 

Uncle Philip is a maker of papier-mache Mephistopheles masks and this suggests that 

underneath the socially-constructed perfect gentleman lurks the 'real' masculine 

condition of the controlling patriarch, the extreme version of which is the violent m a n at 

35 'Flower' is an Old English name for arrow-maker. 
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home and the fascistic demeanour in public.36 

Melanie's extreme loneliness and emotional isolation from the 'red people' leads 

her to 'see' a severed hand in the kitchen knife drawer. This act of indeterminable sight, 

of the uncanny perception of a violently dismembered hand, takes place in a room which 

has itself an ambivalent and dialogical place in the text; that is, it speaks to the reader as 

both a place of comfort and a place of horror and the monstrous. Carter juxtaposes 

these two conditions when she foregrounds the commonplace alongside the starkly 

horrific: 

It was pleasant to be in the kitchen and Melanie hummed to herself as she hung 
cups from their hooks and propped the plates. She opened the dresser to put 
away the knives and spoons. In the dresser drawer was a freshly severed hand, all 

bloody at the roots.(l 18) 

Melanie sees the hand when she is alone in the kitchen late at night and yearning for 

attachment and connection. Finn has badly damaged his own hand recently with a chisel 

and it possible that Melanie sees a severed small, feminine hand as a displacement for 

her own internalization of Finn's woes. On one of the many occasions when she 

believes that she is losing her sanity, Melanie says, T am going out of my mind'(118) 

and links this possibility with the presence of male malevolence, 'Bluebeard was 

here'(l 18). What needs to be reestablished is access to the normal rather than the realms 

of the witches, ogres and fairies. The romanticism that Melanie has attached to the 'red 

people' changes to an acceptance of them as ordinary. Francie is '[j]ust an ordinary 

chap'(l 19) when he revives her after her fainting spell at the sight of the hand. 

The hand that Melanie sees does not resemble that of Finn, but rather is one that 

is strangely familiar. It provides a link with what she has lost and the deep wound of an 

identity as a well-to-do middle-class girl, not the worldly young woman that she is 

36 Virginia Woolf noted this public/private connection in her essay on the rights of women, Three 
Guineas, which was published in the 1930s as fascist movements gained momentum throughout the world. 
Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas (London: Hogarth Press, 1938). 
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becoming: 

It was a soft-looking, plump little hand with pretty, tapering fingers the nails of 
which were tinted with a faint, pearly lacquer. There was a thin silver ring of the 
type small girls wear on the fourth finger. It was the hand of a child w h o goes to 

dancing class and wears frilled petticoats with knickers to match. From the 
raggedness of the flesh at the wrist, it appeared that the hand had been hewn 

from its arm with a knife or axe that was very blunt. Melanie heard blood fall 
plop in the drawer.(l 18) 

Francie tells Melanie that '[t]he distress of your loss might make you see things. It is 

only natural'(121). This figure of displacement for the loss of her parents, particularly 

her mother (whose wedding dress she ripped and bloodied in her thwarted attempts to 

emulate her path to womanhood), was not severed quickly but by a lengthy and painful 

process. The ring on the severed hand is on 'the fourth finger from which a vein leads to 

the heart'(120), thus it is the heart that is signalled as the source of Melanie's 

difficulties. From this moment she begins to identify with the Jowles family, especially 

Aunt Margaret, in painful opposition to Uncle Philip. 

Melanie is now inside the charmed circle that is 'the red people'. Rather than the 

alienated figure who needs Finn to show her the key to her heart, she has found the 

recipe for inclusion in the previously-hidden contents of the knife drawer. The secret of 

the drawer has been revealed to her. There is no longer an inside and an outside, a 

closed and open space, from which she is excluded. Laura Mulvey links the strategy of 

placing women in the role of investigator of enclosed, Gothic spaces to the myth of 

Pandora's box, a different version of Eve's quest for knowledge. Mulvey argues that 

'Pandora's gesture of looking into the forbidden space, the literal figuration of curiosity 

as looking in, becomes a figure for the desire to know rather than the desire to see, an 

epistemophilia'.37 Frequent metaphorical links to Uncle Philip's house as Bluebeard's 

castle suggest that Carter is consciously weaving together these two image spheres and 

37 Mulvey, p. 59. 
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that the kitchen drawer is an earlier 'Bloody Chamber'. Connections may be made 

between Freud's reference to Dora's genitals as a jewel casket38, a space to protect and 

conceal hidden treasures, and the apparently innocuous kitchen drawer hiding Melanie's 

bloody wound, her mark of castration, her 'not manhood'. A fetish is a displacement of 

the original sighting and recognition of the mother's wound, the recognition that the 

mother does not have the phallus and, thus, the sign of power. In order for patriarchal 

systems to continue to function this disavowal must continue and surfaces be accorded 

their specular values. But it is what is hidden, what is in the drawer, that holds the key to 

the secrets that can undo the patriarchy. 

Incest is one of those secrets in the drawer. One of the most damaging pieces of 

information to a man who believes himself to be in control of the people in his 

household is that he is a cuckold. Uncle Philip is a cuckold to his brother-in-law, 

Francie. And it is Melanie who becomes an honorary revolutionary, 'a red person', or 

39 

an explorer, a fellow traveller if you will, on a quest to transgress. 

PUPPETS AND PUPPETEERS 

When Melanie muses upon the possibilities of romantic love in front of her 

mirror at the beginning of the novel, she notes that 'Juliet had been married and dead of 

love at fourteen.'(9) The finer irony of this history is lost on one infatuated with the 

idea of romance manufactured by Hollywood films and women's magazines. This 

very notion of the perfect and beautiful lover is fostered by a society which would 

have women and men behave as marionettes. As Gina Wisker has noted, '[t]he living 

38 Freud offers this suggestion to Dora in 'Fragment of an analysis of a case of hysteria', pp. 129-130. See 

Sigmund Freud, Case Histories 1, trans. Alix and James Strachey (London: Penguin, 1977). 
39 Mulvey suggests that '[t]he point, then, is to recast the figure of Pandora, her action and its fearful 

consequences in such a way that the literal topography of her structure can shift from the register of the 

visual into the register of the theoretical. Pandora, caught in the myth, cannot make this step, but feminist 

theorists, seeking to translate the iconographies of the feminine to reveal their origins, can take her 

curiosity and transform it into a seeing with the mind'. Mulvey, p. 61. 
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doll is the central conceit of The Magic Toyshop, blurring the boundaries of 

performance and experience, of effect and affect'.40 Carter allows us an insight into her 

technical devices when she tells Lorna Sage that: 

I don't systematically construe my own images as I go along. I mean I would 
like to be able to say that the clockwork prostitutes and the puppets are man 

under capitalism, but it's not consciously been so. They're not dehumanized by 
being that way, but that sort of parodic imitation of life, the closed system, the 
clockwork prostitutes going through the motions and being dependent on 
somebody else for their motive power... I think if I think about it I may spoil it, 

but the connections are obvious, they are w o m e n in a certain relation to men, 
when m e n are in a certain kind of relation to the economic system they live 

in.41 

Given Carter's thoughts here about her uses of marionette and puppet figures in her 

work, I want to locate my discussion of these devices in The Magic Toyshop in the 

context of Hans Bellmer' spoupees. 

Bellmer, a German associate of the Surrealists during the 1930s, constructed 

mutilated and dismembered dolls and marionettes as installations. His work has been 

compared to that of Bataille in its aim to desublimate, to allow the re-eruption of the 

sexual.42 This aim and effect brought Bataille into conflict with Breton whose 

Surrealism was closer to a sublimated idealism. Carter, too, works somewhere along this 

axis between Bataille and Breton and this is the source of tensions in her work which, 

on the one hand, reveal erotic and sadistic elements and, on the other, show a warm, 

idealistic aspect. Carter's characters, whether they be puppets or human beings, 

confound the divisions between these two states in order to reveal their 'real' conditions 

of existence. Like Bellmer's dolls, the Surreal and the uncanny intersect in Carter's 

characters. Hal Foster is of the opinion that 'we might see the poupees not only as an 

excessive elaboration of Surrealist notions of love but also as an immanent critique of 

40 Gina Wisker, 'Revenge of the living doll: Angela Carter's horror writing', in Bristow and Broughton, 
1 O 1 

41 Lorna Sage, 'The Savage Sideshow: A Profile of Angela Carter', in New Review, 1977, 39/40, p. 56. 
42 Foster, p. 110. 
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fascist conceptions of the body'.43 While Foster concedes that this is 'treacherous 

terrain'44, it does help to ground an argument for Carter's attack on a patriarchal system 

which is fascistic in its extreme forms. After Finn had tangled the strings of his puppets 

and he had pushed Finn to the ground, Uncle Philip 'shoved Finn's body off Bothwell 

with the casual brutality of Nazi soldiers moving corpses in films of concentration 

camps'(132). Once he realized that his puppets could not be resurrected, Uncle Philip 

exclaims 'Humans can act with my puppets,... that's it. That'll be a novelty. Puppets and 

people. I'll use the girl'(132). The ambiguity of boundaries is complete; the animate 

becomes the inanimate and vice versa. Carter's task is to defamiliarize this starkly 

common occurrence, so that the mechanisms for the daily control of the weaker by the 

stronger is revealed. Uncle Philip is determined to have Melanie submit to his wishes 

but 'he was resenting her because she was not a puppet'(144). 

Philip Flower is the archetypal bogeyman, having parallels with E.T.A. 

Hoffmann's character, Coppelius, in 'The Sandman'. Like Olympia, Coppelius" puppet 

made of wood, Melanie is in danger of becoming controlled by her uncle. His eyes are 

referred to as both 'the no-colour of wet newspapers' (143) and 'no colour, like a rainy 

day'(73), and while not reflecting any of the life about him are also not reflective of 

his inner life. Uncle Philip would have complete control over the lives of all who sail 

in his ship of state, in 'Flower's Puppet Microcosm'.(126) He dictates the meal times 

by his 'turnip-shaped fob watch'(69), the clothes that household members are 

permitted to wear, the rate at which they eat their meals, the loss of money and, 

therefore, power that the females experience. He treats his wife as an inanimate and 

pained object who must spend Sunday afternoons throttled by his wedding present, a 

necklace resembling a dog collar.45 The heavy, silver choker prevents her from eating 

43 Foster, p. 110. 
44 Foster, p. 110. 
45 Parallels might be seen between Aunt Margaret's 'dog-collar' necklace that Uncle Philip has made for 



64 

on Sunday afternoons, making her dog-like and fragile appearance reinforce the idea of 

her enforced subjugation and the cultural concept of beauty where 'Ilfaut suffrir pour 

etre belle '(113). Melanie replies with a heavy dose of irony to Aunt Margaret's 

statement that he had made it himself, 'Heavens, he is clever'(114). Language is 

something that Philip thinks he alone can control and manufacture. If he controls 

language then he will retain his dominance. Nobody is permitted to speak unless 

spoken to and a 'palpably violent' silence reigns. In its most extreme form this violent 

silence materializes as the muteness of Aunt Margaret who has been unable to speak 

since her wedding day. Uncle Philip likes his w o m e n to be quiet! Aunt Margaret's 

aphonia is both symbolic of the pathology of life in a patriarchal society and her 

only means of protest. Aunt Margaret is referred to as a'pressed flower'(73). This 

bird-like w o m a n w h o possesses 'a frail but constant courage like spun silk'(197) draws 

her strength from her close and at times incestuous relationship with her brothers 

to emerge finally triumphant as the 'goddess of fire'(197) with her red hair 'a 

firework display of pyrotechnic colours'(189). 

Despite these images of dominance and violence, Carter is already 

undercutting the malevolence of Uncle Philip with the ironic allusion to the constant 

clockwatching of the ineffectual White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland. The position 

that most of us occupy in the flux or process which Carter examines is precarious at 

best. Carter argues not for the immutability of our roles but for their vulnerability. 

Just as Uncle Philip is Medusa-like at times and plays with bath toys, so Finn takes on 

the role of Daddy simply by sitting in Uncle Philip's chair. Reluctantly, Melanie 

becomes a 'little mother'(28) to Victoria with Finn as her surrogate husband. 

Insidiously, the ideology of the patriarchy has infected Melanie's mind with notions 

of knights on white chargers and voluminous wedding dresses; so too has it 

her and the ruby choker which is the gift of Bluebeard in 'The Bloody Chamber'. 
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encouraged Finn to think automatically that Melanie would desire his rape-like kiss. 

Finn's mask is that of apprentice to the papier-mache Mephistopheles. W h e n Finn first 

introduces Melanie to the mysteries of the dark basement where the puppets are 

made at night he puts on a Mephistopheles' mask 'with real hair' (67). If w e recall that 

Uncle Philip's eyes are the 'no colour of wet newspaper'(143), then the imagery of 

moulding and manipulating becomes much clearer. Just before Finn begins to 

cartwheel across the floor wearing the devil's mask, he comments to Melanie that 

'Sometimes he lets m e pull the strings'(68). The ease with which even the Lord of 

Misrule can be transformed into a younger version of Uncle Philip helps us to 

comprehend the fragility of the individual and the power of the mythologizing 

process. Finn is, after all, Uncle Philip's apprentice. Even after he has chopped 

up the swan, effectively ending his uncle's power, he usurps Uncle Philip's chair at 

the head of the table and finds that Victoria casts him in the role of 'Daddy'. It is no 

wonder that Melanie is grasped by uneasiness at this idea especially when it follows 

closely upon her discovery of a life-size puppet resembling herself in her mother's 

wedding dress waiting behind the curtain of her uncle's puppet theatre. 

Having failed to mould Melanie to a submissive puppet, Uncle Philip plans 

to dress her up as a lifesize puppet of Leda in order to publicly rape her on stage as 

part of his microcosm of the world where the phallus is supreme. Carter's use of W.B. 

Yeats' poem, 'Leda and the Swan', highlights the integral relationship where life 

mirrors art. Zeus, or Jove, is depicted as the architect, the force controlling lives just as 

Uncle Philip would like to be; the ultimate fantasy of patriarchs who believe that 

they were put on this earth to 'fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over 

the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves 
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upon the earth'.46 

In her naivete Melanie is flattered by the vision that Uncle Philip has of her as a 

nymph crowned with daisies once again. The clear parallels with her own image 

dressed in her mother's wedding dress are emphasized to suggest that the culturally 

constructed romantic picture of marriage is a trap to lure young women into an 

institution which can be a front for the submission of women and the continuation of 

the species. Melanie believes, at this point, that all that she can do is submit to the 

inevitable: 

'Well, I must lie down,' she thought and kicking aside shells, went down on her 
knees. Like fate or the clock, on came the swan, its feet going splat, splat, splat. 
She thought of the horse of Troy, also made of hollow wood; if she did not act 
her part well, a trapdoor in the swan's side might open and a host of pigmy 
Uncle Philips, all clockwork, might rush out and savage her. This possibility 
seemed real and awful. All her laughter was snuffed out.(166) 

So in order for the horrific grotesque to be changed to allow possibilities for the parodic 

grotesque, or perhaps the carnivalesque, and thus turn the feared weapon of ridicule 

against the perpetrators of such savagery, the fear of losing oneself must be gradually 

reduced. Melanie could not hang on to her laughter in the face of rape and, instead, 

succumbs to the robbing of her identity: 

She was hallucinated; she felt herself not herself, wrenched from her own 

personality, watching this whole fantasy from another place; and, in this staged 

fantasy, anything was possible. Even that the swan, the mocked up swan, might 
assume reality itself and rape this girl in a blizzard of white feathers. The swan 

towered over the black-haired girl who was Melanie and who was not.(166) 

'She felt herself not herself as Uncle Philip nearly succeeds in achieving his desire to 

'use the girl' and diminish any identity of her own which she may be constructing. 

Melanie's self is tentatively poised at this climactic point, like the 'dead yellow leaves 

of the geranium'(161) or, unsure of its own boundaries, like the family of dancing 

figures that she imagines her hand to be (161). It is Finn who acts as her protector and 

Genesis, Chapter 1, verse 28. 
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she sees him as if for the first time. 'She tried to recall where she had seen him before; 

his face was familiar'(167). His face is strangely familiar, uncanny, and her recognition 

of Finn occurs simultaneously with her recognition of herself when '[s]he put Melanie 

back on like a coat, slowly'(167). 

However, the confusion over who is pulling whose strings becomes all the 

more complex when we realize that not even Uncle Philip , the self-styled god, is 

in charge of his own existence. Philip is unaware of the insidious power that has 

entered his house in the form of the 'red people'. Our growing horror of Uncle Philip 

is carefully orchestrated and undercut by Carter so that we realize that Melanie's 

increasing power rests largely upon her ability to ridicule him. When she finds the 

remains of his bathing and a plastic bath toy in a room which most of the rest of the 

family never use she is led to believe that, 'evidence pointed to Uncle Philip, but this 

seemed improbable'( 117). Carter is very aware, however, that for all its attempts to 

divide men and women, the patriarchy is an hierarchical ideology and Finn's 

sensitivity and rebelliousness mutiny against the attempts of Uncle Philip to make 

him into a junior patriarch. In an interview with John Haffenden, Carter clarifies her 

stance: 

I should make the point that men live by the myths you've mentioned as much 
as women, because there has been the idea that the fiction that 
demythologizes them is only of interest to w o m e n -as though the dichotomy in 

our culture is so vast that only w o m e n are interested in certain kinds of social 
fiction, whereas they effect [sic] us all very profoundly. Indeed, they effect[sic] 
m e n much more than women, because w o m e n know in their hearts that 

they're not true.47 

One of the key 'social fictions' of the patriarchy is that exogamous marriage will 

remove the possibility of incest. The Oedipus story itself questions the possibility of 

maintaining contrived boundaries, although it was used by Freud to explain the 

47 Haffenden, p. 38. 
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development of sexed identities within a patriarchal cultural system. In her typically 

rumbustious style, Carter opines that this story was generated by 

...a bias created and maintained by the historic socio-economic institutions of 
Western European culture since the time the Greeks, for gynopathic reasons of 
their own, transformed the myth of Oedipus from a positive, creative, 
matriarchal one (s/he who sleeps with its mother gets on in the world; h o w else 
did Oedipus become king, after all) to a negative, destructive, patriarchal one (if 

you murder your father, it's tears before bedtime and nobody is going to bother 

to ask Jocasta what her line on the messy business was). 

Carter depicts this myth as fragile as a house of cards and its main contestant as 

emanating from the woman's domain, the kitchen. 

Aunt Margaret's kitchen is warm and light contrasting with the heavy, dark 

dining room where meals are taken when 'graced' with the presence of Uncle Philip. 

Aunt Margaret gives Victoria pieces of dough to play with since the toys in the shop 

are not for children to touch. At one time Finn holds Margaret and rocks her 

backwards and forwards while Victoria, complete with dough-covered hands, is 

playing with a house of cards that Aunt Margaret has helped her to make on the 

kitchen floor. Clear connections with Edgar Allan Poe's short story, 'The Fall of the 

House of Usher', can be made. Gilbert and Gubar suggest that: 

To the extent that the desire to violate the incest taboo is a desire to be self-
sufficient - self- begetting - it is a divinely interdicted wish to be 'as Gods', like 

the desire for the forbidden fruit of the tree of knowledge, whose taste also 

meant death. 

To challenge the confining mores on incest is initially shocking to the 

middle-class Melanie. As she says, 'Not incest. Not in my family'.(195) Melanie is 

reminded of her History classes and the practice of Egyptian royal sisters and brothers 

marrying each other. Another chink in the would-be ahistorical nature of the 

patriarchy is unmasked. Intermarriage of sisters and brothers is acceptable when it 

48 Angela Carter, 'The Language of Sisterhood' in The State of the Language, eds. Leonard Michaels and 

Christopher Ricks (University of California Press, 1980), p. 226. 
49 Sandra M . Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the 

Nineteenth Century Literary Imagination fNew Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1979), p. 209. 
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serves the purposes of the ruling order. The almighty Uncle Philip is really a cuckold. 

Suddenly his last remaining vestige of power withers away. Melanie's initial shock at 

the scene in the kitchen contrasts with Carter's description of the tenderness 

expressed between Francie and Aunt Margaret: 

The music had ceased while they looked at each other. The fiddle and flute 
were cast down on the floor. Francie and Aunt Margaret embraced. It was a 
lover's embrace, annihilating the world, as if taking place at midnight on the 
crest of a hill with a tearing wind beating the branches above them. The 
brother and sister kneeled. The room was full of peace. The cigarette smoke 

shimmered and dissolved. The wise dog and his portrait gazed at them 

uncensoriously.(l 94) 

Once again the inclusion of the concurrence between the dog and his portrait functions 

to conflate the boundaries which have been constructed to keep the legally sanctioned 

and the abjectly horrific at bay. It is an uncanny embrace. 

PYROTECHNICS 

In Communicating Vessels, Andre Breton calls for the rational transformation of 

the world. He proposes to do this with the aid of poetry and the result of objective 

chance, a causality brought about by the comparison of two very different objects. For 

Breton, the key elements in this clashing intersection are fire and water: 

To compare two objects as far distant as possible one from the other or, by any 
other method, to confront them in a brusque and striking manner, remains the 
highest task to which poetry can ever aspire....The stronger the 'element of 

immediate unlikeness appears, the more strongly it should be surmounted and 
denied. The whole meaning of the object is at stake. So two different bodies, 
rubbed one against the other, attain through that spark their supreme unity in 
fire; thus iron and water reach their common, admirable resolution in blood, and 

50 Bachelard likens the effects of metaphor to 'a flowering', a possibly felicitous coincidence with Carter's 
choice of Philip Flower as well as the frequent uses of flower imagery, particularly daisies, '...metaphors 
are not simple idealizations which take off like rockets only to display their insignificance on bursting in 
the sky, but ...on the contrary metaphors summon one another and are more coordinated than sensations, 
so much so that a poetic mind is purely and simply a syntax of metaphors. Each poet should then be 
represented by a diagram which would indicate the meaning and the symmetry of his metaphorical 
coordinations, exactly as the diagram of a flower fixes the meaning and the symmetries of its floral action. 
There is no real flower that does not have this geometrical pattern. Similarly, there can be no poetic 
flowering without a certain synthesis of poetic images'. Gaston Bachelard, The Psychoanalysis of Fire 
[1938], trans. Alan C M . Ross (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964), p. 109. 
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so on.51 

For Carter, fire and water are unifying principles in The Magic Toyshop. They occur as 

compulsively repeated images and structural devices. The plot carries us towards a sea-

change of feelings and events but it is water working together with fire which produces 

a conflagration that is needed to purify the evils of hyper-masculinity and recast it in a 

more benign form. 

A markedly different version of Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre, The Magic 

Toyshop nevertheless develops as a Bildungsroman which is generated by the fiery 

passions of its heroine. Melanie's journey to London on the train is punctuated by 

thoughts of herself as an orphan 'just like Jane Eyre'.(32) Her typically adolescent 

reaction to her five year-old sister, Victoria, as retarded is paralleled with 'Mrs 

Rochester, a dreadful secret in the back bedroom'(7) quite early in the novel 

foreshadowing the importance of the motif of Jane Eyre. Whereas Mr Rochester is 

blinded by the fire so that he begins to see things differently, Finn has a squint such 

that he will forever perceive his world obliquely and never with blinkered vision. 

Melanie's perception of Finn changes after his literal Fall from Grace or rather his 

push by 'God' masquerading as Uncle Philip. Both heroines are left with partners 

who have had their hyper-masculine wings clipped and who function as the hope of a 

marriage of new spirits. 

Just as Jane Eyre's journey has awakened her to a new perception and 

understanding of what it means to be a woman in a patriarchal society, so too does 

Melanie grow through suffering to accept herself and, therefore, others. She begins 

this process with the realization that she has already changed sufficiently to 

understand that she would have grown up to be just like the wealthy female customer 

51 Andre" Breton, Les Vases communicants [1932], trans. Mary Ann Caws and Geoffrey T. Harris as 
Communicating Vessels (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1990), p. 109. 
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who wants to buy something that will impress her friends and finally chooses only a 

witch mask. Finn comments that her veneer of respectability is wearing off (by time 

not by water!). Melanie's refusal to be entirely the puppet that Uncle Philip desires, 

combined with the quiet revolution of the 'red people' (clearly symbolizing the 

threat and danger inherent in the Jowles) provides the necessary preconditions for the 

conflagration from which will emerge the hope for change. 

When Finn jokes that he and Melanie will call their first child 'Proximity', 

he adds to the already dense fire imagery in the reference to a fuse detonated by 

some external influence such as heat or light emitted by its target. When Melanie 

first meets Finn he is wearing the omnipresent cast -off fireman's jacket. Finn's role 

is, indeed, to act as the catalyst for Uncle Philip's self-destruction. His jacket 

functions both as a sign of the impending conflagration and as an impetus towards its 

occurrence in a similar way to the 'No smoking' sign attached to the curtain before 

Uncle Philip's puppet theatres. It also contains elements of absurdist drama such as 

Max Frisch's Biedermann und Die Brandstifte, in which the firemen's role is to start 

the fire not to extinguish it. The fire imagery operates as symbolic of both 

Melanie's sexual awakening and the phoenix-like rebirth of hope for change. But it is 

Aunt Margaret who is most consistently associated with pyrotechnics and is also 

figured as a bird, the creator of fire according to one Aboriginal legend. 

Fire is frequently linked with the visual to reinforce the perceptual process as a 

52 In a version of the Prometheus myth, it is a little bird who steals the fire. 'In one Australian tribe the 
legend is very amusing or, rather, it is because a bird is being amusing that it succeeds in stealing the fire. 
"The deaf adder had formerly the sole possession of fire, which he kept securely in his inside. All the birds 
tried in vain to get some of it, until the small hawk came along and played such ridiculous antics that the 
adder could not keep his countenance and began to laugh. Then the fire escaped from him and became 
common property." Thus, as is often the case, the legend of fire is the legend of licentious love. Fire is 
associated with innumerable jokes'. Bachelard, p. 35. Aunt Margaret is certainly associated with 
'licentious love' which directly produces the fire which destroys the House of Flower. These images are 
carried through most of Carter's future works, most notably Desiderio's renaming as Kiku, the bird, and 
the passionate flames in, The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, the archeopteryx in The 
Passion of New Eve, Fewers the bird-woman in Nights at the Circus, and again in the flaming houses of 

passion in Wise Children. 
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potentially revolutionary act which contains the sparks of change. The description of the 

wedding photograph of Melanie's mother is that her dress is 'exploding in a 

pyrotechnic display of satin and lace, dressed as for a medieval banquet'(ll). W h e n 

Melanie turns the tables and uses Finn's spyhole to spy on him she sees that Finn's 

painting of Aunt Margaret had 'scarlet hair drifting around her' and '[h]er pubic hair 

was a mound of fire'(108). The painting is designed in mixed media with crystal beads 

representing 'two fat tears' while two cupids 'were executed in low relief in pink 

Plasticine'(109) to enhance its uncanny quality. W h e n she is sent by Uncle Philip to 

Finn's bedroom to rehearse her rape scene, Melanie notices other paintings from the 

view afforded by the inside of the room. Here, an allegory, inspired by Hieronymus 

Bosch's figures of hell, disturbs Melanie greatly. 'It was a hell of leaping flames through 

which darted black figures' and in which 'Uncle Philip was laid out on a charcoal grill 

like a barbecued pork chop'(154). The devil in the painting has Finn's formerly grinning 

face and Melanie quips, 'So that is where his grin went'(154). In this household, the 

lived lives and the painted ones are transmutable. O n Christmas Eve, the Jowles keep 

'Christmas in their own way'(157) which entails burning a tiny effigy of Uncle Philip 

and prefigures the blazing destruction of the House of Flower. 

In the manner of the alchemists (much admired by the Surrealists), fire and 

water are mutable elements. The Jowles imbibe their own fire-water in the form of 

whiskey, which is used to revive Melanie after her vision of the severed hand, to give 

Finn courage to 'kill' the swan and is the holiday tipple while Uncle Philip is away. The 

stage upon which the drama of Leda and the Swan was played out was after all 

always controlled by the 'red people'; it was painted red on one side and had an 

image of the sea on the other. Throughout the novel Carter uses sea and water imagery 

to represent the flux and fluidity of the world such that the monolithic solidity of 

patriarchal edifices can be removed. Jonathon constantly escapes from his dull world 
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by fantasizing about the sea and boats. Finn of the 'Atlantic-coloured regard'(34) 

opens the window to the rest of the world to allow the changes taking place in the 

household to flow out when he says T can smell the sea,...it must have come up 

from Brighton to Victoria on a day excursion' (185). The beginning of the revolution, 

of course, takes place in the kitchen in a 'soap-sud carnival'(185). Finn throws Uncle 

Philip's rosebug m u g (ironically bedecked with the word 'Father') at the stuffed cuckoo 

clock and time goes out the window. 

Upon Uncle Philip's return the frivolity rapidly turns to war. Margaret, the 

goddess of fire with her red hair blazing, kisses Finn goodbye, 'like fellow 

generals saluting each other the night before a great battle'(197). Her voice finally 

freed by the catastrophe, she returns to warn them of Philip's plan to 'trap them like 

rats and burn them out!'(197). Melanie and Finn escape to the roof to watch the house 

burn like a 'giant chrysanthemum, all golden'(199). Finally they are left with 

'nothing...but us' when '[a]t night, in the garden, they faced each other in a wild 

surmise'(200). Keats' poem, 'On Reading Chapman's Homer', is invoked by Carter to 

complete the conceit of exploration which opens the text. Melanie has come full circle 

to return to 'the black wine night' of her desires with an Other who is no longer a 

stranger, but her own phantom bridegroom of proximity. 

While masquerading as a Bildungsroman which is both realistic and Gothic, The 

Magic Toyshop is infused with the uncanny and the marvellous. It reveals itself to be 

deeply indebted to Surrealist image repertoires while, at the same time, opening out the 

problematic of sex and what it means to be a young woman entering a world in which 

power resides with the staunchly masculine. The publication of The Magic Toyshop 

predates by five years the much more darkly humorous The Infernal Desire Machines 

of Doctor Hoffman but a heritage of Surrealist devices is compulsively repeated in both 

texts. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE INFERNAL DESIRE MACHINES OF DOCTOR HOFFMAN 

'Whether it is because the faith which creates has ceased to exist in me, or 
because reality takes shape in the memory alone, the flowers that people show 

m e nowadays for the first time never seem to m e to be true flowers'. 

(Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past)1 

In this chapter I shall employ the trope of persistence of vision as a heuristic 

reading strategy for The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman (1972). Of 

Carter's novels, it is the most exemplary illustration of the influence of Surrealist 

aesthetic and political practices on her writing.2 For the Surrealists the use of shocking 

visual imagery was a political weapon designed to destroy predominant ways of looking 

and to introduce new ways of seeing. Accepting the idea that the unconscious was 

structured like a language, the Surrealists set about restructuring it through visual and 

verbal strategies.3 While Carter's other novels demonstrate a reiteration of imagery 

related to the visual, in this text visual elements become almost an obsession. It is 

through this employment of the visual that Carter begins her investigation of ontologies, 

of what it means to be a woman or a man in a number of different societies. The 

Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman is the first part of the speculative trilogy 

which also comprises The Passion of New Eve (1977) and Nights at the Circus (1984).4 

1 Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past [1919-23], trans. C.K. Scott-Moncrieff and Terence 

Kilmartin (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 19830,vol.3, p. 61. 
2 After researching most of the material for this chapter, I read the then recently published article, 'The 

Fate of the Surrealist Imagination in the Society of the Spectacle' in which Susan Rubin Suleiman arrives 
at very similar conclusions to those which I had simultaneously formulated. Perhaps this is only a 
felicitous Surrealist coincidence, but it also points to the deeply embedded Surrealist heritage present in 

Carter's work. This article appears in Lorna Sage (ed.) Flesh and the Mirror.Essays on the Art of Angela 

Carter (London: Virago, 1995), pp. 98-116. 
3 For a detailed exploration of this argument see Rosalind E. Krauss, The Optical Unconscious 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: M I T Press, 1993) and Rosalind Krauss and Jane Livingston, L'Amour Fou: 

photography and surrealism fNew York: Abbeville Press, 1985). 
4 The term 'speculative trilogy' is suggested by Elaine Jordan in 'Down the road, or history rehearsed' in 

Francis Barker, Peter Hulme and Margaret Iversen, Postmodernism and the Rereading of Modernity 
(Manchester and N e w York: Manchester University Press, 1992), pp. 161-163. 
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There is a progressive regendering of narrators from the male Desiderio in The Infernal 

Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman to a splitting of the narrative voice between the 

male Evelyn and his transformation into the female Eve in The Passion of New Eve, and 

finally to the story of the bird/woman Fewers told variously by Fewers and her 

besotted lover Walser in Nights at the Circus. 

The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman5 is a highly enigmatic text. 

Within it are frequent examples of the contradictions and tensions which mark an 

adventurous plunge into the highly masculinised space of Surrealism in order to pursue 

an investigation of the power bases of sexual politics. The apparently incommensurable 

"isms" of Surrealism and socialist feminism come together here to play with, expose 

and explode the forces of conservatism. Used together, they reveal the inherent 

irrationality of social systems which are supported by their claims to rationality. It is the 

unveiling of the contradictions which work to sustain this masquerade that gives 

Carter's writings their liveliness and originality; it is also the contradictions present 

within Carter's own writings (necessarily containing their own ideological blindspots) 

that generate energetic and engaged responses from her readers. Despite, and perhaps 

because of, these contradictions, Desire Machines represents a persistence of vision that 

is peculiarly Carteresque. 

While one of the methods of Carter's literary weapons is to reveal the irrational 

and oppressive practices used in a number of different societies, another, and arguably 

more important one, is to challenge the role of romance as a repressive ideology whose 

purpose is to control the thoughts and actions of members of those societies, particularly 

women. Thus, Desire Machines may be read as an anti-romance. That is, it represents 

the conventions of a romantic quest for the beloved, only to reveal them as conventions 

5 References to this text are from The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman (Harmondsworth, 

Middlesex: Penguin, 1972). Further references to the text in this chapter will be as Desire Machines and 

page references will appear in parentheses. 
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by using parodic devices. Romance functions as an illusion which disguises the real 

conditions of our existence and is maintained as a system of mythologies through the 

oral and written traditions of the fairy tale. More recently, the celluloid images of the 

Hollywood romance permeate the minds and hearts of huge audiences. The success of 

the film, Pretty Woman, a retelling of Cinderella, indicates the popularity that this genre 

enjoys. Desire Machines strips away the veneer of romance to reveal the reading 

conventions by which it is constructed and the sentimentality which supports it. The text 

itself becomes an infernal machine carefully disguised to cause the greatest anarchic 

disruption.6 

This novel is picaresque in structure; that is, it is plotted as a journey through a 

number of locations which allows consideration of cultural and political allegories of 

aspects of contemporary societies. Despite the fact that this text has been criticised as 

excessively masculinised and violent7, I want to argue that Carter deliberately creates 

worlds which examine the uses of violence against women in order to explore the 

constructedness of gender, especially femininity. That this is achieved through the use of 

Surrealist aesthetics, formerly practised by a group of misogynistic, largely male 

Surrealist artists and writers, introduces acute contradictions for a feminist reading. 

Furthermore, Carter employs Freud's ideas to examine these social systems, something 

that raises the ire of many feminists and alienates many feminist critics. With Freud, 

6 The O E D defines an infernal machine as 'an apparatus (usually disguised as some familiar and harmless 

object) contrived to produce an explosion for the criminal destruction of life or property; formerly, an 
explosive apparatus used in military operations'. Oxford English Dictionary [second edition] (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989), VII, 4 b, p. 925. 
7 See Paulina Palmer, 'From 'Coded Mannequin' to Bird Woman: Angela Carter's Magic Flight' in Sue 
Roe(ed.) Women Reading Women's Writing (Brighton: Harvester, 1988), p. 190 and Robert Clark, 
'Angela Carter's desire machine' in Women's Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 14, 2, (1987), p. 158. 
8 See an account of Carter's reception in the U S A in L o m a Sage, Angela Carter [Women Writers Series] 

(London: Northcote House, 1995), pp. 40-41; Pauline Palmer, 'From "Coded Manequin" to Bird 
Woman', p. 194; Susanne Kappeler refers to Carter as 'the potential feminist critic' in The Pornography 

of Representation (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press), p. 134; Andrea Dworkin refers to The 
Sadeian Woman as 'a recent pseudofeminist literary essay', in Pornography: Men Possessing Women 

(London: The Women's Press, 1981), p. 84; Patricia Duncker, 'Re-imagining the Fairy Tale: Angela 

Carter's Bloody Chambers', Literature and History, 10,1, (Spring 1984) pp. 3-14. 
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Carter subscribes to the belief that some behaviours need to be repressed in order to 

maintain a social group. However, she also presents 'the return of the repressed' through 

the joke, the uncanny moment and the marvellous, as key indicators and methods of 

social improvement. It is not m y intention to suggest that these tensions can be fully 

resolved, or indeed that they ought to be, but merely to point to their existence and to 

argue that Carter employs Surrealism in the service of feminism. 

Desire Machines begins by welcoming its readers into the memories of an 

elderly man, Desiderio, who tells us that he 'remember[s] everything perfectly'(ll). 

This retrospective narration marks the fiftieth anniversary of the death by his own hands 

of his first great love, Albertina. His one great desire is to see her again. Through the 

telling of this story he is able to summon her to his dreams at its end. H e does indeed 

still have the power to focus his passions onto a single point to materialise his desires. 

The narrative finishes with the evocation of involuntary memory by the words 

'Unbidden she comes' and resonates with all the sexual energy that the plot generates. 

This text tells the story of the Great War, the Reality War, in which Doctor 

Hoffman attempts to take control of an apparently South American city by using 'the 

Hoffman Effect' or the 'actualising of desires'. Hoffman sends his daughter, Albertina, 

disguised as a black swan and later as his ambassador dressed as a man, to appeal to the 

desires of a twenty-four year old Amerindian man, Desiderio. W h e n Desiderio reflects 

upon these events later he suggests that it was because he was so 'disaffected' that the 

doctor had chosen him as a challenge to convert. Desiderio considers his employer, the 

Minister of Determination, to be the most rational m a n in the world. The Minister 

proved this by walking across the illusion of water to save a m a n who had been lost 

overboard in a storm. Inducted as the Inspector of Veracity, or, as he later sees himself, 

the terrorist of reason (197), Desiderio is sent by the Minister to find Doctor Hoffman 

and destroy his capacity to obscure the borderline between the thinkable and the 
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unthinkable. His clues are any references to Albertina. During the narrative we are 

transported from city to gothic mansion, down a river, to a fairground to meet a peep-

show operator, through a forest to a bordello, across the sea to an African kingdom, on 

to a land of centaurs and back to Dr Hoffman's castle. We reach this final destination 

only to be told by Doctor Hoffman that none of these settings have really existed for the 

main character and reluctant hero, Desiderio, that they are the creations of 'nebulous 

time'(212). The text works to suspend disbelief and to encourage immersion in the 

marvellous and, at times, horrific events. When Desiderio plays with us rather more 

overtly and tells us that he has quite 'spoiled [his] climax'(208), our narrative gullibility 

is underlined. He is disdainful and playful when he goads his readers with 'But why do 

you deserve a climax, anyway? I am only trying to tell you exactly, as far as I can 

remember, what actually happened'(208). Memories, as Desiderio proves, are what we 

make of them. 

MEMORY 

C.K.Scott-Moncrieff s epigraph for his translation of Proust's Remembrance of 

Things Past, 'When to the sessions of sweet silent thought I summon up remembrance 

of things past' might just as fittingly refer to the process engaged in by the narrator of 

Desire Machines. Desiderio tells us in the introduction that 'if Albertina has become 

for me, now, such a woman as only memory and imagination could devise, well, such is 

always at least partially the case with the beloved'(13). Compare with Desiderio's words 

these thoughts of Proust's narrator: 

These effigies preserved intact in our memory astonish us, when we recall them, 
by their dissimilarity from the person we know, and w e realise what a task of 

remodelling is performed every day by habit. 

9 Remembrance of Things Past, vol. 3, p. 61. 
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The construction of the self is strikingly similar in these excerpts from Carter and 

Proust. A shared premise is that the 'real' person and the person we construct as our 

beloved may have little in common, and that, moreover, we often only know who we 

are from what others tell us. We are an amalgam of all that we have met. The passing of 

time further accentuates the differences between personal and cultural constructions of 

individuals. It is possible that, as Calvino says, 'desires are already memories', and 

desire exists only as the past acting on the present as it acts on the future, a kind of 

conduit between past and future. 

In naming the heroine/anti-heroine Albertina, Carter brings to the text 

resonances from the works of E.T.A. Hoffmann. In his story 'The Choosing of the 

Bride', a woman named Albertine is the object of the attentions of several suitors. 

Hoffmann wrote in the early years of the nineteenth century and was highly influential 

on the work of Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Baudelaire and the Symbolist writers, all 

precursors of the Surrealists. Hoffmann's stories blend elements of romanticism and 

realism, and together with the writings of William Blake and the Marquis de Sade, 

encode many of the sentiments and experiments of romanticism which were to appeal to 

Surrealist creative projects. While the projection of magical images in Hoffman's story 

has a clear correlation with Carter's writing, it is Proust's words that shed most light on 

the plot of Desire Machines : 

... and each of these Albertines was different, as is each appearance of the dancer 
whose colours, form, character are transmuted according to the endlessly varied 
play of a projected limelight. It was perhaps because they were so diverse, the 
persons w h o m I used to contemplate in her at this period, that later I developed 
the habit of becoming myself a different person, according to the particular 

Albertine to w h o m m y thoughts had turned. 

10 Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities [1972], trans. William Weaver (London: Seeker and Warburg, 1974), 

p. 8. 
"Proust, vol.1, p. 1010. 
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And change Albertina does, from black swan, to ambassador, to valet, to madam, to 

valet, to romantic heroine, to ambiguously-sexed occupant of a wheelchair. Desiderio's 

chameleon movements are rather harder to ascertain since we are given only his 

blinkered perspective. 

The haziness of memory some fifty years after the death of Albertina provides 

grounds for the reworking of narrative events in a self-conscious and highly unreliable 

manner. Indeed, Walter Benjamin's suggestion that Proust's work is 'the weaving of his 

memory, the Penelope work of recollection...or a Penelope work of forgetting' is 

applicable to the story that Desiderio tells us. However, the text works to encourage the 

questioning of both the validity of the events and the presentation of personality in 

Desiderio's narration. 

Indeed the text positions the reader to approach the character of Desiderio with 

caution and apprehension when the introduction states that T was young and sardonic 

and did not much like the notion of humanity, anyway, though they told me later, when I 

became a hero, how I had saved mankind'(11). His final arrival at the castle is cast as a 

thriller in the mould of a James Bond novel. Carter goes to great lengths to describe the 

'masculine' room into which Desiderio is ushered and the dinner suit laid out for him, 

complete with gold cigarette lighter. The galloping pace adds to the suspense, leaving 

time only for brief reflections such as T wanted a heroic struggle. I wanted a heroic 

struggle to justify my murder to myself (218). Do we read this then as Desiderio, the 

murderer of Albertina, or Desiderio having killed off an aspect of himself? We are 

afforded little time to ponder these possibilities before the parody is heightened and the 

narrative broken with the question Tf you feel a certain sense of anti-climax, how do 

you think I felt?'(218). Any expectations have been addressed in the introduction so 

12 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations [1955], (ed.) Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (London: Jonathan 

Cape, 1970), p. 204 
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that readers can only blame themselves for being caught up here in other narrative 

models. The melancholy wisdom of the narrator anticipates reading conventions. We 

have been told clearly that: 

...you must not expect a love story or a murder story. Expect a tale of picaresque 
adventure or even of heroic adventure, for I was a great hero in m y time though 
n o w I a m an old m a n and no longer the T of m y own story and m y time is past, 

even if you can read about m e in the history books - a strange thing to happen to 
a m a n in his o w n lifetime. It turns one into posterity's prostitute.(14) 

Thus, the plot develops as a complex interweaving of reading conventions, the 

parodying of those conventions, and evocation of past events which are necessarily 

affected by the apparently involuntary and selected memories of the narrator. While 

Desiderio is incarcerated for Mary Anne's murder he sups upon some Marie biscuits 

that he finds in the room, perhaps an allusion to the madeleines which trigger the 

process of involuntary memory of Proust's narrator. These memories are exceedingly 

unreliable and selective and function not only to further the plot but more importantly 

to allow access to the mind of an extremely masculine narrator. 

ILLUSION AND THE PERSISTENCE OF VISION 

One of Carter's key strategies is to lay bare the device or defamiliarise objects 

and images so that a naturalised response is discouraged. A new way of seeing is 

created. How we perceive things, how we make meaning from what we see, is culturally 

and ideologically specific. 'Everything depends on persistence of vision'(107) states 

Doctor Hoffman's offsider, the peepshow proprietor. The filmic world into which Carter 

seductively ushers us proves to be too horrible to offer comfortable suspension of 

disbelief. Transportation through a cinematic-like realm produces alternating pity, fear 

and laughter. Doctor Hoffman uses flickering celluloid images, the necromantic mirages 

of mirrors, to spirit away a wholly unreliable narrator who challenges the basis of the 
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social construction of the self. The slippery ground of dissolution of self prevails, where 

seeing can no longer be believed. 

By using a number of optical toys to claim the space between the signifier and 

the signified, Dr Hoffman is able to disrupt stable and arbitrary meanings. This area of 

slippage, of polysemy, of indeterminant meanings is harnessed to the desires of the 

unconscious to produce a 'reality' which is outside conventionally accorded time and 

space but appears nevertheless to have a tangible reality status. The story's narrator, 

Desiderio (simultaneously the desired and desiring one), is plummeted into a series of 

worlds which seem at the same time to be both real and unreal. Published in the United 

States as The War of Dreams, this text can be read from a psychoanalytic perspective 

whereby all the characters are manifestations of aspects of Desiderio's psyche. Indeed 

Carter makes reference in the text to Freud's work The Interpretation of Dreams (186). 

Similarly, the title The War of Dreams suggests that the text may be read as a fictional 

encounter between Freud's pleasure principle and reality principle. Emphasis on dreams 

and dreaming, on the link between the unconscious and conscious worlds, on the 

fortuitousness of coincidence and the use of sustained black humour, makes this the 

novel that most closely displays Surrealist influences. 

While Breton sees the meeting of clashing ideas as sparking a metaphoric fire of 

new possibilities, of challenges to language, and thus to society, Carter sees that the 

medium of film can produce an equally revolutionary force. As already suggested in m y 

introduction, the principle of persistence of vision underpins moving film in a way 

analogous to the implicit comparison of images in metaphor. A third imaginary 

possibility is suggested by bringing together two different objects, analogous to the 

thaumatrope, a device which operates on the principle of persistence of vision. The 

thaumatrope, or device of wonder, works because of the human capacity to retain an 

image on the retina of the eye for about a tenth of a second when it brings together two 
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different images to create a third. Hence, one image of a bird and another of a cage 

become a bird in a cage to the viewing eye when we look through a peephole at these 

two spinning objects. Similarly, we can make a worm appear to be eating a rose or a 

lion jump through a hoop. This concept allows the moving pictures of cinema to appear 

to move continuously while using twenty-four frames per second. When Desiderio 

arrives at Doctor Hoffman's castle he realises that what he thought had happened to him 

was nothing but an illusion created by that arch thaumaturgist, Doctor Hoffman, and his 

collection of optical toys designed to remake his world. 

In 1948 Breton expressed the triple objective of Surrealism as: 'to transform the 

world, change life, remake from scratch human understanding'.13 This Utopian spirit, 

which I would argue forms an integral part of Carter's writings, is what Anna Balakian, 

in her book Surrealism: the Road to the Absolute, characterises as the key difference 

between Dada and Surrealism. For the Dadaists, Balakian argues , the aim was nihilism 

and this negation is non-creative. The Surrealists, on the other hand, were driven to the 

creative, to the task of remaking. Balakian states that: 

The surrealists set out to revitalise matter, to resituate the object in relation to 
themselves so that they would no longer be absorbed in their o w n subjectivity. 
In fact, instead of abstracting the object, instead of emptying it of its physical 

attributes, they decided to add to its qualities through their ability to see. A 
strange identification took place between the see-er and the seen. Seeing was no 
longer considered a receiving process but an interchange between subject and 

object. 14 

It is with an awareness of this reciprocal action that Carter foregrounds the 

importance of seeing, of vision. Signalled in the title of this text is her debt to the 

construction of seeing and the perception of the uncanny in many of the stories of 

E.T.A.Hoffmann. In his tale 'The Sandman', for example, the protagonist, Nathaniel, is 

13 Breton, "La lampe dans l'horloge" in La Cle des Champs (1948) quoted in Anna Balakian, Surrealism: 
The Road to the Absolute (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), p. 49. 
14 Balakian, p. 46. 
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convinced that the lifelike puppet, Olympia, is in love with him. With the aid of lenses 

he believes that his passion is returned because that is what he wishes to see: 

He stood in the back row and, in the dazzling candlelight, could not quite 
perceive Olympia's features, so he took out Coppola's glass unnoticed 

and looked at her across the room. Ah! then he became aware h o w she 
was gazing across at him with eyes full of desire and h o w every note she 
sang merged with the look of love which was burning its way into his 
heart!15 

Thus, the act of looking is more than gazing upon an object. The physical gaze is 

imbued with the projections of what we wish to see. 

The function of Dr Hoffman's peep-show proprietor is crucial to the provision of 

the process of persistence of vision whereby the reader or subject of the text acts upon 

and is acted on by the object of that gaze. The reader is fully immersed in the visual 

text; it becomes almost a virtual reality. When the peep-show proprietor tells Desiderio 

that 'To express a desire authentically is to satisfy it categorically'(110) the narrator is 

puzzled by this 'gnomic utterance'(HO). His exhortation to 'Objectify your 

desires!'(110) propels Desiderio into the rest of his journey which will be modified by 

'wax models, often with clockwork mechanisms, glass slides and sets of still photos 

which achieved the effect of movement by means of the technique of the flicker books 

of our childhood'(107). It becomes increasingly difficult for Desiderio and the reader to 

determine whether the characters are 'fictionally authentic' or wax models which serve 

the purposes of the fictional Dr Hoffman or phantoms which have sprung from the 

fictional mind of the fictional Desiderio. The text itself is a Chinese box puzzle with 

mirrors.16 

15 E.T.A. Hoffmann, "The Sandman" in Tales of Hoffmann, trans. R.J. Hollingdale (Harmondsworth: 

Penguin, 1982), p. 113. 
16 In Postmodernist Fiction (London and N e w York: Routledge, 1987), Brian McHale describes the 
recursive plot structures of many postmodernist novels as 'a set of Chinese boxes'. See particularly 

chapter 8. 
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An even stronger analogy is that the text functions like a game of objective 

chance in which our paths are determined by coincidence intersecting with coincidence. 

The picaresque narrative of Desire Machines whisks us away on a darkly humorous 

flight through our fantasies and unconscious desires, or more specifically those of the 

unreliable narrator, Desiderio, or, it could even be argued, those of its author. In the final 

chapter Doctor Hoffman tells us that 'These machines were formulated on the model of 

objective chance, taking "objective chance" as the definition of the sum total of all the 

coincidences which control an individual destiny'(210). It is the intersections of 

Desiderio's travels which foreground the improbability of a string of coincidences. 

There is nothing innocent about coincidence, the occurrence of which releases a series 

of shocks of energy sufficient to cause a corresponding dent in the reader's armour of 

romantic sentimentality. At this point the resulting void might be filled with passion for 

change, both personal and political. 

Yet change ought not to be undertaken for change's sake and the results of the 

changes are often illusory. These illusions are tied closely to our cultural constructions 

of time and space. Desiderio situates the first realisations of the changes wrought by 

Doctor Hoffman in this unnamed but masculine city of his youth. Like Calvino's 

Invisible Cities , this city is gendered and functions as a metaphor, in this case as the 

sign of culture. We are told that the city is: 

a vast repository of time, the discarded times of all the men and women who 
have lived, worked, dreamed and died in the streets which grow like a wilfully 
organic thing, unfurl like the petals of a mired rose17 and yet lack evanescence 

so entirely that they preserve the past in haphazard layers.(17) 

17 In his essay, 'The Language of Flowers', Bataille makes a similar statement, 'And the disconcerting 

gesture of the Marquis de Sade, locked up with madmen, who had the most beautiful roses brought to him 
only to pluck off their petals and toss them into a ditch filled with liquid manure - in these circumstances, 

doesn't it have an overwhelming impact?'. See 'The Language of Flowers' in Georges Bataille, Visions 
of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939 (ed.) Allan Stoekl (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 

1985), p. 14. 
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First published also in 1972, Calvino's Invisible Cities postulates a similar connection 

with the city as a tangible intersection of time and space. The city of Zaira consists of: 

relationships between the measurements of its space and the events of its 
past...the city, however, does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a 
hand, written in the corner of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the 
banisters of the steps, the antennae of the lightning rods, the poles of the flags, 
every segment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.18 

Carter uses such signs of time and space to emphasise the cultural construction of the 

inhabitants who mark their simultaneous presence and absence on their cities. Using the 

example of this unnamed repository of indigenous, colonial and postcolonial habitation, 

she explains that the breakdown of the city was possible because the time and space grid 

that is culture was shattered: 

Dr Hoffman's gigantic generators sent out a series of seismic vibrations which 
made great cracks in the hitherto immutable surface of the time and space 
equation w e had informally formulated in order to realise our city and, out of 

these cracks, well - nobody knew what would come next.(17) 

The unpredictable takes the various forms of the audience at a performance of 

The Magic Flute turning into peacocks, the paving stones becoming mouths which 

speak, cloud palaces emerging as facades to warehouses and then dissolving again and 

'giant heads in the helmets of conquistadors sail[ing] up like sad, painted kites over the 

giggling chimney pots'(18). These phantoms cause so much distress that soon trade 

stops, food supplies are rationed and suicides and inquisitions begin. The desire for 

rationality produces irrationality. One day 'a man snatched a baby from a perambulator 

and dashed it to the ground because he complained that its smile was "too 

lifelike'"(19). Carter works to create events that not only shock in their subject matter 

but also confront us with the need to examine our own values and the construction of 

'"Calvino, pp. 10-11. 
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'reality'. What is 'lifelike' and how do we determine what is life and what is like life? 

One way that Carter draws attention to this problem is to flaunt the device of metaphor. 

Balakian states that for the Surrealists 'the successful metaphor becomes the 

measure not merely of satisfaction but of a victory over ordinary existence'.19 Carter's 

metaphors do have this quality which spirits us into richly imagined realms and which 

allows us to experience a poetic dimension that acts upon the seams of language to 

produce change through a new way of seeing. This is not the same as the world of 

complete chaos which Dr Hoffman intends to use to obtain personal power. The plot is 

indeed a battle between the representative of rationality, the encyclopaedist minister, and 

the representative of irrationality, the poet, Dr Hoffman (24). It is a battle between the 

Wittgensteinian cogito T am in pain, therefore I exist'(22) and the Surrealist cogito T 

desire, therefore I exist'(211). However, neither can be allowed to triumph on its own. 

The new society which is formed at the end of this black comedy will be a composite 

which is informed by both poles. Control could not be left in the hands of the doctor, 

someone who was 'triple-refined Mind in person'(209) and to whom 'Matter was an 

optical toy'(209). Neither could the superrationalist Minister retain complete control. 

This latter possibility will eventually lead to madness as we are told was the fate of the 

scientist employed by the Minister to track down Dr Hoffman. Dr Drosselmeier (a name 

imported directly from the magician in Hoffmann's 'Nutcracker and Mouse King') 

goes mad and blows up his laboratory including his four colleagues inside it. Desiderio 

suspects that 'Drosselmeier had unwittingly exposed himself to an overdose of reality 

and it had destroyed his reason'(23). At this point Dr Hoffman's efforts receive less 

resistance such that the blacks and whites of rationality converge to a mass of greys 

and '[t]he variegated raree-show which now surrounded us was as complicated as a real 

19Balakian, p. 137. 
20 M y source for this story was 'Casse-Noisette et le Roi des Souris' in E.T.A. Hoffmann, Contes 
Fantastiques Complets (Paris: Flammarion, 1964). 
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m a n himself, walking, but the Minister saw the entire spectacle as a corrugated surface 

of various greys, the colourless corpse of itself (25). The plot, at this point, requires 

someone who can retain enough rationality to pit his wits against the arch-enemy Dr 

Hoffman. Enter Desiderio. 

During the dreaming state of the dawn of Desiderio's twenty-fourth birthday, a 

vision of a black swan appears to him wearing a golden collar engraved with the name 

'Albertina'. This vision shape changes and reappears as the gorgeously male 

ambassador of Doctor Hoffman, a 'manicured leopard patently in complicity with 

chaos'(32), who attempts to persuade the Minister and his deputy, Desiderio, to sell out 

to the Hoffman camp. When the baubles of international diplomacy such as the trading 

of cities and countries fail to attract the Minister, the Ambassador embarks upon a 

metaphysical game of tennis. This is represented in the text as the transcript of a 

conversation between the dazzling logical backflips of possibility and the controlled 

responses of stasis: 

Ambassador: ... The Doctor has liberated the streets from the tyranny of 
directions and now they can go anywhere they please. H e also set the timepieces 
free so that n o w they are authentically pieces of time and can tell everybody 
whatever time they like. I a m especially happy for the clocks. They used to have 
such innocent faces. They had the water-melon munching, opaquely-eyed 
visages of slaves and the Doctor has already proved himself a horological 

Abraham Lincoln.22 N o w he will liberate you all, Minister. 

Minister: But ought the roads to rule the city? 
Ambassador: Don't you think w e should give them a crack at the whip now and 

then? Poor things, forever oriented by the insensitive feet of those who trample 
them. Time and space have their own properties, Minister, and these, perhaps, 

have more value than you customarily allow them. Time and space are the very 

guts of nature and so, naturally, they undulate in the manner of intestines. 

Minister: I see you make a habit of analogies. 

Ambassador: A n analogy is a signpost. 

21 Moving film uses twenty-four frames per second to maintain a persistence of vision. The choice of this 
number indicates that Carter is wishing to insert as many references as possible to reinforce her conceptual 

22 The historical link made between clocks as stereotypical faces of slaves and the role of Abraham 
Lincoln to free the slaves in the southern states of America alludes to the frequently forgotten political 
fervour of the surrealists. This analogy also prefigures the recurring allusions to Desiderio as a slave of 
desire in search of a master. At various points in the narrative he attaches his hopes to the Minister, the 
peepshow proprietor, the Count, the male centaur with w h o m he and Albertina live, and to the Doctor. 
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Minister: You have taken away all the signposts. 

Ambassador: But w e have populated the city with analogies.(33) 

And so the blackly intellectual humour continues. The Minister bemoans the Doctor's 

conversion of the cathedral into a 'funeral pyre' with the use of fireworks and says that 

'It was an artifice...', only to be countered with the Ambassador's witty 'feux d'artifice', 

a pun on the French term for 'fireworks' which straddles the French and English 

languages(34). Desiderio notes in the stage directions that the Minister's words 'fell 

from his mouth with so heavy a weight I was surprised they did not drop straight 

through the table. I was deeply impressed by his gravity'(35). 

Persistence of vision so blinkers any way of thinking other than that which has 

been prescibed by a social group that it determines the very pattern of its members' 

thoughts. When Desiderio and Albertina are captured by the centaurs in their land of 

Nebulous Time, they become acutely aware of this phenomenon. 

They were not fabulous beasts; they were entirely mythic. Sometimes I thought 
they were not really centaurs at all but only m e n who possessed such a deep 
conviction the universe was a horse that it was impossible for them to see any 

evidence that hinted things might be otherwise.(l 83) 

While this comment refers specifically to the centaurs, it might just as easily apply to 

many of the characters in Carter's novels. This persistence of vision is perpetuated by 

the ideological function of myth and forms the focus for devices designed to unveil the 

workings of irrational myths. These myths are used by societies, both fictional and 

actual, to support oppressive irrational practices in the name of rationality. 

As a coda to the philosophical discussions which have been indulged in by 

Desiderio and Albertina or the peepshow proprietor, Albertina's explanation of her 

father's battle with the Minister is concerned with naming or the arbitrary conjunction 

between the signifier and the object of signification or the signified. The Minister had 

adopted a programme called the Rectification of Names so that he could 'keep a strict 
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control of his actualities by adjusting their names to agree with them perfectly'(194). 

When they are flying across the desert Albertina dedicates this desiccated landscape to 

the Minister and says that '"He has not got enough imagination to realize that the most 

monstrous aberrations are bound to flourish in soil once it has been disinfected of the 

imagination'"(194).23 

Suffering an excess of imagination, Doctor Hoffman reveals himself to be 

equally as frightening an opponent as the Minister. So determined is he to refuse 

acknowledgement of his wife's death that he keeps her enbalmed corpse reclining on a 

settee so that he can commune with her. What terrifies Desiderio even more is the 

realisation that he was 'in the presence of the disciplined power of the utterly 

irrational'(199). The Doctor's desire is to 'take the world apart and make a new 

world'(203). This Utopian, and sometimes anarchic, dream resonates with the excesses 

of Surrealist political thought and the desires of renaissance alchemists.24 Desiderio 

embarks on a journey into an illusory world which is constructed by various persistences 

of vision. When the Minister says, 'How would you like to go on a little trip?'(39), 

Desiderio is happy to act on his behalf and welcomes the opportunity to roam in search 

of Albertina, despite the warning contained in the graffiti sign: 'DR HOFFMAN 

PISSES LIGHTNING'(40). Further parallels may be drawn with surrealism when we 

note that the introduction of Andre Breton's Anthologie de I'humour noir is entitled 

23 This comment is reminiscent of the painting by Goya (1799) which carries the inscription 'El sueno de 
la razon produce monstruos' (The sleep of reason brings forth monsters). In this painting 'the artist rests, 

his head in his arms, on a desk inscribed with the Spanish line. Behind him hover monstrous owls, bats, 
and a great cat. Goya's text for the plate is: Imagination abandoned by Reason produces impossible 
monsters: united with her, she is the mother of the arts and the source of their wonders'. This source is 
found in John Bartlett, Familiar Quotations [1855] (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1980), p. 394. 
Whether it is imagination abandoned by reason or conversely, reason abandoned by imagination, the 
outcome for society and art is equally disastrous. It is clear then that Carter is advocating the philosophies 
and practices of neither the Minister nor Dr Hoffman, but rather a path of moderation informed by both. 
24 Carter compares Doctor Hoffman's laboratory with Rottwang's laboratory in Lang's Metropolis, Dr 

Caligari's cabinet and with that belonging to a 'dilettante aristocrat of the late seventeenth century who 
dabbled in natural philosophy and tried his hand at necromancy'(205). It is possible here that she is 

referring to Paracelsus, although he lived at the beginning of the sixteenth century. It is more likely that 
the referent is Dr John Dee about w h o m Carter also writes in the short story 'Alice in Prague or The 

Curious Room' in American Ghosts and Old World Wonders (London: Chatto and Windus, 1993). 
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Paratonnerre or the lightning conductor. The first clue in this parody of a spy novel is 

the existence of a peep-show proprietor in the seaside resort of S.25 The peep-show 

proprietor serves the important function of displaying many of the images which 

prefigure the subsequent action and thus raise the level of suspense, of our desire to 

reach the climax of the text. He also expounds much of the optical and film theory upon 

which the text pivots. It is he who introduces Desiderio and the reader to the centrality 

of the theory of persistence of vision and explains the devices which might be used to 

sustain many of the illusions this creates. The dioramas which are used to illustrate the 

'Seven Wonders of the World in Three Lifelike Dimensions' work on the principle of 

persistence of vision to illustrate the nature of Desiderio's desire. They all incorporate 

images of the female body in various parts and illustrate how the body is used to 

represent the cultural construction of nature. The cultural connection between the 

female body and landscape is illustrated clearly in the first exhibit entitled I HAVE 

BEEN HERE BEFORE which reinforces the psychic connections between the womb of 

the mother and the metaphoric return to this for the male in the act of heterosexual 

intercourse. The open legs of a woman present a proscenium arch which frames the 

vista for the eye to begin to focus on the more distant details of the interior geography: 

[an] irresistible vista of semi-tropical forest where amazing fruits hung on the 
trees, while from the dappled and variegated chalices of enormous flowers the 
size of millstones, perfumes of such extraordinary potency that they had become 

visible to the eye exuded as soft, purple dew.(44) 

The conflation of the two images of the woman's body and the succulent landscape 

provides a dramatic example of the ways in which the principle of persistence of vision 

can explain the cultural entrapment of women in the fixity of the human mind. 

Metaphors can have an entrapping as well as a liberating effect and this particular 

25 O f all the letters of the alphabet available to Carter, the decision to choose 'S' leads to speculation that 
'Surrealism' may not be too far from her thoughts. 
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diorama represents well the cultural construction of W o m a n as natural phenomenon. 

It is probable that Marcel Duchamp's installation Etant Donnes was the 

inspiration for this particular diorama.26 That Duchamp refers to the installation as an 

'extra-rapid exposition' (the French word exposition also means exposure) reinforces a 

reading of Desire Machines from a perceptual and photographic/cinematic position. 

What Duchamp creates as a Surrealist artist can thus be parallelled with the project of 

the Surrealist writer, Carter. Indeed, Laura Tanner's reading of Given or Etant Donnes 

might just as easily apply to much of Desire Machines: 

In deliberately blurring the boundaries between art and life, aesthetic and actual 
violence, Duchamp's study points to the way in which the conventions of art 
m a y both create and license the desire for violence. Art invites the audience's 
participation in its created worlds while offering that audience the comfort of 
aesthetic distance; that distance allows the reader or viewer to accept the work's 
invitation to titillation without appearing to become implicated in its trafficking 
with violence. Duchamp's work, in effect, upsets the fragile justification of 
aesthetic convention by undercutting the viewer's sense of the distinction 
between studying a scene of artistic violence and participating in an act of 
literal violation. Etant Donnes is shocking, not because it transgresses the 
boundaries that separate violence from the artistic representation of violence, 

but because it forces its viewers to recognise that transgression. 

What is shocking in Desire Machines also is the recognition of transgression of the 

boundaries of art and life by the reader. A resisting reader may find it increasingly 

difficult to stand back from the acts of the narrator and those characters that he meets on 

his travels because Desiderio is a highly masculinised narrator who is unnervingly 

complicit in the oppression he witnesses. The discomfort of the reader is only partially 

offset by the interwoven devices to distance the reader from the action. The resulting 

tension and disgust are manifested in the bodily awareness that is the reader's laughter, 

generated through the intermittent uses of black humour. 

26 Carter recounts a visit to the Philadephia Museum in 1969 just after the exhibition had been opened. 

See Lisa Appignanesi, Angela Carter in Conversation (London: ICA Video, 1987). 
27 Laura Tanner, Intimate Violence: Reading Rape and Torture in Twentieth-Century Fiction 

(Bloomington and Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1994), p. 18. 
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When Desiderio looks through the peepholes of the remaining dioramas that 

have been shown to him on the pier of the seaside town of his first sojourn outside the 

city, he sees many spectacles which confirm this relationship of humour and horror. As 

well as the exhibit entitled I HAVE BEEN HERE BEFORE there are the remaining Six 

Wonders which titillate and amuse. Perhaps the least compromising but most 

insidiously playful is the one entitled THE MEETING PLACE OF LOVE AND 

HUNGER which depicts a woman's breasts as icecream scoops with a cherry placed in 

the centre of each. The most confronting exhibit is EVERYONE KNOWS WHAT THE 

NIGHT IS FOR, a representation of a woman's body as mutilated meat which Carter 

takes up as a sign of social obj edification in her later polemical text The Sadeian 

Woman. This metaphoric representation of woman as meat depicts a strongly material 

image of violent objectification which prohibits any desensitising both to the act of 

bloody violation and to the photographic signification of this act. Carter's description of 

this exhibit reads in part: 

The right breast had been partially segmented and hung open to reveal two 
surfaces of meat as bright and false as the plaster sirloins which hang in toy 
butcher's shops while her belly was covered with some kind of paint that always 
contrived to look wet and, from the paint, emerged the handle of an enormous 
knife which was kept always a-quiver by the action (probably) of a spring.(45-

46) 

The falseness of this representation shocks the gazer at the same time as it allows 

distance from an obviously contrived model. Furthermore, the marking of the woman's 

body as animal points to the objectification of the model by the viewer and hence the 

complicity of the seer in this process. By visually and metaphorically conflating the 

image of woman and butchered carcass, Carter not only suggests but confronts us with 

the material connection between sexual and social subjugation which is carried out in 

the name of love. Carter's technique here bears considerable similarity to that of 

Duchamp in his exhibit Given. 
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SENTIMENTALITY AND THE ANTI-ROMANCE 

A butchered carcass is the way that the body of 'poor Mary Anne, the beautiful 

somnambulist'(48) finishes up at the end of her encounter with Desiderio. After having 

been given directions to her home by the peep-show operator, Desiderio visits 'the 

Mansion of Midnight' in his search for clues to the disappearance of her father, the 

mayor. As a parody of Prince Charming who breathed life into the Sleeping Beauty, 

Desiderio is inadvertently the bringer of death. Like the hero of the fairy tale he hacks 

his way through a hedge of thorns, 'dense, forbidding hedges that sent out such an 

overpowering barrage of perfume that my head was soon swimming'(51). This trance

like state is further evoked by an image of 'its roots clutch[ing] the foundations under 

the earth in a ferocious embrace'(51). Before he reaches the house Desiderio appears to 

have little control over nature redolent with its own power and only loosely controlled 

by the cultural forces of romance. Or perhaps that is how we are also seduced. 

Our first encounter with Mary Anne is via the strains of Debussy, the master 

evoker of romantic sentiment, which she is playing on the piano. In fact, she spends all 

her days playing the piano and her nights sleepwalking. Dressed in black but with skin 

translucently white, she epitomises the ghostly whiteness of the nineteenth century Pre-

Raphaelite model : 

She had the waxen delicacy of a plant bred in a cupboard. She did not look as if 
blood flowed through her veins but instead some other, less emphatic fluid 

infinitely less red. ...her hair and dress were stuck all over with twigs and petals 

from the garden. She looked like drowning Ophelia.(53) 

28 Bram Dijkstra argues that the figure of Ophelia was, 'the later nineteenth-century's all-time favorite 
example of the love-crazed self-sacrificial w o m a n who most perfectly demonstrated her devotion to her 
man by descending into madness, who surrounded herself with flowers to show her equivalence to them, 
and who in the end committed herself to a watery grave, thereby fulfilling the nineteenth-century male's 

fondest fantasies of feminine dependency'. See Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of Feminine Evil in Fin-de-

Siecle Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 42. 
29 The image of drowning Ophelia is frequently used by Carter, especially in Nights at the Circus and 
Wise Children. It is invoked to signify the romanticising of the victimisation of w o m e n in both canonical 

and popular literature. Carter was most probably also aware of the famous surrealist photograph of 1938 
by Raoul Ubac entitled Ophelia (Ophelee). See Krauss and Livingston, p. 63. In a letter to Lorna Sage, 

Carter vehemently states her attitude to the ideological entrapment of w o m e n in the role of victim when 
she relates her appointment to the editorial committee of Virago: 'I suppose I am moved towards it by the 
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Her fate is prefigured. A girl who 'lived on the crepuscular threshold of life'(55), Mary 

Anne literalises the admonition of her housekeeper, 'You'll catch your death!'(53). She 

dreams about love suicides and asks of Desiderio, 'Don't you think it would be very 

beautiful to die for love?'(57). The now cynical Desiderio responds , 'I'm not at all sure 

it would be beautiful to die for anything,' and then sees his reflection which reminds 

him of a satyr in a Renaissance painting. 

The sentimentality so hated by the Surrealists is obliterated not long after 

Desiderio discovers the dead body of Mary Anne washed up on the beach that day. He is 

shocked and feels that he 'was in some way instrumental to her death'. He narrates: 

I crouched over the sea-gone wet doll in an attitude I knew to be a cruel parody 
of m y o w n the previous night, m y lips pressed to her mouth, and it came to m e 
there was hardly any difference between what I did now and what I had done 

then, for her sleep had been a death.(61) 

Any chance of a romantic or sentimental reading of this incident is soon vanquished 

when a shot from one of the Determination Police 'shattered the exquisite rind of the 

dead girl's features so that her blood and brains spattered over my face'(62). The 

juxtapositioning of 'exquisite' and 'rind' creates an image of an exotic fruit and, thus, 

the horror of the grotesque and bespattered brains on his face where previously there had 

been a kiss, contributes to a well calculated revulsion in the reader. Carter is a frequent 

alchemist of the word. She is always looking for ways to play with language and to 

make us aware of its infinite possibilities. 

THE FORMATION OF THE GENDERED SELF 

The Surrealists' central concern was with the formation and maintenance of the 

self, that is a study of human ontology. When Desiderio finally meets Dr Hoffman, the 

desire that no daughter of mine should ever be in a position to be able to write BY GRAND CENTRAL 
STATION I SAT D O W N A N D WEPT, exquisite prose though it might contain. (BY G R A N D 
CENTRAL STATION I TORE OFF HIS BALLS would be more like it, I should hope). This excerpt 
appears in Lorna Sage, 'Death of the Author', Granta, 41: 'Biography', (1992), p. 247. 
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doctor tells him that '[B]y the liberation of the unconscious w e shall, of course, liberate 

man'(208). This view is strikingly similar to that expressed by the leader of the 

Surrealist Movement, Andre Breton, and the credo expressed in the 'Second Manifesto 

of Surrealism' published in 1930 that: 

the idea of Surrealism aims quite simply at the total recovery of our psychic 
force by a means which is nothing other than the dizzying descent into ourselves, 
the systematic illumination of hidden places and the progressive darkening of 
other places, the perpetual excursion into the midst of forbidden territory. 

The similarities with Carter's plot structures and image repertoire that this quotation 

evokes underlines their debt to Surrealist influences. 

While Breton and his Surrealist colleagues privileged poetry as the supreme 

genre for eliciting the metaphors which would tranform life through the alchemy of the 

word,31 they recognised that certain forms of prose also offered some degree of power 

for personal and social change. In the 'Surrealist Manifesto'(1924^ Breton pronounced 

that: 

In the realm of literature, only the marvelous is capable of fecundating works 
which belong to an inferior category such as the novel, and generally speaking, 

anything that involves storytelling.... 
what is admirable about the fantastic is that there is only the real.32 

Absolute reality or Surreality refuses a delineation between fantasy and reality or the 

conscious and unconscious states. However, if anything, the unconscious was privileged 

by the Surrealists in their practice of automatic writing and the reporting of dreams. 

Indeed, the author of one of the epigraphs at the beginning of Desire Machines, 

Robert Desnos, was the quintessential Surrealist dreamer who could apparently fall 

30Andre" Breton , 'Second Manifesto of Surrealism', in Manifestoes of Surrealism , trans. Richard Seaver 

and Helen R. Lane (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1969), pp. 136-137. 
31 For further explanations of Carter's use of this phrase see her article entitled 'The Alchemy of the 

Word' in Expletives Deleted ('London: Chatto and Windus, 1992), pp. 67-73. 
32Breton, 'Manifesto of Surrealism', p. 14. 
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asleep anywhere and then astound his friends with a detailed account of his dreams.33 

A poet, Desnos is quoted in the epigraph as stating that, 'Les his de nos desirs sont les 

des de nos loisir' or loosely translated 'the laws of our desires are the chances of our 

leisure'. Le coup de de or the fall of the die (a kind of uncertainty principle) was the 

only thing that the Surrealists believed directed our lives. However, there is nothing 

insignificant about these coincidences or chances (les hasards objectifs) 34 which 

determine our lives since they provide the means for change through the energy which is 

released in these frappes or shocks. 

Visual representations serve to place Desiderio within his own framework of 

identity. He sees himself as others see him, reflected out of their eyes. Any difference 

between representation and actuality disappears. When later that day he visits the peep-

show operator's tent the poster for the display reads 'SEE A YOUNG GIRL'S MOST 

SIGNIFICANT EXPERIENCE IN LIFELIKE COLOURS'(58). Unlike the grotesque 

images of the day before, these images 'were as haunting as the cards in Tarot'(59). 

Once again the link between fate and chance so important to the Surrealists is 

reinscribed. 

When he finally escapes, and escape he must for a picaresque plot, he steals a 

bicycle which 'may be ridden only by a continuous effort of will and the will to live was 

all I had left'(66).35 The rational and the fantastic are fused again for the next exploit in 

which Desiderio is rescued by the Indian river people. Desiderio's travels have been a 

paradoxical journey to a point at which he can confront his origins. At the beginning of 

33 Hal Foster comments that Desnos's capacity to go into a trance did not always produce the expected or 
desired results, especially when it took the form of chasing Eluard with a kitchen knife. Foster, 

Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M I T Press, 1993), p. 5. 
34Andre" Breton, Anthologie del'humour noir (Paris: Editions du Sagittaire, 1940), p. 11. 
35In Zola's Paris (1898) the unfrocked priest, Pierre Froment, rides a bicycle which is "a continuous 

apprenticeship of the will, an admirable lesson in steering and defense", p. 418. This excerpt is quoted in 
Eugen Weber, France: Fin de Siecle (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1986), p. 

195. 
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his narrative he had refused to accept his race and his parentage. Born to a prostitute of 

middle European origin and an Amerindian father, Desiderio vigorously denies this 

inheritance. H e protects himself with his sardonic and rational mask until he is rescued 

by a family of Indian river people and recognises their reflected uncanny physical 

similarities. H e is able to hide from his pursuers because 'the waterways were magic 

carpets of indifference'(70). The Surrealist trope of the mirror which is not used as a 

device for mimetic reflection, but rather as a mirror to the psyche, is employed here to 

hide the individual and point to collective origins. 

Difference is, on the other hand, notable as a presence in the plains, swamps and 

mountainous regions of this unnamed outpost of multi-layered colonising. The texture 

of historical othering is represented by detailing the successions of displacements and 

marginalisations of previous inhabitants. In a blackly ironic way, the chapter on the 

river people opens by stating that '(t)he Portuguese did us the honour of discovering us 

towards the middle of the sixteenth century'(67). Disdainful reference is made to the 

strategies and by-products of invading colonisers, who, '(l)avishly distributing the white 

spirochete and the word of God as they went, ... travelled far enough to glimpse the 

hostile ramparts of the mountains before they turned back for there was no gold or silver 

to be had, only malaria and yellow fever'(67). The structures of power necessary to 

control a society are established so that 'they built a house for Jesus, a bank, a prison, a 

stock exchange, a madhouse, a suburb and a slum. It was complete. It prospered'.(67) 

This chapter constructs an account of the processes of the centralisation of power and 

the ways in which those in power retain it through the othering or marginalisation of 

difference. Here is a bitter and painfully accurate account of the processes of 

colonisation whether they be by race, religion or sex. Elaine Jordan comments that the 

descriptions of the river people are 'an anthropologist's idyll of a culture before literacy 
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and incorporation into capitalism',36 while Linda Hutcheon considers that this society 

'reveals the extreme of ...ex-centric ethnicity'.37 However, Carter's purpose is more 

pointed here. Hutcheon alludes to it when she states that '(t)he language the River 

people speak is one which both reflects and creates a different process of socialisation: 

"man" means "all men" and so the issue of the particular versus the universal (though 

not the male versus the female) never arises'.38 It is the multifarious ways in which 

women are othered and thereby, discriminated against, in all manner of societies which 

is the focus of Carter's structuring of Desiderio's picaresque adventures. 

As Marcuse states in his 1966 political preface to Eros and Civilisation, 'the 

inferno is still concentrated in certain faraway places: Vietnam, the Congo, South 

Africa, and in the ghettos of the "affluent society": in Mississippi and Alabama, in 

Harlem. These infernal places illuminate the whole.'39 Desire Machines may be read as 

a twentieth-century rewriting of Gulliver's Travels. Indeed, Carter chooses to make this 

the book from which Desiderio teaches Nao-Kurai, his Indian saviour, to read. 

This intertextual connection suggests a reading of Desiderio's travels as an 

indictment of man's inhumanity to man, but it is also a more particularised account of 

man's inhumanity to woman. Despite the apparent goodwill of the river people, 

Desiderio comments that the women are never seen because they are always ordered 

below when the barges near any towns, and they appear to develop no individuality at 

all. He observes that 'later, I found that all the women moved in this same, stereotyped 

way, like benign automata, so what with that and their musical box speech, it was quite 

possible to feel they were not fully human and, to a certain extent, understand what had 

36 Jordan, 'Down the road, or history rehearsed', p. 162. 
37 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction, London: Routledge, 1988, 

p. 71. 
38 Hutcheon, p. 71. 
"Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilisation: A Philosophical Enquiry into Freud [1955] (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1966), p. xiii. 
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produced the prejudices of the Jesuits'(73). Carter's obsession with automata reappears 

frequently in this text, although not quite as much as in The Magic Toyshop, that novel 

of clockwork toys and marvellous human beings. Nao-Kurai's five-year old daughter, 

who 'drooled so much it made the red and white grease run comically together'(75), 

bears a distinct resemblance to Victoria, Melanie's slightly-retarded five-year old sister 

in TheMagic Toyshop. 

This account of the river people gives additional support to the view that Nights 

at the Circus is the third book in this trilogy of transformations of gender. Desiderio, 

the man who must be reconstituted by awakening his affective aspects, is renamed Kiku, 

meaning 'foundling bird'(77). Not only is this refigured in Nights at the Circus in 

Fewers' foundling status and indeterminate bird/woman characterisation, but also in 

the reference to her hatching from an egg.40 Mama, who 'always smelled faintly of 

fish'(72) (which is also the predominant smell in Fewers' dressing room), tells Kiku a 

story about the origins of the tribe, the bird-people of antiquity. She relates a story 

about the totemic snake which is the tribe's fertility symbol, a uroboric snake with its 

tail in its mouth. This story had been handed down to her by her mother whose own 

progressively deteriorating body shape resembled this circular figure. She knows it to be 

true because her mother never told a lie and the means of her birth was quite 

extraordinary. As well as being 'quite old enough to remember everything', 'she'd been 

hatched from a parrot's egg when she was a little girl, oh, yes she had. She said so' (88). 

This figure of a bird/woman of indeterminate parentage is thus, carefully woven into 

Carter's novels from this point. 

40Compare the references to the archeopteryx at the end of The Passion of New Eve which are prefigured 
in Desire Machines and are then developed in the character of Fewers in Nights at the Circus. The egg 
was the alchemical symbol of transmutation and was frequently used in the paintings of Leonora 
Carrington, Leonor Fini and M a x Ernst, to name but a few of those Surrealist artists who employed this 

symbol. . . . . , 
41 Using a similar device to the nineteenth-century narrative strategy of declaring the herome to be an 
orphan who is therefore unfettered by the laws and inheritence of the patriarchal family, Carter begins to 
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It is Mama who encourages Desiderio to enact his desires when she makes 

herself available to him sexually 'in the galley every morning after breakfast and before 

lunch'(85). This would appear to be an ironic gesture of Carter's to indicate that 

Desiderio's uncanny 'sense of homecoming'(76) is indeed instigated by the 

grandmother, but the overwhelmingly masculine point of view undercuts this when we 

are told that T screwed the toy's grandmother up against the wall'(85). Desiderio has 

sidestepped any Oedipal conflict by recasting his relationship with Mama into this more 

distant role. 

Despite his best efforts to take control of his stay with the river people, Desiderio 

remains part of their exogamous rituals or the literal introduction of new blood to the 

tribe. He agrees to marry a nine year old girl, Aoi, but the night before the wedding 

stumbles upon their plan to kill him and eat him. Desiderio is visited each night before 

the planned wedding by Aoi and her 'red herring', a fish dressed in red clothes to 

resemble a doll. On closer inspection of the doll the night before his wedding, 

Desiderio realises that Aoi has been concealing a knife next to the fish and that it is she 

who is going to kill him. A fresh fish is substituted for the doll each day but 'though the 

doll was changing, it always stayed exactly the same'(76). The connotations of the 

doll/fish are multiple. While it may indicate the perennial cultural presence of the 

Oedipal conflict as the model for social structuring and subjectivity when it is read to 

signify a castrated phallus, it may also signify the condition of women as dolls who are 

always caught in the cultural frame of Woman. Given Carter's obsessional interest in 

dolls, puppets and automata, I would argue that such representations of the Oedipal 

conflict, as a path towards the acquisition of masculine subjectivity, are always already 

chart a future for w o m e n (with Fewers as archetype) which possesses imaginary possibilities neither tied 
to the laws of men nor as ethereal angel. The power of origin as mythos, rather than rooted in material 
history, is challenged as variable and determined by the controllers of power. The grandmother's tale 

gives power to the women's way of knowing. 



102 

primarily concerned with the concomitant effect on feminine subjectivity. Sally 

Robinson considers Desire Machines to be a 'revision of the Oedipal quest narrative' 

which 'foregrounds, rather than transcends gender, de-universalising the male subject 

by engendering him'.42 As a materialist feminist, Carter's task is to show 'how Woman 

is produced'.43 Robinson's argument is that masculine subjectivity is dependent upon 

the objectification of women and that Carter illustrates this by rendering all the female 

characters in this text as 'never ...fully human'.44 Indeed, Albertina is a projection of 

Desiderio's desires. It is also arguable that all the female characters are representative of 

aspects of Woman, that creature which is produced by the systematic othering of the 

remains of masculinity. 

BATAILLE AND THE DISSOLUTION OF THE SELF 

Thus, Desiderio's pursuit of Albertina can be figured as a representation of the 

masculine fear of, and fascination with, Woman as excess. The process of becoming a 

woman, and indeed of becoming a man, is the focus of Carter's investigations in her 

evocation of the Acrobats of Desire. In a chapter which can be read in terms of the 

work of Georges Bataille, the preferred reading position is often confusing. Is Carter 

subscribing to Bataille's ideas or is she invoking and parodying in an all-inclusive 

gesture?45 This tension and undecidability is indicative of the problems which face the 

readers of this text. Carter seems to be fascinated by the Surrealists' playing with the 

serious work of investigating the unconscious where repression of sexuality is absent. 

42 Sally Robinson, Engendering the Subject: Gender and Self-representation in Contemporary Women's 

Fiction ( Albany, N e w York: State University of N e w York Press, 1991), p. 78. 
43Robinson, p. 105. 
44Robinson, p. 104. 
45 Sage, Flesh and the Mirror, p. 136. See the article by Nicole Ward Jouve, 'Mother is a Figure of 
Speech' which uses as its epigraph a quotation from Carter. '"Silly old Bataille", Angela Carter said. In 

her most devastatingly angelic, little-girl's voice'. 
46 In his essay , 'Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia' in One-Way Street and 

Other Writings', trans. Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter (London: N e w Left Books, 1979), Walter 

Benjamin discusses the Surrealists' absolute devotion to language, most particularly engaged with at the 
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At the same time she is strongly opposed to the misogynistic power manoeuvres which 

will always be present in human sexual relationships.47 And this is where the tension 

between ideological positions can be located. There is in her work a very present 

fascination with the androcentric views of the Surrealist Movement while at the same 

time there is a clear commitment to exposing and critiquing the material oppression of 

women. 

It is in this chapter that Desiderio is confronted by the awareness that he is a 

man of few passions. He coincidentally discovers a note in his pocket in Albertina's 

handwriting which presents a quotation from de Sade, a quotation which prefigures a 

future escape route achieved only by the knowledge that 'My passions, concentrated on 

a single point, resemble the rays of a sun assembled by a magnifying glass; they 

immediately set fire to whatever object they find in their way'(97). For, as the peep-

show proprietor has just announced, 'everything it is possible to imagine can also 

exist'(97) or, in the more pedantic terms of Dr Hoffman's First theory of Phenomenal 

Dynamics, 'The universe has no fixed substratum of fixed substances and its only reality 

lies in its phenomena'(96). Desiderio understands by this information that if he desires 

Albertina fiercely enough, then his 'radiant energy'(98) will create a blazing path to 

her. The idea of transcending time and space, of freedom from 'the tyranny of a single 

present'(100) plummets Desiderio into the contemplation of the proposition that 'Time 

level of the unconscious. He states, 'Life only seemed worth living where the threshold between waking 
and sleeping was worn away in everyone as by the steps of multitudinous images flooding back and forth, 

language only seemed itself where sound and image, image and sound interpenetrated with automatic 
precision and such felicity that no chink was left for the penny-in-the-slot called "meaning". Image and 

language take precedence. Saint- Pol Roux, retiring to bed about daybreak, fixes a notice on his door: 
"Poet at work".' (pp. 226-227). In Nights at the Circus Carter develops this connection even more 
strongly in the character of the shaman who '[w]hen he slept, which he did much of the time, he would, 
could he have written it, have put a sign on his door: "Man at work'"(p. 253).This connection has also 
been noted by two other commentators: Elaine Jordan in 'Down the road, or history rehearsed', p. 164, and 

Susan Rubin Suleiman, Subversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Avant-Garde (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1990), p. 240. 
"The Sadeian Woman, p. 6. '...relationships between the sexes are determined by history and by the 

historical fact of the economic dependence of women upon men.' 
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is a serial composition of apparently indivisible instants'(lOl), sounding more like an 

aphorism than an utterance of scientific rationalism. In order to test the teleological 

model of time, that time moves relentlessly forward, Desiderio considers whether 'the 

Mona Lisa (could) turn round, scratch her own background and then submit to a 

laboratory analysis the substance she found under her nail?'(101). Desiderio concludes 

that this would be impossible but that we can manipulate our experience of movement 

backwards as well as forwards in time through the virtual reality of cinematography. 

'The cinematographic model is one of cyclic recurrences alone' (102) in which the loss 

of a fixed self is possible in the way that the moment of orgasm releases one from 

temporal containment of the self.4 So appealing was this possibility that Dr Hoffman's 

one-time colleague, Mendoza, had carried out the research and then written a paper 

entitled 'The Fissile Potential of the Willed Annihilation of the Orgiastic Instant'(104). 

Wilhelm Reich's research into human sexuality and his Orgone Theory and designing of 

the Orgone Box to measure the release of sexual energy would appear to be clearly 

parodied here as is the description in the final chapter of the iove pens'(213) containing 

heterosexual couples engaged in the 'death-defying double somersault of love'(214). 

Desiderio becomes aware that the effects of this 'eroto-energy'(214) were already 

prefigured 'when the Arab tumblers and I together must unwittingly have invoked a 

landslide' (214). 

Yet the reality status of the tragic landslide which buries the entire travelling 

freak show and its host village is entirely dubious. During the landslide the bag 

containing Dr Hoffman's samples is lost and Desiderio has difficulty verifying his part 

in this event: T do not think I had anything to do with the landslide, in reality(108). In 

48It is this nexus between loss of the boundaries of the self and the sexual allure of celluloid that may 

account for Carter's fascination with Hollywood as well as the films of Bufiuel. This attraction became the 

basis for the narrative drives of The Passion of New Eve, Wise Children and 'The Merchant of Shadows' 

in American Ghosts and Old World Wonders. 
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the deliberate sexual pun '(f)rom m y investigations in the sack'(108), Carter 

complicates her repertoire of images by suggesting that 'the models' (in the sack) 'did 

indeed represent everything it was possible to believe by the means of either direct 

simulation or a symbolism derived from Freud'(108). The peep-show proprietor has, 

after all, just revealed out of his hypnogogic state ('the oracular limbo between sleeping 

and waking' [107]) that 'Everything depends on the persistence of vision'(107). In 

order to maintain his particular way of seeing, Dr Hoffman employs the necromantic 

devices of wax models, clockwork mechanisms, glass slides and sets of flicker books 

comprised of series of photographs. 

Carter leads us into the world of Surrealism when she states that '(t)o enter their 

circular world was to step into the realm of the marvellous'(112). The circular world 

created by the Acrobats of Desire, a world in which 'the freak is the norm'(HO), 

refigures the teleological model of time so that Nebulous time allows the pulling apart 

and infinite remaking of the self. Desiderio tells us that T was so far outside myself they 

might just as well have cut m e up and juggled with m e and, for all I know, they 

did'(117). Like Albertina in the land of the centaurs, Desiderio is raped repeatedly until 

'a blubbered wreck'(l 17). But, while suffering extreme pain, it was not this aspect of 

the torture that hurt as much as the psychological fragmentation experienced by the 

multiplication of eyes (T's) represented in the mirrored walls and ceiling. The acrobats 

were 'inexhaustible fountains of desire'(117) who pursued the connection between loss 

of the self in sexual time and the moment of standing outside of one's body in order to 

observe the closeness of desire to death as theorised by Bataille. 

Such is the cataclysmic moment of the catastrophe of the landslide that 

Desiderio only notices the 'total realignment of the landscape'(119) once the 

49 See 'The Practice of Joy before Death' in Visions of Excess, pp. 235-39. 
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multifarious eyes have rolled away from his self. He relates: 

Presently I remembered I still clutched the purse Mohammed had given me and I 

opened it. It contained twenty-seven eyes, brown as ale and shaped like oblate 
spheroids. I thought he must have plucked these spare eyes off the mirrors.(l 19) 

This state is described as 'recovered'. The marvellous eyes have indeed disappeared to 

allow the recovery of a recognisable and bounded self. Desiderio is no longer pierced 

by the eyes to feel like the martyred 'Saint Sebastian stuck through with the visible 

barbed beams'(117).50 Furthermore, the Surrealist symbol of transformation, the egg, 

is introduced into the representation of the landscape in order to reinforce the function 

of this raping of the psyche as figuratively transformative. The phrase 'The crag on 

which it had perched was now as bald of habitations as an egg'(119) provides further 

resonances with the iconography of the Surrealists, especially Leonora Carrington and 

Max Ernst, but also of Bataille. 

Like Carter, Bataille at times is considered to be variously paradoxical and 

equivocal.51 His writings encourage the 'interpenetration of reason and bestial 

unreason'.52 John Lechte argues that Bataille's difference in relation to the earlier 

Surrealists lies in his refusal of the power of metaphor in favour of metonymy. 'Death in 

Bataille's writing,' says Lechte, 'is the death of metaphor - a death premised on the birth 

of obscenity and horror'.53 While Lechte points out that '(h)orror and abjection 

continually drain desire of the drive energy needed to sustain it',54 he is careful to 

distinguish that '(t)he abyss is the joy before death; it is not at all the joy of death'.55 

This proximity to death but not the actual dying produces a narrow fissure of possibility, 

50 This image is repeated in The Magic Toyshop. 
5ISee Susan Rubin Suleiman, 'Bataille in the street', in Carolyn Bailey Gill(ed.) Bataille: Writing the 
Sacred (London and N e w York: Routledge, 1995), p. 43. Suleiman also cites Dennis Hollier's article, 'On 

equivocation (between literature and politics)', October, 55 (winter 1990), 12. 

"Allan Stoekl, 'Introduction' to Visions of Excess, p. xii. 
"John Lechte, 'Surrealism and the practice of writing', in Carolyn Bailey Gill (ed.) Bataille: Writing the 

Sacred, p. 124. 
54Lechte, p. 126. 

"Lechte, p. 127. 
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a tentative psychic abyss in which the opportunity for experiencing desire may be 

extreme. The alternative is not the simulacra of death but death itself.56 The anguish 

produced in this abyss, argues Lechte, is 'a cry that often tips over into laughter and 

horror. Laughter - especially the laughter of women - is always a cutting, lascerating[j/c] 

laughter that often provokes a cry.'57 How closely this commentary turns on the 

ambivalence of 'the castrating bitch', as opposed to the opposite face of the 

revolutionary potential of women's laughter, is hard to establish on this occasion. 

Writing, itself, can be placed in this ambivalent category; it 'maintain(s) desire, thereby 

invoking the anguish of the cry - and the laughter- before death'.58 Carter offers a small 

peep into this phenomenon when she describes the manner of death of the Count (a de 

Sade figure) in a cooking pot at the hands of an African tribesman, the Count's literally 

black double.59 'When he was red as a lobster', we are told, 'he began to laugh with joy 

- pure joy'( 163). He cries out, T am in pain! I've learned to name my pain!'(163). If we 

agree with Bataille that the violation of the limits of the self allows recognition of the 

self completely, then it seems to me that , at this point, Carter is complicit with 

Bataille's project.60 

Boldt-Irons' discussion of Bataille's 'La notion de depense'61 situates Carter's 

use of the acrobats of desire and the resulting catastrophe in a clear Bataillian 

framework. Paraphrasing Bataille, Boldt-Irons notes that, 'an inevitable excess of energy 

56See Leslie Anne Boldt-Irons, 'Sacrifice and Violence in Bataille's fiction', in Carolyn Bailey Gill(ed.) 

Bataille: Writing the Sacred, p. 93. 

"Lechte, p. 128. 
58 Lechte, p. 128. 
59 Carter literalises the conventional blackness of the evil double while underlining the equivalent 
propensity to evil of the white Count. Doubling is not constructed for ironic purposes in the way that 

Conrad does in Heart of Darkness, although parallels may be drawn between this text and the setting on 
the coast of Africa and the tribal chiefs delight in cannibalism. Rather, the purpose of the character 
doubling is to develop the Count's irredeemably metaphysical negativity which implodes rather than 

finds a balance. The Count's existence is entirely solipsistic. He believes that if he were to fall into a pit, 

he would 'fall into m y own arms'. H e states, "I a m entirely alone. I and m y shadow fill the universe".(148) 
50 Boldt-Irons,p. 92. 
61 Bataille, 'La Notion de Depense' (translated as 'The Notion of Expenditure') in Visions of Excess, 

pp. 116-129. 
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within each discontinuous being exerts pressure upon its limits until it is unprofitably 

spent in either a glorious or a catastrophic fashion'.62 Indeed, Desiderio and the acrobats 

are 'unprofitably spent', so much so that 'the acrobats of desire could not put themselves 

together again after this dissolution'(120). And at this point the partially present 

Desiderio meets the dissolute erotic traveller, a Lithuanian Count, and his valet, 

Lafleur63 (another of the disguises of Albertina). A replica of the Marquis de Sade, the 

Count utters such phrases as '(t)he journey alone is real, not the landfall'(123). Carter 

continues to push the boundaries of the conscious and the unconscious, the real and the 

virtual, in her investigations of the social gendering of desire and sexuality. 

Further connections may be made between de Sade and his avid followers, the 

Surrealists, in the detail of a picnic (a. fete chompetre) that the travellers stop for inside a 

'flamboyant chapel' which is 'long since abandoned'(125). The Surrealists of the 1920s, 

led by Breton, would often picnic in the grounds of de Sade's ruined chateau. A 

fascination with ruined buildings and objects held the key to the Surrealist desire to 

cross the states of bounded time when one period of time could be simultaneously 

present in another.64 Here the Count indulges in iconoclastic excesses such as 'piss[ing] 

on the altar'(125) and blaspheming religious doctrines in wild sexual displays. But it is 

not until they reach The House of Anonymity that the absolute dissolution of the self, 

present in Desiderio and reflected in the Count, is fully realised. 

At this house of ill repute Desiderio encounters women whose very presence 

provides them with a certain anonymity although the Count and Desiderio must don 

costumes which mask their faces but uncover their genitalia, bodily markers of their 

62 Boldt-Irons, p. 94. 
63 Sade's valet was named Latour and is referred to in the polemical preface to The Sadeian Woman, p. 
30. This connection lends further weight to the assertion that the Count is based upon the figure of the 
Marquis de Sade. 
64 Foster calls this fascination with the romantic ruin an 'outmoded space'. He says, 'I borrow this term 
from Walter Benjamin, for w h o m Breton and company were "the first to perceive the revolutionary 
energies that appear in the 'outmoded', in the first iron construction, the first factory buildings, the first 
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physical masculinity. For they are present in their physical features only and lack any 

compilation of self, too dissolute to know themselves. They are marked by their 

maleness only. The masks that they are given are 'featureless, elongated, pinkish, 

rounded towers' that are 'priapic' and which 'grossly emphasised our manhoods while 

utterly denying our humanity'(130). They are ushered into the Bestial Room where the 

furniture reveals itself to be live animals65 and the women are 'the most dramatic 

revelation of the nature of meat'(133):66 

In all the room, only the prostitutes, the wax mannequins of love, hardly seemed 
to be alive for they stood as still as statues. But they were the only beings kept in 

cages.(131) 

Among the array of twelve mannequins in cages , the one which most clearly arouses 

the Count's passions is a winged girl whose 'rosy plumage'(133) the Count ignites with 

a candle. Walking with an 'ecclesiastical gait'(133), the Count sermonises upon 'the 

pyrotechnic tiger/ that eats nothing but fire'(134) and urges the women to 'Incinerate 

yourself with me!'(135). Intent on pushing the limits of his self, the Count moves ever 

closer to the edges of the Bataillian abyss that is the dissolution of the self at the point of 

death. The shattering and remaking of the self that was presented to Desiderio in the 

catastrophic wake of the acrobats of desire is represented also in the Count until his 

actual death at the hands of the African chief. The Count's act of incineration or 

obliteration of the paper angel is, I would argue, a prefiguring of the character of 

Fewers in Nights at the Circus who also wears the red and purple feathers of the 

phoenix and will rise from the ashes to create the New Woman of the millennium. 

photos, the objects that have begun to be extinct" - objects that Benjamin elsewhere describes as "the 

wish-symbols of the previous century," "the ruins of the bourgeoisie."'(p. 126) 
65 Carter may have been drawing on the collages of M a x Ernst such as the series 'Une Semaine de bonte' 

in which animal and human forms are conflated. 
66 The historical construction of W o m a n as object, lacking in subjectivity and thus mere meat to be 
consumed by a masculinised pornography, is further developed in 1979 in The Sadeian Woman. In Desire 

Machines, Carter is clearly formulating and presenting a fictionalised account of the position of women, a 

task which is also evidently cumulative in The Magic Toyshop and Heroes and Villains. 
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These mannequins, idealized examples of W o m a n , depend for their construction 

on the eyes of those who would mould them to certain forms to be held in the psychic 

prisons which Carter materialises in her use of the device of the thaumatrope. The 

importance of the persistence of vision as a way of maintaining recognised (and 

debilitating) patterns of connection is highlighted here not only in the thaumatrope itself 

but also in the frequent references to eyes in this chapter.67 When Desiderio, the Count 

and Lafleur first arrive at the House of Anonymity, the image that greets them is a 

disembodied pair of eyes through a grille. The Madame (alias Albertina) is 'quite naked 

but for her necklace of keys and a cache-sexe made of sequined eyes'(131): 

Trapped as much by the ways in which they are perceived as the cages that 
contain them, the mannequins display twelve different aspects of the 
unrepresentability of women. There were, perhaps, a dozen girls in the cages in 
the reception room and, posed inside, the girls towered above us like the 
goddesses of some forgotten theogenyfj/c] locked up because they were too holy 
to be touched. Each was as circumscribed as a figure in rhetoric and you could 
not imagine they had names, for they had been reduced by the rigorous discipline 
of their vocation to the undifferentiated essence of the idea of the female. This 
ideational femaleness took amazingly different shapes though its nature was not 
that of W o m a n ; when I examined them more closely, I saw that none of them 
were any longer, or might never have been, woman. All, without exception, 
passed beyond or did not enter the realm of simple humanity. They were sinister, 
abominable, inverted mutations, part clockwork, part vegetable and part 

brute.(132) 

This description evokes an image similar to the mannequin constructed by Andre 

Masson for the Surrealist Exhibition of 1938 which displayed a nude model with a 

bird cage over her head, a pansy rendering her mouth mute and bird feathers covering 

her vulva and abdomen.68 As Mary Ann Caws comments in her analysis of the model, 

67 The African chief states that 'My notion of harmony, then, is a perpetual, convulsive statis[s/c]'(161). 
When he is killed by Desiderio he is shot through the head in the exact place where a third eye has been 

painted between his other two eyes. The chief is not a seer but an architect of absolute tyranny and the 

eradication of pleasure for women. 
68 The Surrealist Exhibition of 1938 actually contained seventeen female mannequins located on a rue 

Surrealiste. Carter's twelve 'wax mannequins of love' correspond to the twelve photographs that appear in 

Bruce Altshuler, The Avant-Garde in Exhibition ( N e w York: Abrams, 1994), pp. 126-127. 
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'she is entrapped even as she is decorated'.69 While Carter is clearly aware of the 

arousal of misogynist desires that these mannequins create, she is also paradoxically 

fascinated by their aesthetic representations. For the Surrealists one of the most 

important artistic goals was to remove the distance between the seer and the seen; that 

is, the gaze must be undone. Carter, like Duchamp in The Given, is aware of the 

complicity of the gazer in the fate of the object of the gaze. The viewer of a painting, 

sculpture, photograph or installation can never occupy a neutral and distanced viewing 

position but is always implicated in and affected by the image that is seen . 

I wish to argue that one of Carter's main projects in this text is to pull apart the 

construction of the self in an attempt to remake it, but the aim is to remake the gendered 

self and this is where the collision as well as the collusion with the Surrealist project 

causes contradictions. The representation of the women in the House of Anonymity 

offers a voyeuristic paradise for the misogynist. Yet, it is also a representation of the 

conditions of existence for women in a patriarchal culture which objectifies them. I 

would like to suggest here that Carter is her own 'moral pornographer' whose job it is to 

71 

reveal or unveil the real conditions of existence of women. 

Mary Ann Caws draws attention to this doubling of the Surrealist narrative in 

both literature and art. The looker cannot refuse to look for fear of becoming complicit; 

women are already ideologically complicit and some struggle to remake themselves: 

The whole issue of looking at ourselves as looked at calls into question how and 
where w e may be thought to possess ourselves, within this fiction of painless 
consuming of images-as-other. They are not, in this case, entirely other, nor can 

w e pretend to see them as such. W e are folded up in and into - implicated - and 
. 72 

even tied up in and by our seeing. 

69 Mary Ann Caws, 'Ladies shot and painted: female embodiment in surrealist art', in Susan Rubin 
Suleiman(ed.) The Female Body in the Western World : Contemporary Perspectives (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1985), p. 263. 
70 Kappeler, pp. 32-33. 
71 The Sadeian Woman, p. 19. 
72 Caws, 'Ladies Shot and Painted', pp. 268-269. 
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Caws asks how we might desire to function in such a circular economy and suggests 

that the answer might lie in the making of ourselves as a gift for circulation as anarchist 

property.73 This has a Carteresque ring of truth to it when we consider Carter's own 

fascination with the anarchist movement.74 But it is with Surrealist aesthetics that she 

is clearly preoccupied in this text. And the debt is evident when we read sentences such 

as, T turned back the coverlet of dark fur to lay my Albertina down on sheets that bore 

stains as tragic and mysterious as those on a pavement after a nude had been thrown 

down from a balcony'(136). The Count, too, reiterates Mary Anne's words from the 

Mansion of Midnight when he says, "It is the very colour of the blood in a love 

suicide"(130). The inherent injustice of violence against women is underlined further 

with the words 'Fresh bullets spattered into the whipped woman, who danced and 

opened out beneath them'(137). 

The further dissolution of Desiderio's self occurs in one of the rooms of this 

bordello called the 'Sphere of Spheres'. Here the whirling apart of the subject is 

accentuated in this 'circular chamber filled with a stained glass shade that turned in a 

slow circle in the middle of the ceiling'(136). It is also the site where Albertina is 

revealed to him in her apparent corporeality for the first time and where Desiderio 

notices that they are exactly the same height. The existence of Albertina as an aspect of 

himself, or indeed as an emanation of his unconscious, is prefigured here and fully 

realised at the end of the text when he says: 

Now I was entirely Albertina in the male aspect. That is why I know I was 
beautiful when I was a young man. Because I know I looked like Albertina. 

(199) 

73 Carter, too, is aware of the role of women as exchange objects, circulated in order to strengthen the 

social group. She seeks to disrupt this specular or spectacular economy in order to reinscribe the 
commodification of women. See Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic 

Societies [1950], trans. W.D. Halls (London: Routledge, 1990) and Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other 

Woman [1974], trans. Gillian C. Gill (New York: Cornell University Press, 1985). 
74 Lorna Sage, "Death of the Author", Granta, 41 (1992), p. 241. 
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Despite the fact that Desiderio is told that Lafleur(Albertina) had merely projected her 

own image on to that of the Madame of the bordello and that she did not exist in reality 

at that time for him, he is convinced that his dream is realised. It is her eyes which 

persist longest to retain the image of love that Desiderio has created: 

I picked her up and carried her bodily into the passage but there she began to 
melt like a w o m a n of snow. As I was holding her, she grew less and less. She 
dissolved. Still weeping, she dissipated into the air. I saw her. I felt her. I felt her 
weight diminish. I saw her, first, flicker a little; then waver continuously; then 
grow more and more indistinct, as if she herself were gradually erasing the 
pattern she made upon the air. Her eyes vanished last of all and the last tears that 
fell from them hung for a little while on the air after she had gone, like forgotten 
diamante ear-drops. Then all that was left of her was an evanescent trace of 
moisture on m y shoulder.(138) 

This highly parodic account of the death of romantic dreams heralds the arrival of police 

in search of the Count and Desiderio for murder, and so the adventure continues, this 

time on the high seas. Desiderio reflects upon the knowledge that 'she travelled with me 

for she was inextricably mingled with my idea of her and her substance was so flexible 

she could have worn a left glove on her right hand - if she had wanted to, that is'(142). 

TRANSMUTATIONS AND THE REGENDERING OF THE SELF 

Albertina reverts to the persona of Lafleur for their escape and Desiderio fails to 

detect her presence. He comments that 'his disguise was far too cunning and complete 

for me to penetrate'(152). The highly masculinised connotations of 'penetrate' suggest 

both revelation and sexual conquest in a quest for capture and control of slippery 

phantasmatic images.76 Not even when Lafleur begins to spout such philosophical 

75 It is probable that Carter is thinking here of the Surrealist tenet of I'un dans Vautre, or the one in the 

other, which promoted the shifting of boundaries or limens. Inside and outside thus no longer existed as 
separate entities. See also Valentine Hugo's work Untitled, reproduced in Robert J. Belton, 'Speaking 

with Forked Tongues: "Male" Discourse in "Female" Surrealism?' in Mary Ann Caws, Rudolf Kuenzli, 
and G w e n Raaberg(eds) Surrealism and Women (Cambridge, Massachusetts: the M I T Press, 1991), 

p. 55. 
76 For further discussion of the role of the phantasmatic see Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the 
Discursive Limits of Sex (New York and London: Routledge, 1993), especially chapter 3, and Jean 
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platitudes to the Count as "You were a man in a cage with a monster. And you did not 

know if the monster was in your dream or you were the dream of the monster"(148) 

does Desiderio make any connections with the daughter of Doctor Hoffman. 

Desiderio's travels in search of Albertina, and later with her, not only drive the 

motor of the plot but also provide a site for engagement with a range of societies which 

are sustained and maintained by ideological structures dependent upon myths. Just as 

the river people organised their relationships according to the myth of the uroboric 

snake, the members of the tribe on the coast of Africa and the inhabitants of the land of 

centaurs located in Nebulous Time practise their rituals and daily tasks in an historical 

vacuum. It is myth alone which dictates their insular existence. The chief of the African 

tribe tells Desiderio: 

'Nothing in our traditions suggests history. I have been very careful to suppress 
history for m y subjects might learn lessons from the deaths of kings. I burned all 
their former idols as soon as I came to power and instituted a comprehensive 
monotheism with myself as its object. I allowed the past to exist as a series of 
rituals concerning the nature of m y omnipotent godhead. I a m a lesson, a model, 
the perfect type of king and of government. I a m far more than the sum of m y 

parts.' (162) 

By instituting this tyrannical form of government the chief is able to exercise power 

based upon military oppression. However, the key to eradicating any challenges to that 

power is controlled by the use of repressive ideologies which are predominantly enacted 

by the women. These strategies allow the women of the tribe the illusion of power but it 

is a false belief designed to rest power solely in the hands of the chief. Thus it is that 

the figure of the phallic mother is installed in the maintenance of patriarchal power. Not 

the romantic, nurturing figure of the mother, but rather the mother's capacity to destroy 

is what motivates: 

'Vengeful as nature herself, she loves her children only in order to devour them 
better and if she herself rips her own veils of self-deceit, Mother perceives in 

Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, 'Fantasy and the Origins of Sexuality' in Victor Burgin, James 
Donald and Cora Kaplan (eds) Formations of Fantasy (London: Methuen, 1986), pp. 5-34. 
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herself untold abysses of cruelty as subtle as it is refined. Not one of my 
callipygian soldiery but has not earned her rank by devouring alive, first 
gnawing limb from limb and sucking the marrow from its bones, her first-born 

child. So she earns her colours. To a woman, they are absolutely ruthless. They 
have passed far beyond all human feeling.' (160) 

To make sure that there remains no feeling of pleasure or caring born from contentment 

the chief orders his surgeons to 'excise the clitoris of every girl born to the tribe as soon 

as she reaches puberty'(161). Indeed, he is proud that his strategy is so successful that 

the women have never 'experienced the slightest pleasure, while in my arms or in the 

arms of any of my subjects. So our womenfolk are entirely cold and respond only to 

cruelty and abuse'(161). 

Similarly, the centaurs who inhabit the land of Nebulous Time have established 

and continue to perpetuate social practices for which suffering is the raison d'etre. 

When Desiderio and Albertina first arrive there they are stung by the bushes which they 

name 'pain trees'(170). Both men and women engage in practices of flagellation and 

ascetic deprivation, but it is the women who are encouraged by the ideologies of their 

puritanical religion to believe that it is their sex which is meant to suffer most. The myth 

of the Sacred Stallion forms the basis of their religious dogma and in this story the 

Bridal Mare is reviled and punished for her infidelity. Told primarily to exact obedience 

to the religious laws of the society, this story functions to develop the fear of damnation 

above all else if the grace of the Sacred Stallion is sacrificed. A wife's infidelity is 

punished by her skinning alive and 'her hide given to her husband to cover his next 

marriage bed, a mute deterrent to his new bride to keep from straying'(174). The male 

lover is castrated and forced to eat his own penis, a punishment which causes 'Death by 

Nausea'(175) since the centaurs are herbivorous. Men are the only members of the 

religious confraternity whose sacerdotal roles include the tattooing of all male and 

female centaurs; the females alone have their faces veiled by tattoos. Since the women 

carry out the household tasks as well as the labouring in the fields and heavy building 



116 

work, there is little time left for participating in religious ceremonies. Carter is clearly 

indulging in hyperbole for the purposes of satirising the evils of societies grounded in 

puritanical laws but her points are nevertheless an indicator of the origins of 

discrimination against women and the stultifying nature of gendered roles which such 

ideological dogma produces. These strongly wielded criticisms are integral to the 

characters of Donally in Heroes and Villains, Uncle Philip in The Magic Toyshop, and 

the later characters of Mother and Zero in The Passion of New Eve, Mr Rosencreutz 

and the shaman in Nights at the Circus. 

So, like the Surrealists, Carter is using writing for political purposes. She wishes 

to foreground the ways in which ideology functions to normalize social practices so that 

members of those societies become 'blind' to their effects. A certain, determined way of 

seeing, a blinkered vision, persists and continues to have a status that is 'real'in the 

images that are retained in the minds of individuals within the permitted range of the 

social imagination. Yet, at the same time, Carter does not endorse a surfeit of the 

imagination as represented in the character of Doctor Hoffman and his daughter, the 

ephemeral Albertine. While it appears that readers are positioned to oppose the death of 

the imagination in the form of the Minister of Determination and embrace the 

fascinating pyrotechnics of Doctor Hoffman, by the end of the novel Desiderio realizes 

that a society, any society, cannot function without a little Reality Principle. Freud 

triumphs over an unchecked Surrealist imagination, but a good dollop of fascination 

remains: 

And so I identified at last the flavour of my daily bread; it was and would be that 
of regret. Not, you understand, of remorse; only of regret, that insatiable regret 
with which w e acknowledge that the impossible is, per se, impossible.(221) 
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THE PASSION OF NEW EVE 

If there's no earth, invent it, if the earth doesn't go fast enough, leave it behind, take 
off, if there's no road, make one, invent it with feet, hands, arms, passion, 
necessity. (Helene Cixous)1 

You only have to know how to get along in the labyrinth. (Breton)2 

In the previous chapter, Desiderio travels on a quest to identify the desiring subject 

that is himself. Again, in The Passion of New Eve, Carter begins with a male narrator, but 

then changes the narrator's sex to female, creating new ontological territories. I want to 

use the Surrealist trope of transformations to argue that this is a text which is structured 

as a series of transformational spaces. It is a picaresque novel, a road novel, but one which 

is imbued with the Surrealist belief that, by changing an individual's processes of thought, 

the outside world will become revolutionized. The dream world of the unconscious will 

form a communicating vessel3 between the inside and the outside, thus creating a conduit 

for change; the one is the other, I'un dans I'autre. Alchemy, the great Medieval and later 

Renaissance science and philosophy of transformation, was popular with many Surrealists 

and formed the basis for many Surrealist images, especially those containing the 

alchemical symbol of transmutation, the egg. The use of alchemy as a structuring principle 

of The Passion of New Eve has already been noted by Heather Johnson and Elaine Jordan. 

1 Quoted in Susan Sellers, Language and Sexual Difference: Feminist Writing in France (London: 

Macmillan, 1991) p. 131. 
2 AndnS Breton, L'Amour fou [1937], trans. Mary Ann Caws as Mad Love (Lincoln and London: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1987), p. 15. 
3 Andrd Breton, Les Vases communicants [1932], trans. Mary Ann Caws and Geoffrey T. Harris as 

Communicating Vessels (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1990). 
4 See discussions of alchemical sites in Heather L. Johnson, 'Unexpected geometries: transgressive 

symbolism and the transsexual subject in Angela Carter's The Passion of New Eve' in Joseph Bristow and 
Trev Lynn Broughton (eds), The Infernal Desires of Angela Carter: Fiction, Femininity, Feminism 

(London and N e w York: Longman, 1997), pp. 166-183; also Elaine Jordan, 'The dangers of Angela 

Carter' in Isobel Armstrong (ed.), New Feminist Discourses: Critical Essays on Theories and Texts 
(London: Routledge, 1992), p. 122. In 'The Dangerous Edge', Jordan notes that '[t]he picaresque 

sequential structure of The Passion of New Eve, crossed by arcane imagery of albatrosses and 
hermaphrodites, uses Eisenstein's working metaphor of cinema montage as an alchemical process, 



118 

But it is the labyrinth, the Surrealist icon for the unconscious mind, that is most integral to 

an understanding of the narrative motor of this text. The labyrinth of the unconscious 

represents the greatest opportunity for the repressed to surface and effect changes to the 

sublimated world, to desublimate the desiring body. Throughout the text, Evelyn/Eve will 

'move through the curvilinear galleries of the brain towards the core of the labyrinth 

within us'.5 Carter's novel is part of the larger exercise of the 'rational transformation of 

the world'.6 

Although the Surrealists were preoccupied by issues of sexuality, desire and 

identity, they paid little attention to the cultural gendering of the sexed body. In 'Notes 

from the Front Line', Carter says that she 'conceived it [The Passion of New Eve] as a 

feminist tract about the social creation of femininity, amongst other things'. She also 

states in an interview with John Haffenden that 'there is quite a careful and elaborate 

discussion of femininity as a commodity, of Hollywood producing illusions as tangible 

commodities'.8 Thus, what occurs in this text is an interweaving of the narrative threads of 

feminism and Surrealism. It provides a site, a locus, for an intellectual meeting-place of 

the two great transformational and, at times, Utopian mindscapes of feminism and 

Surrealism. As the second of a trilogy of speculative fictions,9 The Passion of New Eve 

presents an investigation of the cultural construction of femininity by effectively changing 

the sex of its narrator, and the gendering of its narrative voice. This novel forms a bridge 

between the arch-masculinity of Desiderio in The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor 

imaginary and technological (nigredo, albedo, rubedo: mass breakdown, separation, and the red-gold fire 

of revolutionary transformation)'.(p. 334, n. 19) This essay appears in Lorna Sage (ed.), Flesh and the 

Mirror: Essays on the Art of Angela Carter (London: Virago, 1994), pp. 189-215. 
5 Angela Carter, The Passion of New Eve (London: Virago, 1987), p. 39. All further references will be 

included in the main body of the chapter in parentheses. 
6 Communicating Vessels, p. 137. 
7 'Notes from the Front Line' in Michelene Wandor (ed.) On Gender and Writing (London: Pandora 

Press, 1983), p. 71. 
8 John Haffenden, 'Magical Mannerist: John Haffenden talks to Angela Carter', The Literary Review, 36 

(Nov. 1984), p. 36. 
5 Lorna Sage, 'The Savage Sideshow: a profile of Angela Carter', New Review, 39/40 (1977), p. 53. 



119 

Hoffman and the indeteirninate Fewers, the bird/woman, in a shared narrative with the 

besotted Walser. 

'We start from our conclusions' states the narrator of The Passion of New Eve 

at the beginning of the final chapter. Not only do we read or perceive our world 

according to the ideological clues or maps which we take up as we journey through it, but 

we are formed, often before our beginning, by the social codes which greet our existence. 

The illusion that functions to construe our world as 'natural' emanates from a cultural 

'persistence of vision'(5), a conceit which is sustained from The Infernal Desire Machines 

of Doctor Hoffman. As the protagonist, Evelyn/Eve, states on only the second page of the 

text, 'A critique of these symbols is a critique of our lives'(6) and 'Our external symbols 

must always express the life within us with absolute precision; how could they do 

otherwise, since that life has generated them?'(6). The city that displays such an 

overdetermination of symbols in the novel is New York. Having arrived from Britain to a 

disintegrating New York, Evelyn is depicted (ironically) as a 'tender little milk-fed 

English lamb ... in the midst of the slaughter'(9). Evelyn enters a state of shock which 

must necessarily precede a remaking of the self because, in Surrealist terms, an 

"interpretive delirium begins only when man [sic], ill-prepared, is taken by a sudden fear 

in the forest of symbols'.10 Or, as Hal Foster describes this phenomenon, it is an 

invocation of 'past and/or fantasmatic traumas' which is brought about by 'the two 

primary forms of objective chance, the unique encounter and the found object' rendered as 

uncanny.11 

With its picaresque plot, The Passion of New Eve offers frequent opportunities for 

'unique encounters' and the discovery of 'found objects'. We are embroiled in and 

10 L'Amour fou, p. 15. Breton has borrowed the phrase 'forest of symbols' from Baudelaire's poem 
'Correspondances' in his collection, Les Fleurs du Mai. Baudelaire compares nature with a temple of 
living pillars and as forests of symbols, 'desforets desymboles'. 
11 Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M I T Press, 1993), p. xix. 
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transported through the extraordinary mathematical and fantastic possibilities of a 

journey to discover the muse, Tristessa. After an opening apostrophe to this 

simultaneously ageing and ageless film star, the plot moves to an indeterminate 

apocalypse in N e w York where Evelyn, a young middle-class white m a n encounters 

Leilah, a seventeen year old black prostitute. W h e n Leilah becomes pregnant Evelyn 

makes a hasty exit ('go west young man') leaving Leilah sterile due to a botched 

abortion. During his journey Evelyn is captured in the desert by Mother and her female 

guerrillas w h o surgically and psychically change him into a w o m a n n o w known as Eve. 

She escapes only to be captured and raped by Zero, the misogynistic keeper of a harem. 

O n the road again, Eve finds Tristessa, the object of her/his screen idolizing, and 

discovers that she is really a he. Zero and his sex slaves force Eve (him/her) to marry 

Tristessa (her/him) and the resulting progeny is transported across the Pacific Ocean 

to a nameless destination. This only happens, however, after w e discover that Leilah is 

n o w Lilith, one of the black guerrillas and the daughter of Mother. And Mother n o w 

languishes in a nostalgic gin haze on the beach. So nothing is as it seems and all is read 

according to the many and varied intertextual allusions that we, as culturally inscribed 

beings, bring to the text. 

Carter generates a text that revolves about and evolves from the huge number of 

intertextual references employed. This locates Carter's narrative argument within a history 

of fictional representations of the cultural construction of W o m a n . W e first meet Evelyn 

in a flea pit watching an ancient rerun of Tristessa as Catherine Earnshaw in Wuthering 

Heights, a text which is alluded to on numerous occasions. Particular currency is given 

to Gothic texts which, paradoxically, emphasize W o m a n as icon of suffering, humiliation 

and sacrifice, and as site of trangression. The Gothic forms a strong component of the 

imagery and plot devices of The Passion of New Eve, as has been evident also in many of 

Carter's earlier texts. Evelyn loses faith in his image of Tristessa as the 'ethereal 
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Madeline'(5) from Poe's 'The Fall of the House of Usher' when he is sent another 

contrasting and contradictory manufactured photographic image of Tristessa, the golfer. 

Evelyn bemoans the loss, the lack of nostalgia in this image and desires a return to a time 

other than one when the prevailing ideology is 'Body, all body, to hell with the soul'(p.7). 

Investigations of the social constructions and inscriptions of the body are developed by 

comparisons with the journeying through time and space in Virginia Woolf s Orlando 

and L. Frank Baum's The Wizard ofOz. 

Carter's plotting is deliberately dizzying. The body of the text resembles a spiral 

that opens outwards and expels its protagonist at the end, giving birth literally and 

metaphorically to the next generation, Nights at the Circus. Evelyn 'isn't in Kansas any 

more' but neither is there 'no place like home'. The new Eve has to begin from scratch. If 

the plot itself is confusing, it is meant to be. We are plunged into chaos, but it is a chaos 

that is ordered in its disorder. As readers, we attempt to impose order on the disorder only 

to find that there is, in fact, a pattern in the chaos, if only we look hard enough for it. The 

key to the puzzle of the structure, the 'enigma'(6), of the text, is uncovered in the figure 

of the motor which drives Tristessa's revolving glasshouse in a spiralling movement of 

centrifugal rather than centripetal force.12 As central symbol or mise-en-abime of the text, 

this helix mirrors the movement of the plot as well as reflecting its inhabitants in its glass 

structure. The reflective surface of the dark glass also provides opportunities for Tristessa 

and Eve to reflect upon the nature of the construction of the self. Carter rarely misses 

the opportunity to use the full effect of puns and the literalization of the image. 

'THE LABYRINTH WITHIN US' 

The labyrinth, in Surrealist iconography, represents the spiralling and dizzying 

12 Sage, 'The Savage Sideshow', p. 56. Carter describes Tristessa's house as 'a centrifuge, and America 
is a glass culture, but the whirling house, is in Celtic mythology, it's a very antique image'. 
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paths and connections of the unconscious. I propose to examine Carter's uses of the 

labyrinth trope as a means of creating an imaginary space for the desublimating of desires 

and allowing the return of the repressed. The labyrinth becomes an uncanny space. Evelyn 

feels after arriving in New York that 'Gothic darkness ... closed over my head entirely and 

became my world'(lO). Many of the Surrealists, particularly Breton and Aragon, relished 

wandering through the streets of Paris in the manner of the decadent Symbolist flaneurs at 

the end of the nineteenth century. Their most compelling model of identification, after 

Oedipus and the Sphinx, was Theseus in his encounter with the Minotaur.13 In Carter's 

labyrinth of desire it is Ariadne (Leilah), the woman, who gives to a man the key, the 

thread to all mythologies. But it is the fate of Theseus to abandon Ariadne, as Evelyn 

abandons Leilah, until Theseus can become Ariadne and see with a marginal perspective. 

The eyes, the gaze, and the trompe I'oeil effect that unsettle our ideologically inscribed 

perceptions are frequently used by Carter as devices to refigure our images of self. 

Misrecognition is foregrounded; illusion is real and reality is illusion. Carter lays bare 

the devices which generate these illusions. 

Evelyn's first meeting with Leilah comes about at the end of a chase that is also 

a flight. While Evelyn believes that he is the one in control at the time, he later learns 

that it was Leilah and her 'Mother' who had set the trap. The quarry had inverted the 

game and was playing by quite different rules. Carter collapses the categories 'woman' 

and 'animal' to highlight Leilah's position as object of Evelyn's desires; from the space 

of masculinist ideology which Evelyn inhabits, women are often synonymous with 

13 Foster notes that 'it is in the labyrinth produced by such wandering that the contradictory gazes 

between which surrealism oscillates are at least momentarily suspended. For as both interior and exterior 
the labyrinth simultaneously envelops the subject in a maternal embrace and threatens him [sic] with a 

paranoid perspective. In this spatial trope cherished by the surrealists, refinding a lost home is one with 
facing a deathly end: the two terms communicate in the labyrinth; the labyrinth is their communication'. 
(pp. 205-206). Walter Benjamin was also fascinated by Parisian architecture, especially the arcades. See 

Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, trans. Harry Zohn and 

Quintin Hoare (London, 1973). 
14 One of the Surrealist publications was a journal called Le Minotaure. 
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nature.15 Dressed in 'an immense coat of red fox'(19), Leilah employs all the wiles and 

cunning that a woman typified as animal stereotypically possesses. She wears black 

mesh stockings which 'left indentations as tragic as if the flesh had been pressed against 

barbed wire in an attempt at an escape from a prison camp in which she had always 

lived, would always attempt to flee, would always fail'(24). This is a particularly 

evocative, late twentieth-century rendering of Blake's 'mind-forg'd manacles'. Leilah 

wears the sign of the whore, 'shards of five purple beetles glittering on the tips of the 

fingers'(20) which coordinate with her purple lipstick and bright purple nipples.1 She 

has been constructed as both nature and culture. 

The chase through labyrinthine back alleys is depicted as a depraved and yet 

unworldly scene: 

Most of the streetlamps on this block had been shot out but those that were left 
were of the soft, pink colour that the city authorities had hoped would reduce the 
aggression of the inhabitants. These lights cast a cosmetic and indulgent glow 

over the depredations that took place beneath them. A wasted, inner-city moon 
to which pollution lent a mauvish tinge leaked a few beams upon m y prey as she 
swayed on shoes so high they took her a little way out of this world; they 
transformed her into a strange, bird-like creature, plumed with furs, not a 
creeping thing, not flesh nor fowl, some in-between thing, hovering high above 

the ground which was, all the same, its reluctant habitat. (20-21) 

The image of the w o m a n who refuses to be defined can already be seen to be emerging 

here in Carter's prose well before she was fully fleshed out in Nights at the Circus. 

Carter's fascination for delving into the undefined, the unclassified, the uncanny, is linked 

by Susan Suleiman to a similar 'chase scene' in a novel by the French Surrealist, Robert 

'^Carter frequently 'flaunts the device',in the manner of the Russian Formalists, by literalizing the 

metaphor. Leonora Carrington (partner of M a x Ernst and prolific Surrealist painter and writer) would 
often merge images of women and animals. In one of her earliest stories.'The Debutante'(1937-38), the 

young female protagonist exchanges places with a hyena who participates in the ceremony instead. 'The 

Debutante' appears in Leonora Carrington, The House of Fear: Notes from Down Below (London: Virago, 
1988), pp. 44-48. M a x Ernst, too, uses the medium of collage to combine images of people and animals in 

Une Semaine de bonte. 
16 Purple and red are the colours of the phoenix which will arise from the ashes to be reborn as the new 

Eve. They are also the colours of Fewers' feathers in her circus appearances in Nights at the Circus, the 
third part of Carter's trilogy. Eve embarks on her journey to an unknown destination at the end of Passion 

in a boat made from 'cheerful mauve plastic'(178). 
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Desnos, entitled La Liberie ou I'amour!11 While remarking that Carter is unashamedly 

borrowing from highly masculine Surrealist sources, Suleiman dubs this form of 

recuperative strategy a 'double allegiance' or a 'double-voicedness' which was engaged in 

by other female Surrealists, notably Leonora Carrington.18 Evelyn's feeling that he had 

'walked for hours, for miles'(24) resonates strongly with similar descriptions of trance-like 

states in Breton's L 'Amour fou, but especially in his searches for Nadja. 

Leilah is represented as 'the profane essence of the death of cities, the beautiful 

garbage eater'(18). Evelyn is lost to his desires which are figured as voraciously 

masculine, almost cannibalistic in their appetite: '[a]s soon as I saw her, I was determined 

to have her'(19). While Leilah becomes the fetishized object (she wore 'fetishistic heels 

six inches high'[19]), Evelyn becomes metonymic of his drives (T was nothing but 

cock'[25]). Not only is Leilah the object of desire, but she is portrayed as afemme enfant 

with a 'very childlike voice'(20).20 Evelyn perceives that there is a 'strange, magic space 

between them'(22), an uncanny space which becomes recognizable as 'an archaic, 

atavistic panic before original darkness and silence'(25) when Evelyn senses that repressed 

memories of the forbidden primal scene are surfacing and coexist with his imminent 

sexual union with Leilah. 

Carter is equally critical of the victim-role that Leilah plays and Evelyn's 

persecutions of her. While a sense of scorn accompanies the description of Leilah's 

mistreatment at the hands of Evelyn, there is also a dismissal of the choice of the role of 

17 Susan Suleiman, Subversive Intent: Gender Politics and the Avant-Garde (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press, 1990), p.240, n.47. 

Suleiman, pp. 162-163. 
19 L 'Amour fou (see n.10). Andre" Breton, Nadja [1928], trans. Richard Howard (New York, 1960). 
20 The male Surrealists were fascinated by young, child-like women who were held to be versions of the 

Muse Leonora Carrington was nineteen years old when she eloped with M a x Ernst, and Gisele Prassinos 

was a mere fourteen years old when she was heralded as the new Muse. Leilah says that she is seventeen, 

information that is fascinating to Evelyn but clearly designed to position the reader to oppose the 

subsequent mistreatment that she endures. 
21 Desiderio experiences similar feelings when he views the diorama 'I have been here before' m The 

Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, p. 44. 
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victim. Written at the same time as The Sadeian Woman, The Passion of New Eve 

expresses, in narrative terms, many of Carter's arguments.22 The novel recalls Carter's 

hatred of the victim role accorded to women and repeats the belief that many women 

collude with their victimization. On the one hand, the heinous narrator says that '[s]he 

seemed to me a born victim and, if she submitted to the beatings and the degradations with 

a curious, ironic laugh that no longer tinkled - for I'd beaten the wind-bells out of her, I'd 

done that much - then isn't irony the victim's only weapon?'(28) On the other hand, he 

acknowledges that T was not able to love her because I myself was so unlovable'(34). Just 

as is the case with The Sadeian Woman, tensions and contradictions are evident in the 

novel. Leilah is an apocalyptic version of Justine and Evelyn exhibits many of the 

behaviours of the Marquis de Sade about whom Carter comments that 'flesh is used 

instrumentally, to provoke these spasmodic visitations of dreadful pleasure' and that 'only 

the possibility of love could awake the libertine to perfect, immaculate terror'. For 

Evelyn, like the Marquis, self-hatred drives all his actions. Leilah is only 'dressed 

meat'(31) and the murder of his only friend in New York, the Czech alchemist, is an 

occasion of detached matter-of-factness. 

Leilah and Evelyn are 'cultural symbols' which allow an investigation of the 

construction of femininity and masculininty, of the 'cracked mirror'(30) that reflects both 

characters as opposites or shadows of each other. Leilah 'abandoned] herself to the 

mirror, and allowed herself to function only as a fiction of the erotic dream into which the 

mirror cast me'(30). Carter portrays the bifurcated versions of femininity and masculinity 

as a social psychosis which is induced by learnt behaviours: 

So, together, we entered the same reverie, the self-created, self-perpetuating, 

22 Haffenden, 35. 'A narrative is an argument stated in fictional terms'. In another interview with Kate 

Veitch in Australia in 1987, Carter says that 'Evelyn in The Passion of New Eve is socialized by showing 

her endless pictures of madonna and child, etc. I didn't realize what I was doing at the time until I came to 

write The Sadeian Woman. 'Interview with Angela Carter', The Coming Out Show (ABC Radio video 

tape, October 10, 1987). 
23 The Sadeian Woman, p. 150. 
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solipsistic world of the w o m a n watching herself being watched in a mirror that 

seemed to have split apart under the strain of supporting her world.(30) 

Although cracks are beginning to appear in the mirror, pointing to a fracturing of the 

persistence of vision which will be necessary to undo constrictive thought processes, 

Carter projects an image of a decaying city which will precede such a revolution of 

thought. Reworking the narratives of Genesis and Revelation, Carter utilizes instead the 

metaphors of alchemy. The labyrinthine New York is described as 'an alchemical city' 

which was 'chaos, dissolution, nigredo, night'(16). Evelyn's meeting with the Czech 

alchemist, Baroslav, soon after his arrival in New York introduces the clues to a possible 

alchemical reading as merely one of the many labyrinthine paths which may be followed 

in this text. Baroslav's room contains the equipment of an alchemist's laboratory and old 

alchemical texts. Evelyn sees 'pictures of bleeding white birds in bottles' and 'a 

seventeenth-century print, tinted by hand, of a hermaphrodite carrying a golden egg that 

exercised a curious fascination upon me, the dual form with its breasts and its cock, its 

calm, comprehensive face. (Coming events?...)'(13). The prefiguring of the intersection of 

sex and gender, which is mapped onto the body of Tristessa and the body/bodies that 

Evelyn/Eve will become, resonates with the disjunctions of ancient and new 

transformations coming together as communicating vessels in the same space. 

The gold ingot that Baroslav transforms from lead is presented to Evelyn who in 

turn gives it to Leilah to help pay for an abortion. On the beach at the end of the novel, the 

ingot which has mysteriously appeared in the cave/womb is given by the new Eve to 

Mother as payment for her mauve, plastic boat in which Eve will cross the Pacific. Eve 

pays not the Ferryman but the Ferrywoman to cross the Styx. Elaine Jordan, also, makes 

particular note of Carter's depiction of New York in a state of civil war as a representation 

of nigredo, the first stage in the alchemical transformation of lead into gold, the 

metaphorical image of the personal journey to find the Philosopher's Stone, or 
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enlightenment.24 Evelyn/Eve's journey through aspects of the unreal and real of American 

life (we might cast them as Surreal) corresponds to the 'whitening phase'. The final 

rubedo of the civil war in Los Angeles, according to Jordan, is 'the red fire of revolution 

which may produce pure gold'. 

Carter constructs a series of horrific images of chaos and barbarity in a New York 

where huge rats kill babies and tear to pieces any unsuspecting dog on the streets. 

'"Chaos," said the Czech alchemist with grim relish, "embraces all opposing forms in a 

state of undifferentiated dissolution".'(14) Leilah's black skin is also employed 

symbolically to add to the images of darkness. Leilah is 'a girl all softly black in colour -

nigredo, the stage of darkness, when the material in the vessel has broken down to dead 

matter. Then the matter putrifies. Dissolution. Leilah.'(14) Tristessa, too, is depicted as 

a collection of disparate and dissolving screen images identified with the cityscape of New 

York. 'Our Lady of Dissolution was presiding over the catastrophe of the city. All was in 

order, even if it were the entropic order of disorder.'(15) Evelyn's encounter with Leilah, 

however, begins to shatter his perception of himself and while thinking that he is escaping 

to safety, he begins a journey which undoes his self completely. 

THE DESERT OF DESIRE 

And so Evelyn searches for 'that most elusive of all chimeras, myself (38) in 

the desert, in the 'arena of metaphysics'(164), in a landscape that 'matches the landscape 

of [his] heart'(41). Like the desiring subject who is unconsciously propelled to be 

simultaneously separate and reunited with the primal state of undifferentiation, the body of 

the mother, Evelyn 'did not know this destination exercised a magnetic attraction on 

me'(39). And so he journeys to the 'postmenopausal part of the earth'(40) which becomes, 

24 Jordan, 'The dangers of Angela Carter', p. 122. 
25 Jordan, p. 122. 
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paradoxically, the site for the fecundity of Eve. In an interesting similarity to the 

paintings by Dali which depict the complex and infinite and yet barren and finite 

unconscious, the desert landscapes which hide or repress the underground labyrinths 

provide an a-mazing journey for the reader. In the hypnotic language of a trance we are 

urged to: 

Descend lower, descend the diminishing spirals of being that restore us to our 
source. Descend lower; while the world, in time, goes forward and so presents us 
with the illusion of motion, though all our lives w e move through the curvilinear 

galleries of the brain towards the core of the labyrinth within us. (39) 

Evelyn must be remade as a woman, be taught how to be 'feminine', and experience how 

the world treats women, in order to understand how differences are constructed as 

unequal. 

Perhaps the alchemical Bird of Hermes, perhaps an ominous albatross, is the last 

vision of Evelyn before he is captured by one of Mother's foot-soldiers. We are led by 

Ariadne's thread into, rather than out of, Beulah, a labyrinth resembling the uterus and 

echoing with resonances of Bunyan and Blake. This structure is home to Mother, a large, 

black, four-breasted woman, vision of all-consuming Phallic Mother.2 Together with her 

band of merry young'priestesses of Cybele', Mother changes Evelyn physically and 

psychologically into Eve. 'In Beulah, myth is a made thing, not a found thing'(56) and 

this setting becomes the site for an exploration of the consolatory and dangerous power 

of mythology to keep us culturally bound in a place which takes no cognisance of 

historical change. 

Carter uses strong doses of black humour27 in this section to unpack the 

2 6 The Phallic Mother is the imaginary female figure who existed with the Primal Father before the social 

contract Julia Kristeva describes the Phallic Mother as having 'possession of our imaginaries because she 

controls the family, and the imaginary is familial' (p. 191). The Mother 'is presumed to exist at the very 
place where [social and biological] identity recedes'(p. 242). Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic 
Approach to Literature and Art [1977], trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon S. Roudiez (Oxford: 

Blackwell, 1981). 
27 Haffenden, p. 36. Carter says in this interview that Passion 'was intended as a piece of black comedy . 
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speciousness of mythology, whether it derives from male or female gods. In The Sadeian 

Woman she states: 

All the mythic versions of women, from the myth of the redeeming purity of the 
virgin to that of the healing, reconciling mother, are consolatory nonsenses; and 
consolatory nonsense seems to m e a fair definition of myth, anyway. Mother 

goddesses are just as silly a notion as father gods. If a revival of the myths of these 
cults gives w o m e n emotional satisfaction, it does so at the price of obscuring the 

Oft 

real conditions of life. That is why they were invented in the first place. 

Thus, a reading of the imaginary space of Beulah is designed to be interpreted through the 

lens of black humour. It is not meant to be read as a prescription for a version of a Utopian 

world of radical separatist feminists. 

Unfortunately, this is how parts of The Passion of New Eve have been critiqued. 

Merja Makinen takes Carter to task for her uses of humour: 

Carter's creation of the mythic 'Great Parricide' and the 'Grand Emasculator'(p. 
49) is so powerful that its vitality undermines the writer's overt concern to mock 
radical feminist idealizations of the Earth Mother. So this passage does not so 
much deconstruct the archetypal myths of motherhood that radical feminism 
readily embraced in the 1970s as shift them to a conventional and misogynistic -
but perhaps, for Carter, absorbing - image of the castmtory femme fatale. ...the 

complexity of her characterization turns her into an enormously enjoyable and 

awe-inspiring violator, (my italics)29 

This section of the novel is 'enjoyable' because it is hilariously funny. However, it is 

humour tinged with fear, a primal fear of the castrating, phallic mother. So it is easier to 

understand Nicole Ward Jouve's ambivalent approach to a novel which is, at one and the 

same time, 'the ultimate in nihilistic cynicism' and the producer of 'hysterics of 

laughter'.30 Rather than being 'conventional and misogynistic', Carter is deliberately 

undercutting (an unfortunate pun) the mythology of the goddess. In a playful aside, the 

narrator bemoans: 

Oh, the dreadful symbolism of that knife! To be castrated with a phallic symbol! 

28 The Sadeian Woman, p. 5. 
2 9 Merja Makinen, 'Sexual and textual aggression in The Sadeian Woman and The Passion of New Eve' 

in The Infernal Desires of Angela Carter: Fiction, Femininity, Feminism, p. 161. 
30 Nicole Ward Jouve, 'Mother is a Figure of Speech...', Flesh and the Mirror, pp. 142-143. 
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(But what else, says Mother, could do the trick?). (70) 

The figure of the monstrous w o m a n rears her bearded head, the feared Other of numerous 

Gothic texts. However, this Other is not used as a means of fracturing the self into 

acceptable and marginal parts, but rather, to foreground an internalization of the Other. 

Although Mother tells Evelyn that she 'will be a new Eve ... [a]nd the Virgin Mary, 

too'(70), a Utopian answer to the patriarchal tactic of opposing and sanctioning double 

standards of behaviour, there is fear attached to her uses of reproductive technologies. It is 

only when she is finally represented in a spotted two-piece bathing suit with a hair-do that 

gave 'the general impression of a very expensive icecream sundae'(177) that the 

Monstrous W o m a n becomes a w o m a n who has monstrous dreams. 

Mother attempts to create her own mythology by gestating the semen of Evelyn 

in the uterus of the Newly B o m Eve, thereby creating the first creature of the Year One. 

The community of Beulah, the practices of reproductive technology and the Phallic 

figure of Mother are savagely parodied by Carter in a heteroglossia of genres, a 

polyphony of voices where the collisions of the changing tones create laughter. Mother 

is 'as big and black as Marx's head in Highgate Cemetery', and below her 'false beard' 

'she was fully clothed in obscene nakedness'(59), 'her nipples leapfing] about like the 

bobbles on the fringe of an old-fashioned red plush curtain at a french window open 

on a storm'(64). Her female followers chorus the incantation 'Ma-ma-ma-ma' and offer 

up the song of mythic images to 'Our lady of the cannibals'(61) who is: 

Ineradicable vent of being, oracular mouth 

absolute beginning without which negation is impossible.(61) 

Evelyn is raped in what is, if we are to accept the Freudian and Lacanian models 

of identity formation, an enactment of the ultimate return to the w o m b , the union of the 

Son with the Mother, by which the identity of the son is fused with the mother and 
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therefore ceases to exist separately. Instead of the weapon that Evelyn had made of it, his 

'pretty little virility' becomes 'just darling, harmless as a dove, such a delight! A lovely 

toy for a young girl'(66). The instrument of impregnation of Leilah, the sign of masculine 

power, is ridiculed in a torrent of detumescent speech. 

Mother intends to create a new being to subvert the valorized dichotomy of the 

sexes since 'woman has been the antithesis in the dialectic of creation quite long 

enough'(67). However, Mother's closed Platonic circle, in which the male and female 

halves are absolutely joined together again,31 is broken apart by excess and flight. Just as 

Evelyn's 'tribute of spermatazoa' to Tristessa in the very first sentence of the narrative 

spills over, escapes the bounds of allowability, and functions as the desire which 

produces, which will not be contained, so too, the excess of sperm, the 'snailtrack' 

which Sophia scoops up to freeze for later use, runs beyond the economy of 

heterosexual reproduction. Eve runs, escapes, keeps moving away from one site of 

attempted closure to another. 

Evelyn/Eve's constant movement throughout the text produces resonances of a 

fugue, in both musical and psychoanalytic senses of the term. Fleeing and chasing are 

characteristics of all fugues. In musical fugues the theme is stated successively in all 

voices of the polyphonic texture, that is, it is tonally established, continuously 

expanded, opposed and reestablished. The structure of fugues has been likened to that 

of formal rhetorical discourse in which a proposition is formally presented, 

opposing material is refuted, the initial proposition is strengthened and a forceful 

conclusive statement is made.32 It has also been figured as a conversation, argument, 

debate, diatribe or even as a battle among various voices.33 In psychoanalytic terms a 

31 R.G.Bury (ed.) The Symposium of Plato [second edition](Cambridge: W. Heffer and Sons, 1932), p. x. 
32 Don Michael Randel, The New Harvard Dictionary of Music (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 1986), p. 327. 
33 Randel, p. 328. 
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fugue is defined as a flight from one's o w n identity, often involving travel to some 

unconsciously desired locality. The Passion of New Eve is a series of chases through 

labyrinthine territories; it is a flight from the self, but also to the self. 

Eve's escape from the clutches of Mother ends in her abrupt capture and rape by 

Zero, the metaphorically and literally one-eyed and one-legged keeper of a harem, who 

believes that w o m e n are formed of 'a different soul substance to men'(87). Zero and 

his band of silenced sex-slaves is but another form of imprisonment of thought. While 

Mother wishes to trap the world in mythology, Zero wants to plug the hole that is the 

'dyke', Tristessa, so that he can stop shooting only 'sterile blanks', and, at the scene of 

Eve's next encounter with cult-like groups, the Christian Souldiers will kill to enforce 

their particular morality. Zero demands silence from his harem, 'postulants in the church 

of Zero'(87), w h o only speak in grunts, but he can do nothing to prevent the oral flow 

leaking out when they are outside his earshot. In a deviant way, going around the main 

path, they interpret the dictum of no speech to mean that whispering is permissible. 

While indicating h o w the girls subvert Zero's decree, Carter also notes their complicity 

in their o w n living conditions and their desire to hurt anyone else who might challenge 

these. So enmeshed are they in the bonds of their ideological world (perhaps a comment 

on the role that many w o m e n play in the maintenance of inequalities), that they will fight 

to preserve their o w n imprisonment. 

Although Carter is highly critical of Zero and the extreme machismo that he 

represents, there are occasions when her comments are rendered quite ambiguously. W h e n 

Eve is ushered into Zero's den and is about to be raped by him again, Carter displays a 

poster of Tristessa behind his door 'to welcome m e to pain'(91), the condition of 

femininity. Immediately after being raped, the authorial voice intones 'Poor Eve! She's 

being screwed again!'(91). It is difficult to know how to interpret this comment, whether 

as bitter irony, detached commentary or even collusion with Eve's victimization. The 
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narrative pace is too fast to dwell on this episode. Carter merely adds that Zero 'always 

kept his trousers on, as Lord Byron did'(92) and then moves to Eve's concern that she will 

be found out after she catches a wedding ring thrown to her by Zero in 'a cricketer's 

catch'(92) reflex action - his conditioning is not complete. Discovery of Eve's incomplete 

femininity would lead to death in a household which organizes its activities around the 

dogmatic hatred of another woman of ^determinate sexuality, Tristessa, who Zero 

believes has 'magicked the genius out of my jissom'(91). 

Zero unwittingly leads Evelyn/Eve to the object of his/her desires, Tristessa. 

Ageing filmstar and the reclusive inhabitant of a glass house, Tristessa is unmasked as a 

male transvestite. As Eve acknowledges of Tristessa: 

You had turned yourself into an object as lucid as the objects you made 
from glass; and this object was, itself, an idea. You were your own 
portrait, tragic and self-contradictory. Tristessa had no function in this 
world except as an idea of himself; no ontological status, only an 

iconographic one.(129) 

Tristessa has transformed, transmuted not only him/herself but also the sand of the desert 

into the glass house and the many tear-shaped objects that surround it. He/she is the 

icon of female suffering, 'Our Lady of the Sorrows'(122), since she foregrounds the social 

state of women in her elaborate masquerade of femininity. His/her glass house, the 

'spinning, transparent labyrinth'(116) of the self, allows the inside to be displayed on the 

outside. For Eve, the outside had been the cinema screen which had projected a self that 

the former Evelyn recognizes with a 'giddiness that seized me and shook me'(l 10) as an 

uncanny mirror of her own predicament - 'the abyss on which you opened was that of my 

self(l 10). Walter Benjamin comments on the figure of the glass house in an essay on 

'Surrealism' in which he writes: 

To live in a glass house is a revolutionary virtue par excellence. It is also an 

intoxication, a moral exhibitionism, that w e badly need. Discretion concerning 
one's o w n existence, once an aristocratic virtue, has become more and more an 
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affair of petty-bourgeois parvenues.34 

Benjamin, too, is aware of the revolutionary potential of excess and deposits it at the feet 

of the Surrealists: 

There is a residue. The collective is a body, too. And the physis that is being 
organized for it in technology can, through all its political and factual reality, 
only be produced in that image sphere to which profane illumination initiates us. 
Only when in technology body and image so interpenetrate that all 
revolutionary tension becomes bodily collective innervation, and all the bodily 
innervations of the collective become revolutionary discharge, has reality 
transcended itself to the extent demanded by the Communist Manifesto. For the 
moment, only the Surrealists have understood its present commands. They 
exchange, to a man[j/c], the play of human features for the face of an alarm clock 

that in each minute rings for sixty seconds. 

In many ways, Tristessa's spiralling, glass house is a homage to Surrealist images 

of the self and the revolutionary potential for freeing the repressions trapped in the 

unconscious. Images of the self rupture and break apart when confronted by the myriad of 

conflicting impressions reflected by the glass walls which the night sky has transformed 

into mirrors. Zero dresses Eve in an evening suit and top hat for her forced wedding with 

Tristessa, an act which evokes images of the gender confusion created in the similar 

costumes of George Sand, Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich. Eve describes the 

unsettling of gender boundaries achieved by cross-dressing to foreground the 

masquerade of sex and gender: 

I saw him step back and I saw his reflection in the mirror step back and the 

reflection of that reflection in another mirror stepped back; an entire audience 

composed of Zero applauded the transformation that an endless sequence of 

reflections showed m e was a double drag. This young buck, this Baudelairean 
dandy so elegant and trim in his evening clothes - it seemed, at first glance, I had 

become m y old self again in the inverted world of the mirrors. But this 

masquerade was more than skin deep. Under the mask of maleness I wore 
another mask of femaleness but a mask that n o w I never would be able to 
remove, no matter h o w hard I tried, although I was a boy disguised as a girl 

and n o w disguised as a boy again, like Rosalind in Elizabethan Arden....I only 

mimicked what I had been; I did not become it.(l 32) 

34 Walter Benjamin, 'Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia', in One-Way Street 

and Other Writings [1929], trans. Edmund Japhcott and Kingsley Shorter (London: N e w Left Books, 

1979), p. 228. 
35 Benjamin, p. 239. 
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The difference between mimicking and becoming is the point of Carter's project in this 

novel, to show clearly that the physical components of sex do not necessarily equal 

gendered identity and that social experience and conditioning are crucial to the acquisition 

of femininity or masculinity. 

The ideological function of illusion, or indeed, the illusion of ideology, is an 

important part of the acquisition of a gendered identity and one which Carter foregrounds 

in the figure of Tristessa. In an interview with John Haffenden, Carter states that: 

Tristessa has a glass house - the kind of place in which you shouldn't live if you 
throw stones - which is an image of a certain kind of psychic vulnerability. 
Tristessa has set up in the house a waxworks called The Hall of the Immortals, 
which contains the dead martyrs of Hollywood including Jean Harlow and Judy 
Garland, and that was supposed to be indicating something quite specific about the 

nature of illusion and of personality which Hollywood did and does invent. 

Tristessa is a 'living image' and an 'illusion'(110) at the same time, as is the case with all 

forms of human identity. But, she has given form to the imaginary as 'the living image of 

the entire Platonic shadow show'(HO). Tristessa has used Hollywood's special effects to 

become the figment of her own imagination and Hollywood has marketed a product which 

promotes the construction of a certain kind of patriarchal femininity, just as the Hollywood 

studios marketed Rock Hudson as the archetypal heterosexual male partner, rather than the 

homosexual life that he lived off screen. In her own mini-Hollywood Eve is married to 

Tristessa who wears the wedding dress that was used on the set of Wuthering Heights. We 

hear echoes also of Catherine's cry to Nelly Dean that T am Heathcliff - he's always, 

always in my mind - not as a pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself -

but as my own being...'(26). 

Haffenden, p. 36. 
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EXQUISITE CORPSE 

One's own being is necessarily a desiring subject. The enculturation of a feminine 

desiring subject is to be silent and silenced. Catherine Belsey argues that 'Desire is what is 

not said, what cannot be said', and so '[d]esire eludes final definition, with the result that 

its character, its nature, its meaning, becomes itself an object of desire for the writer'. 

Tristessa attempts to write desire into her world, to transform her place of 'be-ing' into a 

sign of vulnerability in the gaze. She designs herself to be looked at, but she is psychically 

shattered and has removed herself from human contact. When Eve arrives at the glass 

house, she first sees Tristessa lying on the top of a bier, a glass coffin, and has some 

difficulty establishing whether she is dead or alive. Indeed, Eve describes her as 'an 

exquisite corpse'(124).38 The narrative itself shatters briefly at this point into the present 

tense signifying Tristessa's need to engage with the present moment of dealing with 

'visitors' but also the tenuousness of her sense of self. Like her house, Tristessa's identity 

is fragile and has been transformed from the substance with which it began. 

The implication of Carter's use of the exquisite corpse as a trope is that the sexed 

body is the result of construction and can be made or remade at will. This position is 

supported by Elizabeth Grosz who outlines, and argues for, the centrality of 

psychoanalytic theory and practice as an ally for feminists in the mutability of bodies: 

What psychoanalytic theory makes clear is that the body is literally written on, 
inscribed, by desire and signification, at the anatomical, physiological, and 
neurological levels. The body is in no sense naturally or innately psychical, sexual, 
or sexed. It is indeterminate and indeterminable outside its social constitution as a 

body of a particular type. This implies that the body which it presumes and helps to 
explain is an open-ended, pliable set of significations, capable of being rewritten, 

reconstituted, in quite other terms than those which mark it, and consequently 
capable of reinscribing the forms of sexed identity and psychical subjectivity at 

^Catherine Belsey, Desire: Love Stories in Western Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), p. 76 and p. 3 

respectively. 
3 8 As is outlined in m y introductory chapter, the game of le cadavre exquis or exquisite corpse, so-named 

after the phrase 'the exquisite corpse will drink the new wine', was the result of the first word game that 

the Surrealists played in an attempt to produce truly communal images. It was also played using images 

instead of words. See Helena Lewis, The Politics of Surrealism (New York: Paragon, 1988), p. 21. 
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work today.[It is a] project of rewriting the female body.39 

This is, of course, but one way of conceptualizing the assumption and maintenance of 

identity. Most importantly, it precludes the effects of cultural prohibitions and sanctions to 

influence and inhibit the behaviours of members of a given society. Neither does it allow 

for the biological or chromosomal differences which are channelled into two 

predetermined social sexes. It is these cultural constraints which Judith Butler considers to 

be the crucially determining factor in the acquisition of sexed identity. 

Butler argues that sexed bodies acquire their identities as the result of constant 

performativity, which is necessary because of the social and psychic constraints which are 

placed upon them. They find their own ways of becoming, as it were, because they deviate 

along a path which is constantly reiterated: 

...constraint calls to be rethought as the very condition of performativity. 
Performativity is neither free play nor theatrical self-presentation; nor can it be 
simply equated with performance. Moreover, constraint is not necessarily that 
which sets a limit to performativity; constraint is, rather, that which impels and 
sustains performativity. ... performativity cannot be understood outside of a 
process of iterability, a regularized and constrained repetition of norms. A n d this 
repetition is not performed by a subject; this repetition is what enables a subject 

and constitutes the temporal condition for the subject. 

It seems to me that Carter's position oscillates between these two perspectives. That is, she 

subscribes to the possibility of change through psychoanalytic intervention (as was also the 

case with the Surrealists who envisaged the remaking of the mind as contingent upon the 

remaking of the body), but she also foregrounds the essential characters of ideology and 

social sanctions in the Althusserian and Foucauldian senses. What Carter adds, in addition 

to these two arguments, is the attempt to think through the unthinkable. The Surrealist 

game of exquisite corpse was designed to chart this very territory because it derived its 

result from a communal exercise which tapped the unconscious or automatic mind. 

39 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (St Leonards, New South Wales: 

Allen and Unwin, 1994), pp. 60-61. 
40 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of "Sex" (New York and London: 

Routledge, 1993), pp. 94-5. 
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The game of exquisite corpse is itself a violent game in that it deals with randomly 

severed images or words. Tristesa has become a recluse in order to cut herself off from a 

world which wishes to project her self as other than the one which she performs. Grosz 

argues that the process of sexual sameness is, in itself, a violent act: 

While sexual difference entails its own forms of violence (the violence of 
differentiation), the insistence on sameness, identity, equivalence, formalized 
exchange, exerts a different kind of violence, a violence that occurs to a group (in 
this case w o m e n ) whose difference is effaced. The former is a constitutive, 
formative, ineliminable violence, the violence of existence and becoming; the 
latter is wanton, gratuitous violence, a violence that undergoes historical and 

cultural transformation, a violence capable of being transformed, rewritten, even 
reversed, through the counterviolence of resistance.41 

Like Carter, Grosz is hopeful of radical changes to the valuing of sexual difference. 

Carter's arch-patriarch, Zero, indulges in his own brand of violence to create the world 

that he would have in which difference is but another form of sameness. 

Tristessa's house is littered with glass and wax statues, fragile and mutable 

substances. The gallery of wax figures is styled as a mausoleum with figures lying in 

glass coffins. She, too, becomes a morbid sleeping beauty who lives only in the multiple 

film roles that she continues to play out. Believing Tristessa to be dead, New Eve reads 

the 'corpse' as a 'sign of love made flesh'(119). Infuriated that he has been duped by his 

own projected hatred of dykes, Zero engages in a rampage of desecration. The women of 

the harem defecate and urinate upon the glass floors and, when they have dressed the 

bridal dolls, they delight in their travesty by pelting Tristessa 'with lipsticks, rouge pots 

and eye paint until his satin skirts were daubed and streaked'(134). The trappings of 

masquerade, of clowning, are enlisted to ridicule these challenges to gender boundaries 

and to punish the transgressors. The house itself becomes an animate force in this 

confusion of boundaries and surfaces when it flings body parts outwards. The girls of the 

41 Grosz, p. 208. 
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harem unwittingly engage in their re-membering: 

The centrifuge of the building whirled the dismembered waxworks round the 
floor but the girls hurried to gather the limbs together and prop them willy-nilly in 
rows facing the make-shift altar, so w e should have witnesses and a congregation. 

But they put the figures together haphazardly, so Ramon Navarro's head was 
perched on Jean Harlow's torso and had one arm from John Barrymore Junior, 
the other from Marilyn Monroe and legs from yet other donors - all assembled in 
haste, so they looked like picture-puzzles.(134) 

Carter creates these exquisite corpses in order to re-member them, to refigure 

them, to foreground the arbitrary allocation of gendered characteristics. In this act, she 

becomes a feminist Surrealist. In her analysis of feminism and identity, Gender Trouble, 

Judith Butler explains well the allocation of gender characteristics, and the gendered view 

of sex: 

It is cultural assumptions regarding the relative status of men and women and the 
binary relation of gender itself [that] frame and focus the research into 
sex-determination. The task of distinguishing sex from gender becomes all the 
more difficult once w e understand that gendered meanings frame the hypothesis 
and the reasoning of those biomedical inquiries that seek to establish 'sex' for 
us as it is prior to the cultural meanings that it acquires. Indeed, the task is even 
more complicated when w e realize that the language of biology participates in 
other kinds of languages and reproduces that cultural sedimentation in the objects 

it purports to discover and neutrally describe. 

The sheer difficulty of negotiating this labyrinthine basis of identity is expressed 

by Carter when she describes the lovemaking of Eve, the man who is now a woman, 

and Tristessa, the biological man who had always lived as a woman, until his/her 

encounter with Eve. While they seditiously make love on top of the United States' flag, 

Eve remembers that: 

I beat down upon you mercilessly, with atavistic relish, but the glass woman I saw 
beneath m e smashed under m y passion and the splinters scattered and 

recomposed themselves into a m a n who overwhelmed me.(149) 

42 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity fNew York and London: 

Routledge, 1990), p. 109. 
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Neither Eve nor Tristessa are entirely confirmed in their sexual identity or, more pointedly, 

sexual identities. They continue to move through a labyrinth of possibilities. 

L'UN DANS L' AUTRE 

Throughout The Passion of New Eve Carter uses the Surrealist device of the 

representation of the interchangeability of surfaces. The definition of an inner versus an 

outer space is deliberately confused such that the outer is merely a representation of the 

inner field, one is the other (Tun dans Vautre). The works of Leonora Carrington provide 

an example of some of the areas of concern to women members of the Surrealist 

Movement. Drawings in the margins (marginalised designs) of Carrington's Down Below, 

an account of her descent into madness, offer the image of a hand and a glove which 

depicts the proximity of one to the other and the oneness with each other. Madeleine 

Cottenet-Hage, in her playing with corporeal imagery, suggests that these images point 

towards a way of bringing together apparently separate entities when 'the glove, turned 

inside out, will be worn on the other hand, suggesting the existence of yet another figure: 

exchanges between the One and the Other (alterity)'.43 

Carter employs a circular structure, encoded in the use of a retrospective first-

person narrator, in The Passion of New Eve, but its complexity more closely resembles 

that of a spiral than a circle on one plane. It is more than the uroboric circle that she cites, 

the mythic snake that eats its own tail; it is characterized by an excess, a spilling 

over or metaphoric shedding of skin. A visual exploration of such a circle is amobius 

strip on which the inside surface is the outside surface, or further, the drawing by Escher 

entitled Waterfall in which the water appears to be flowing down but when we alter our 

perception the waterwheel seems to be self-generating from water which is circulating on 

43 Madeleine Cottenet-Hage, 'The Body Subversive: Corporeal Imagery in Carrington, Prassinos and 
Mansour' in Mary Ann Caws, Rudolf Kuenzli and Gwen Raaberg (eds), Surrealism and Women 
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the same level.44 In his painting entitled Le Surrealiste (The Surrealist,1947), Victor 

Brauner depicts an indeterminately sexed (but probably male) medievally-dressed 

alchemist who wears a hat bearing the symbol for infinity which also displays both inside 

and outside surfaces and is a version of a continuous circle. Within narrative, these devices 

form a 'strange loop'or metalepsis which has me function of appearing to return the 

reader to the same place but, simultaneously, allows the reader to see things differently. 

This is common as both motif and structural device in much postmodernist fiction, 

and is especially noted in the short stories of Borges such as 'The Garden of Forking 

Paths'and 'The Circular Ruins'. 

As a site for the playing out of the struggle to elide the differences between cause 

and effect, to allow a filtering through or a folding back on itself, this novel pushes to the 

limits the nature of the circle. It both encloses and allows infinite progression. Tristessa 

acts as a referent for this very process. He/she is a fleshy example of the uroboric circle 

since he/she lives out his/her female-preferred existence by removing his/her memory of 

maleness and taping his/her penis to his/her anus. Carter prefigures and echoes this image 

of the circle defining our identity and determining the boundary of our existence when 

she inserts into the text the titbit - or more correctly, the bumbit - that Evelyn uses to 

avert the failure of his journey west by taping his money to the hollow of his crotch. 

Evelyn begins his journey with the comment, 'down the freeways in fine style, like a true 

American hero, my money stowed between my legs'(37). Evelyn/Eve functions as an 

example of the trace of recognition that there must be between men and women in order to 

cause, in a patriarchal system, such concern to maintain the differences between the 

sexes. And Zero, bearer of a referent for the circle itself, 'the deathly and annihilating 

circle of Zero'(lOO), epitomizes the absolute lack of cultural capital in his appalling 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: the MIT Press, 1991), p. 77. 
44 Douglas R. Hofstadter, Godel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid: A Metaphorical Fugue on 

Minds and Machines in the Spirit of Lewis Carroll (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979), The Waterfall is 
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treatment of the women in his harem and the efforts to which he goes to disguise his 

incapacity to 'print out any new Zeros'(92) and to displace the cause of this problem onto 

what he perceives to be a visible 'dyke'. He styles himself as 'the avenging phallic 

fire'(127). 

The Surrealist technique, too, of the literal exploration of a linguistic image 

informs a reading of a text which pursues the materiality of 'the becoming woman'when 

the protagonist is forcibly changed from a man into a woman. Robert Belton comments 

that 'the image of 'Woman' was the most frequently used tactic in the Surrealists' 

revolutionary strategy of articulating desire in order to reshape the world'. Whitney 

Chadwick, too, describes the central issue of Surrealism as 'the desire to present the 

image of the erotic female as a key to the revolutionary transformation of the 

unconscious'.46 Literalizing the image escapes the problems attached to the use of 

'Woman' as metaphor, but it does not reduce the performance of sexual violence through 

juxtapositioning of cut images for collage which works to defamiliarize objects and 

their connotative positions. 

Similarly problematic for feminist theories is the work of Deleuze and Guattari, 

yet I want to appropriate some of their ideas for this feminist analysis. On the one 

hand, it is theoretically useful to conceptualize desire as process, as giving, as flowing, 

as fluctuating, rather than as part of an economy of lack. On the other hand, the use of 

the rhetorical figure of surfaces points to a lack of concern with depth or with inner realms. 

For a feminist politics which is concerned with the foregrounding of the connections 

between inner and outer space, with private and public spaces, this preoccupation with 

surfaces is disturbing. Yet it is also a metaphoric method of conceptualizing the interior 

discussed on page 11 and the mobius strip on page 30. 
45 Robert Belton, 'Speaking with Forked Tongues: "Male" Discourse in "Female" Surrealism?' in 

Surrealism and Women, p. 51. 
46 Whitney Chadwick, Women Artists and the Surrealist Movement (London: Thames and Hudson, 

1985), p. 123. 



143 

processes of the unconscious. In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari figure the body 

without organs as an egg (reminiscent of the alchemical egg of transmutation): 

it is crisscrossed with axes and thresholds, with latitudes and longitudes and 

geodesic lines, traversed by gradients marking the transitions and the becomings, 

the destinations of the subject developing along these particular vectors. ... A 
harrowing, emotionally overwhelming experience, which brings the schizo as 
close as possible to matter, to a burning, living centre of matter: "...this emotion, 
situated outside of the particular point where the mind is searching for it... one's 
entire soul flows into this emotion that makes the mind aware of the terribly 

disturbing sound of matter, and passes through its white-hot flame". 

Connections with Eve/lyn's journey into sites of transforming physical and psychic matter 

resonate in this description of the workings of the unconscious mind. The unconscious is 

drawn to the surface in order to liberate or desublimate the repressions which render a 

person a social being. 

The inside is shown on the outside, just as the Surrealist H'un dans I'autre' 

functions, just as the figure ofthemobius strip allows us to see differently. The image 

of the egg of desiring production and the image of the alchemical transmutational egg 

referred to frequently by members of the Surrealist movement, both in written and 

visual representations, provide a further connection between the work of Deleuze and 

Guattari and Surrealism, and, I will argue, the work of Carter. In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze 

and Guattari suggest the disjunction between surface and depth to be an 'affirmative, 

nonrestrictive, inclusive' one which is a 'disjunction that remains disjunctive, and that 

still affirms the disjoined terms, that affirms them throughout their entire distance, 

without restricting one by the other or excluding the other from the one'. 

Deleuze and Guattari's concepts of process suggest strong metaphoric intersections 

with the ideas of Julia Kristeva, even though they repudiate the Freudian/Lacanian model 

47 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia [1972], trans. Robert 

Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lane (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1977), p. 19. The 

reference to a 'white-hot flame' is an uncanny reminder of Eve/lyn's journey at the stage of albedo or the 

whitening phase of the alchemical process. 
48 Anti-Oedipus, pp. 76 and 90 respectively. 
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of lack. The flux or the flow, the spilling over of desire, may be conceptualized as 

an abstraction, as a movement between binary poles such as subject/object; 

masculine/feniinine; human/animal. This movement allows for a breaking down/up of 

philosophically exclusive categories which are arbitrarily established by the 'desiring 

machines', as Deleuze and Guattari rename the patriarchal, the phallogocentric 

ideological constructs: 

Desiring-machines are binary machines, obeying a binary law or set of rules 
governing associations: one machine is always coupled with another... And 
because the first machine is in turn connected to another whose flow it interrupts 
or partially drains off, the binary series is linear in every direction. Desire 
constantly couples continuous flows and partial objects that are by nature 
fragmentary and fragmented. Desire causes the current to flow, itself flows in turn, 
and breaks the flows, (my italics)49 

The particular use of the word 'nature' in this quotation creates problems for a 

feminist critique. Although Deleuze and Guattari stress that they 'make no distinction 

between man and nature'50 and that this is an instance of the effect of the production of 

desire breaking down the linear flow between these mechanical categories, the gendered 

use of the word 'man' and the lack of acknowledgement of the intersection of'nature' 

and its cultural connotations remain problematic. 

Similarly problematic and, at the same time, extremely useful is the Deleuzian 

concept of He devenirfemme' or 'the becoming woman'.51 Deleuze valorizes process 

as an end in itself, as opposed to a process which points in a linear fashion towards a 

goal. The use of the word 'woman' here is not tied to a bodily configuration that is female 

or to Simone de Beauvoir's famous statement about the social construction of woman as 

Other to man: that is, the proposition that 'one is not born, but rather becomes a 

49 Anti-Oedipus, p. 5. 
50 Anti-Oedipus, pp. 4-5. 
51 Deleuze and Claire Pamet, Dialogues [1977], trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (NY: 

Columbia U.P., 1987), p.2. 
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woman'.5 'The becoming woman' is instead an image of the various positions of 

marginality which offer a perspective other than that endorsed by the dominant and 

shifting centre. It resembles Julia Kristeva's statement that 'woman does not exist'. Thus, 

'the becoming woman' is the name for a subject position, in the Kristevan sense, which 

relates both to men and women. Indeed, it is a particularized 'place' which offers a 

different way of seeing due to its marginality and can be conceptualized as similar to 

Virginia Woolf s Society of Outsiders.53 This is not a biological position. As Alice 

Jardine states, 'the woman who does not enter into the 'becoming woman' remains a 

Man, remains 'molar', just like men'.54 For Deleuze and Guattari the term 'molar' 

signifies 'sedentary' and is used pejoratively to contrast with 'molecular' which 

signifies speed, the unfettered flow of desires-'In the unconscious it is not the lines of 

pressure that matter, but on the contrary the lines of escape'. 

Deleuze and Guattari's position has been criticized for its gender-blindness. Despite 

some of the evident problems with their position, I would like to appropriate the substance 

of their hypothesis for feminism as a means towards mapping a space for new ways of 

being. Irigaray has noted the similarity between 'the becoming woman' and the female 

split subject, who historically struggles for subjectivity and a place in language and 

history. She sees it as yet another example of the struggle by women to overcome 

invisibility in an economy of the same.56 Jardine also alerts us to the dangers of the use of 

'woman' as metaphor: 

But to the extent that women must 'become woman' first (in order for men, in 
D+G's words, to 'follow her example'), might that not mean that she must also 

be the first to disappear? Is it not possible that the process of 'becoming woman' 
is but a new variation of an old allegory for the process of w o m a n becoming 

52 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex [1949], trans. H.M. Parshley (London: Picador, 1988), p. 295. 
53 Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas [1938] (London: Hogarth Press, 1986), pp. 122-133. 
54 Alice Jardine, Gynesis: Configurations of Women and Modernity (Ithaca and London: Cornell 

University Press, 1985), p. 216. 
55 Anti-Oedipus, p. 338. 
56 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One, trans. Catherine Porter (New York: Cornell University 

Press, 1985), p. 141. 
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obsolete? There would remain only her simulacrum: a female figure caught in a 

whirling sea of male configurations. A silent, mutable, head-less, desire-less, 
spatial surface necessary only for His metamorphosis?57 

Despite the problems for feminist criticisms which are inherent in the 

terminology used by Deleuze and Guattari, many of the key ideas relating to flight, 

escape, flow and, especially, Deleuze's process of becoming, are particularly useful for a 

reading of The Passion of New Eve. These processes hinge on the acceptance of 

difference as a useful political model. That is, neither sex nor gender is valorized. It is a 

political model in which the Other is accorded neither more nor less power than the 

normalized category. To this extent, it is a Utopian concept which 'rests on ... a certain 

desexualization'.5 

Difference is thus expressed as not-difference, as a recognition of the trace of 

the other that is perceived as not the same but similar enough to be able to make a 

comparison. For instance, disorder cannot be assumed to be the opposite of order. Rather, 

we may well perceive it to be disorderly order or, alternatively, orderly chaos. Katherine 

Hayles posits some interesting connections between chaos theory in scientific circles 

and the work of Derrida. Her argument is based on the premise that it is all to do with 

the size of the scale of measurement. In literature, the closer that texts are analysed, the 

more minutely they are deconstructed, the more information they will elicit and this will 

create a semblance of chaos. It is incorrect then to perceive chaos as the absence of order, 

since it is more properly a larger or indeed maximum amount of information. Hayles 

defines her use of chaos as that which 'denotes complex systems that operate according 

to deterministic laws, and yet that behave unpredictably'.59 Hayles' explanation of the 

3'Jardine, p. 217. 
58 Rosi Braidotti, Patterns of Dissonance: A study of women in contemporary philosophy, trans. 

Elizabeth Guild (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), p. 108. 
59 N. Katherine Hayles, 'Chaos as Orderly Disorder: Shifting Ground in Contemporary Literature and 

Science', New Literary History, 20 (1988), p. 306.1 thank Doug Russell for alerting m e to this article. 
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behaviour of complex systems is a useful analogy for the unfolding of The Passion of 

New Eve. She argues that: 

Although their behaviour quickly becomes unpredictable, complex systems 

nevertheless become chaotic in predictable ways ...chaos can be assimilated 
neither into order nor disorder. It names a new territory...60 

The naming of new territory is not peculiar to The Passion of New Eve; it is evident as 

an outcome of many postmodernist texts. Doris Lessing's The Golden Notebook is 

discussed by Hayles as an example of such a text which appears to be chaotic but, in fact, 

is patterned. Much of the text is devoted to retrieving the repressed chaos from the life of 

Anna Wulf and restructuring it. Hayles gives other examples of texts that operate in 

similar ways, such as Calvino's If on a Winter's Night a Traveller, De Lillo's White 

Noise, and Robinson's Housekeeping. 

Further to Hayle's argument, it is Derrida's concept of iteration that can be 

compared similarly with the functioning of chaos theory. If iteration, that is the 

incremental repetition of words in different contexts, multiplies the possibilities for 

interpretation, then the fold that is produced (or as Bakhtin would say the dialogic 

possibilities that result), creates infinite possibilites or maximum information - that is, 

chaos. This chaos may then produce 'a trace that cannot be assimilated to the binary 

oppositions it deconstructs'.61 Evelyn/Eve functions as an example of the trace of 

recognition that there must be between men and women in order to cause a patriarchal 

system such concern to maintain the differences between the sexes. 

Following our analogy with physics still further, if entropy is seen to function in 

the winding down of systems, that is systems in which the differences are minimised 

and heat is distributed evenly throughout the molecules, then the proponents of an 

Hayles, p. 306. 
Hayles, p. 317. 
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existing system will attempt to keep that system in place by perpetuating those 

differences. B y creating a being that is physically female with some reconditioning of the 

psyche from masculine to feminine as well, Carter plays a 'before and after' game. 

Whilst investigating the different social treatments meted out to w o m e n and men, Carter 

also examines the part played by the memory contained in the body as well as the mind. 

To the extent that there is some residual conditioning (Eve is concerned that his 

'cricketer's catch' will give him away as not yet completely feminine), it is sufficient to 

blur the socially constructed differences between masculine and feminine behaviours 

and to underline the commonality between w o m e n and men. A system based upon 

similarities rather than differences must produce newness out of the resulting entropy. 

Although some will interpret this development as chaos, it can just as easily be seen as 

order. Disorder and order are merely different perspectives on the information that w e 

receive and, given more information, they start to look very similar. 

By recognizing this similarity, by adopting a different basis for a 'persistence of 

vision'(5), w e usher in the possibility of 'dreaming beyond the number two'62 as a way 

out of metaphysical binaries. Perhaps another way of figuring this image of possibilities is 

to imagine the territory which may be created beyond the horizon point of a perspectival 

drawing, the place that lies beyond these lines of flight. The challenge to find new ways 

of being beyond that visible horizon is, I would argue, what Carter takes up in The Passion 

of New Eve. 

Challenging or deconstructing the binary oppositions which Western society 

attempts to hold in place, whether they be cast as metaphysical, logocentric or 

phallogocentric constructions, is the focus of poststructuralist criticism. While 

Suleiman conceptualizes the task as 'dreaming beyond the number two', Kristeva 

Suleiman, p. 136. 
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employs the more mathematical model of the binary code which relates everything to 

the numbers zero and one. In monological discourse 'the subject both assumes and 

submits to the rule of 1 (God)'.63 The character, Zero, who repeatedly rapes the newly 

created Eve, is sterile both in the sense of being unable to reproduce himself and also in 

his failure to value any human life other than his own; his only aberration in this matter 

is his love of his dogs and pigs. Tristessa, who is construed by him as a 'dyke', is of 

course blamed for all his troubles. The young girls that comprise Zero's harem are not 

permitted to speak and perform their own deviant discourse by whispering, by 

insinuating, by deviating around the linear, obsessive patterns of discourse and behaviours 

that are exemplified in the character, Zero. 

This aesthetic practice would disrupt the monologic or epic practices 

characterized by such a binary system. Kristeva owes a debt here to Bakhtin and his 

writings on dialogism. Commenting on the irruption in language that dialogism produces, 

Kristeva says: 

Disputing the laws of language based on the 0-1 interval, the carnival 
challenges God, authority, and social law; insofar as it is dialogical, it is 
rebellious. Because of its subversive discourse, the word 'carnival' has 
understandably acquired a strongly derogatory or narrowly burlesque meaning in 

our society. 
The scene of the carnival, where there is no stage, no 'theater,' is thus both stage 

and life, game and dream, discourse and spectacle. By the same token, it is 
proffered as the only space in which language escapes linearity (law) to live as 

drama in three dimensions. 

Carter is using The Passion of New Eve as an experiment to investigate the extent to which 

language can escape linearity. By turning not only the narrative but also the characters 

back onto and, indeed, into themselves, the text explores the limens of the social 

constructions of gender and sex. The Other becomes the One. Eve apostrophizes Tristessa 

as 'He, she - neither will do for you, Tristessa, the fabulous beast, magnificent, 

63 Julia Kristeva, 'Word, Dialogue and Novel' in Desire in Language, p. 77. 
64 Desire in Language, p. 79. 
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TRANSFORMATIVE SPACES 

The interrelationship between space and time can be conceived of as a porousness 

or permeability which precludes absolute exclusion. Carter's project is an inclusionary, 

rather than exclusionary, one. The figure of Tristessa's glass house provides one example 

of a translucent substance which ultimately whirls the sands of time apart. Made from the 

sands of the surrounding barren desert, the glass house is an example of how matter can 

be transformed to permit another use, another way of engaging, another way of seeing. 

This is especially so if we 'open up' time as it were, and approach it from its circular or 

seasonal aspect rather than its privileged linear and marked daily aspect. As I have argued 

earlier, this is the nature of the circle, that it both encloses and allows infinite 

progression. 

These two ways of conceptualizing time, and the space for imagining that this 

creates, can be understood in a Hegelian sense as mutually exclusive, as thesis and 

antithesis. Carter acknowledges this in her parodic treatment of the women of Beulah 

when the loudspeaker crackles out that 'Time is a man, space is a woman'(53). Taken 

from Blake's 'A Vision of the Last Judgement', this statement has the coda 'and 

her Masculine Portion is Death'.65 Carter rephrases this as 'time is a killer', and wittily 

observes that one strategy for overcoming this economy of death would be to 'kill 

time and live forever'(53). Like Kristeva in her use of the concept of 'Women's Time',66 

however, Carter is determined to examine and unsettle these fields, or to 

deterritorialize and reterritorialize them in a Deleuzian sense. At times, Kristeva comes 

65 William Blake, The Collected Writings of William Blake , p. 614. 
66 Julia Kristeva, 'Women's Time'in Toril Moi(ed.), The Kristeva Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), pp. 

188-213. It originally appeared in English in Signs, 7, 1 (Autumn 1981), pp. 13-35. 
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dangerously close to falling into the trap of biological essentialism in her discussion of 

these issues in 'Women's Time'; however, she does point out that she is speaking to 

identify many individual women as opposed to the concept 'Woman' which exists only 

as the constructed Other of 'Man'.67 Women's time, then, can be conceptualized as 

cyclical or even monumental time which, in its construction as a variable block, provides 

both a place or 'englobing' space for a sense of commonality between different 

individuals as well as points of intersection with linear or historical time. For Kristeva, 

it is the task of the present generation of feminists to construct a place, or a field, in which 

to bring together the project of the suffragettes to be inserted into 'masculine' linear 

history, and the visions of the feminists who arose from the events of May, 1968. This 

latter group is characterized by Kristeva as 'feminine' and cyclic, that is 'by 

demanding recognition of an irreducible identity, without equal in the opposite sex and, 

as such, exploded, plural, fluid, in a certain way non-identical, this feminism situates 

itself outside the linear time of identities which communicate through projection and 

revindication'.68 It remains the task of feminist critics to bring these two apparently 

opposing tangents together and to construct a new figure which would allow for the 

'insertion into history and the radical refusal of the subjective limitations imposed by this 

history's time on an experiment carried out in the name of the irreducible difference'. 

For Kristeva, then, the 'irreducible difference' is both biological and social. Like 

Carter's, Kristeva's thinking is heavily indebted to Freud. While accepting the Freudian 

explanation of castration anxiety and the incest taboo as the motivating factors in the 

formulation of the social contract, both women's writings illustrate the search for new 

ways of being. For Carter, it can be found in a study of'[o]ur external symbols [which] 

'Women's Time', p. 196. 

'Women's Time', p. 194. 
'Women's Time', p. 195. 
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must always express the life within us with absolute precision'(6). For Kristeva, it is 

evident in sexual difference. This is: 

at once biological, physiological and relative to reproduction - [it] is 
translated by and translates a difference in the relationship of subjects to the 

symbolic contract which is the social contract: a difference, then, in the 
relationship to power, language and meaning. The sharpest and most subtle 
point of feminist subversion brought about by the new generation will henceforth 

be situated on the terrain of the inseparable conjunction of the sexual and the 
symbolic, in order to try to discover, first, the specificity of the female, and then, 

in the end, that of each individual woman.70 

The tightrope that must be walked in order to find this new place poses considerable 

dangers. Linda Anderson expresses the problem well when she says that '[t]he fear that 

post-structuralist theory could be disabling for women, making history disappear even 

before we have had a chance to write ourselves into it, needs to be set against another 

danger: the constant danger that by using categories and genres which are implicated in 

patriarchal ideology we are simply re-writing our own oppression'. The attraction of 

a collection of liminal images, of figures of betweenness, even of gaps and lacunae, can be 

explained by a consideration of these dangers. The difficulty of constructing a range of 

differences without them collapsing back into each other is also a problem and one 

which sometimes brings with it the sensation of dancing around a black hole. 

Carter uses parodic devices and strategies to challenge our acceptance of the 

culturally constructed differences between genders as 'natural'. In the English language 

we are restricted to the use of only two genders compared with the wider range of three in 

many other European languages, unless we employ the distancing and class-specific 

pronoun 'one'. Maintaining the differences or mapping the territory between the genders 

so that they do not collapse back into one, or fragment into many variations, requires 

70'Women's Time', p. 196. 
71 Linda Anderson, Plotting Change: Contemporary Women's Fiction (London: Edward Arnold, 1990), 

p. 134. 
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the constant repetition and performance of the naturalized behaviours that have been 

attached to each gender. In Gender Trouble, Judith Butler recognizes the performative 

acts which must be engaged in order that societies continue to subscribe to the belief that 

there are only two genders and that they are immutably attached to their corresponding 

sexes. Following a Foucaudian line, Butler argues too for the social construction of sex. 

If the philosophical division between nature and culture is culturally determined and 

nature is named by culture, then Butler would argue that our gendered society constructs 

our sexed identities too. The 'nature is to culture as sex is to gender' paradigm is 

undone. It follows similarly then that the constructedness of our sexual identities must 

be reinforced by repeated performative acts. We are accorded female or male status at 

birth and become by definition one and not the other. The ideological belief in an 

ordered society is threatened by any categories which exist beyond those bounds. They 

are literally out of bounds. 

In Irigaray's reading of Freud, a woman achieves 'femininity', that is, she 

becomes a woman who is regarded as 'normal' psychoanalytically, by entering into the 

'masquerade of femininity'. Irigaray argues that 'the female Oedipus complex is woman's 

entry into a system of values that is not hers, and in which she can 'appear' and circulate 

only when enveloped in the needs/ desires/ fantasies of others, namely men'. Carter's 

character Leilah appears to construct herself nightly before the mirror in order to 

transform herself into a prostitute for the purpose of earning enough money to feed 

herself and Evelyn. However, Evelyn, now at the end of his/her journey and with the 

perception of the New Eve, looks at Lilith and sees her as a 'different person' with the 

residual traces of the earlier Leilah: 

...the slut of Harlem, my girl of bile and ebony! She can never have objectively 

existed, all the time mostly the projection of the lusts and greed and self-loathing 

72 Judith Butler, p. 136. Butler argues, 'that the gendered body is performative suggests that it has no 

ontological status apart from the various acts which constitute its reality'. 
73 This Sex Which Is Not One, p. 134. 
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of a young man called Evelyn, who does not exist either. This lucid stranger, 
Lilith, also known as Leilah, also, I suspect, sometimes masquerading as Sophia 

or the Divine Virgin, seems to offer m e disinterested friendship, though in 
the past I might have caused her pain... .(175) (my italics) 

While he cannot trust his eyes, Evelyn 'knows' that Leilah is projected desire: 

And, in my heart, I knew it was my own weakness, my own exhaustion that she 
had, in some sense, divined and reflected for m e that had made her so attractive 
to me. She was a perfect woman; like the moon, she only gave reflected light. 
She had mimicked me, she had become the thing I wanted of her, so that she 
could make m e love her and yet she had mimicked m e so well she had also 
mimicked the fatal lack in m e that meant I was not able to love her because I 

myself was so unlovable. (34) 

The nature of being is most closely explored in the rampages of Zero and his harem 

through the labyrinth of glass rooms which rotate about the spiral staircase. But the flesh 

mocks the lived being. When Tristessa is unveiled as a man, he is appalled by his own 

'red-purple insignia of maleness'(128) and attempts 'to swallow his cock within his 

thighs'(128). Tristessa's dizzying confusion, which is represented in the cessation of 

linear time, and which ruptures the past-tense narration with a reflection in the present 

tense (124), is resolved in the realization that 'that was why he had been the perfect man's 

woman! He had made himself the shrine of his own desires, had made of himself the only 

woman he could have loved!'(128-129). The disjunction between Woman and women 

becomes apparent when the New Eve realizes, 'How could a real woman ever have been 

so much a woman as you?'(129). 

Like Mother, Zero, and the Christian Souldiers, Tristessa has concocted her own 

kind of 'self-perpetuating reality: a series of enormous solipsisms, a tribute to the 

existential freedom of the land of free enterprise'(167). All had in some form attempted to 

stop time and create eternal life (the actual goal of the Philosopher's Stone, rather than the 

ruse of transforming lead into gold). Tristessa's way of doing this was to create the 

Platonic hermaphrodite, the union of two beings in one. Carter's epigraph taken from 

Locke, 'In the beginning all the world was America', literalizes into the Year One of 
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Lilith's guerrillas. As Leilah, Lilith had 'danced a dance called the End of the World, to 

lead the unwary into temptation'(174).74 

Eve, at the end of the novel, is now also the embodiment of two beings in one. As 

the mother of the progeny of the New World she carries the child of a woman who was 

once a man, and a man who lived as a woman. Yet, even after her union with Tristessa, 

Eve must still journey along the maze of the self to 'descend lower'(150). And so she finds 

herself in California, at 'the beginning of the beginning'(166). On the shores of the Pacific 

Ocean she returns finally to Mother, but a mad mother who has lost her Phallic 

symbolism, and crawls into a cave representing the space of the womb and the dawn of 

time. Mother is now Tiresias and sings Broadway hits on the beach. Any residual fear 

attached to the mythological construction of the Phallic Mother dissolves in a flourish of 

ridiculing parody: 

The hair was dyed a brave canary yellow and piled in an elaboration of many tiers 
of curls, giving the general impression of a very expensive ice-cream sundae. All 
was decorated with peek-a-boo bows of pale pink silk ribbon and would have 
looked well under a glass dome on grandmother's mantlepiece. She was wearing a 
two-piece bathing costume in a red and white spotted fabric and, round her 
shoulders, a stole of glossy and extravagant blond fur but her flesh was wrinkled 
and ravaged and sagged from her bones. Her face was very dirty but magnificently 

painted; a fresh coating of white powder must have been added that very 

morning.(177)75 

It is not very far from here to the worlds of Fewers, or, indeed, the vaudevillean stage of 

the Chance sisters. 

74 In 'Truly, It Felt Like Year One', Angela Carter presents her memories of the late 1960s in Britain as a 

time when 'we had an authentic intelligentsia in this country just like the ones in Europe and America'(pp. 

209-10) and 'it started to feel like living on a demolition site - one felt one was living on the edge of the 
unimaginable'(p. 211). This article appears in Sara Maitland, Very Heaven: Looking Back at the 1960s 
(London: Virago, 1988), pp. 209-216. In her video interview with Lisa Appignanesi, Carter also says that 
The Passion of New Eve was conceived as 'a vision of the American apocalypse ... based on a Greyhound 

bus trip in 1969'. 
75 In addition to her extraordinary outfit, Lilith gives Mother a pink, paper parasol to protect her from the 

sun. Eve remembers that it is 'the twin'(pp. 188-9) of the one that Sophia had given to her on her journey 
to Beulah. Stephen Heath describes Joan Riviere as 'a tall, Edwardian beauty with a picture hat and scarlet 

parasol - walking up and down the seashell path'(p. 47) in 'Joan Riviere and the Masquerade', Formations 

of Fantasy (eds), Victor Burgin, James Donald and Cora Kaplan (London and N e w York: Methuen, 

1986), pp. 45-61. It is possible that Carter is invoking Riviere and her theory of 'Womanliness as a 

Masquerade'. 
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Lilith ushers Eve into a fissure in a rock 'so narrow a full-grown adult could only 

crawl through it sideways'(179). Eve's journey is not only a return to the womb along 

'walls of meat and slimy velvet'(184) but also an exploration of time nrnning backwards, a 

turning back of the evolutionary clock. While Carter states that this section of the text is an 

examination of the breakdown that occurs when Eve 'discovers that she never really 

existed',76 it is also an examination of the intersections of the social and natural 

constructions of time, space and duration. 

When, (near the end of The Passion of New Eve,) Eve crawls inside an apparently 

warm and pulsating cave we may read this device as a representation of a psychic rebirth 

or an investigation of Plato's cave or the reclaiming of Antigone's imprisonment. This 

anthropomorphic cave bears an uncanny resemblance to Plato's chora. Kristeva borrows 

Plato's concept of the space designated by him as 'mother and receptacle', as 'an invisible 

and formless being which receives all things and in some mysterious way partakes of the 

intelligible, and is almost incomprehensible'.77 Kristeva identifies the chora as the space 

or place from which a circular and rhythmic movement towards laughter originates. 

This space which she variously labels the semiotique or the chora has the effect of 

rupturing or irrupting into the Symbolic, the linearity of language: 

It is henceforth clear that meaning's closure can never be challenged by another 
space, but only by a different way of speaking: another enunciation, another 

'literature'.78 

So it is not the space itself which produces the irruption but the effect that this 

movement has on the workings of language. When Kristeva speaks about space she is 

not delineating a geographic space but a psychic space. On the shore of the Pacific 

Ocean, Eve plays a game of fort/da with a silver paper boat that she sets to sail for 

6 Interview with Lisa Appignanesi. 
7 Leon S. Roudiez, 'Introduction' to Desire in Language, p. 6. 
8 Kristeva, Desire in Language, p. 281. 



157 

China but which returns to her in the waves (187). She is enacting the game with a 

cotton reel which Freud used to illustrate the formation of the desiring subject. Such a 

psychic space m a y be represented by a geographic space, nevertheless, it is only a 

representation. A s Eve says immediately after her escape from Beulah, T know nothing. 

I a m a tabula erasa, a blank sheet of paper, an unhatched egg. I have not yet become a 

woman, although I possess a woman's shape. Not a woman, no; both more and less than 

a real w o m a n ' (83). 

The account of Eve's passage through the different stages of the cave is narrated 

variously in the present and past tenses thus unsettling and questioning narratological 

conventions and the narratives that w e are. Paralleling the disruption of narrative tense 

used when Tristessa is trapped on the crows' nest of her glass house and is forced to 

confront her/his identity(124), this section of the text moves between past and continuous 

present and, in so doing, shatters expectations of narrative models. A s the narrative is told 

retrospectively in the first person, it is a remembering of the repression of the text, an 

impression on a body that is both newly inscribed and atavistically chained. While the 

novel ends by emptying itself out into the sea, its circularity, the circulation of its 

language, symbols and body, is reinscribed back into the text by the retrospective 

narration. It is possible that the receiver of this narrative is Mother, who is addressed in an 

aside following Eve's realization that 'My bride will become m y child's father'(136). The 

narrator delivers the parenthetical comment that 'Mother laughed until her fat, black sides 

shook'(136). W e are asked to participate in the mapping of new spaces which defy 

closure, but which must remain indeterminate. Herein lies the paradox which refuses to be 

resolved and which glories in its complexity. 
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NIGHTS AT THE CIRCUS 

'What attracts me in such a manner of seeing is that, as far as the eye can see, it 
recreates desire. H o w can you resist the hope of calling forth the beast with 

miraculous eyes, h o w can you stand the idea that, sometimes for a long time, it 
cannot be brought out of its retreat? It's really a question of charms'.(Andre 

Breton, Mad Love)1 

'The greater the artifice, the greater the truth'.(Baudelaire) 

Nights at the Circus is both specular and spectacular. It foregrounds, plays with, 

and recreates gendered ways of seeing and, therefore, being; it is about re-visioning. 

Nights at the Circus is the final text in the trilogy of novels which explore constructions 

of gender as they are mediated by the desiring subject. All three novels are linked by the 

trope of the quest for identity, the centrality of vision in the construction of gendered 

identity, and a Surrealist repertoire of images. Desiderio, the hero of The Infernal 

Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, is named Kiku ('foundling bird') by the river 

people, and this reference to birds carries through to the white alchemical bird and the 

archeopteryx in The Passion of New Eve and to Fewers, the bird/woman who hatched 

from an egg, in Nights at the Circus. Both Mary Hallab and Elaine Jordan3 have noted 

the connections between the 'sardonic, disaffected'4 Desiderio and the master of 

'habitual disengagement',5 Jack Walser. But it is the use of unreliable narrators which 

is the most disturbing feature linking these novels. The 'truth' of the narrative cannot be 

trusted. In an interview with John Haffenden, Carter says that '[p]eople babble a lot 

nowadays about the 'unreliable narrator' - as in Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children -

1 Andre" Breton, Mad Love[ 1937] trans. Mary Ann Caws (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 

Press, 1987), p. 15. 
2 Quoted in John Stokes, In the Nineties (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1989), p. 37. 
3 Mary Y. Hallab, '"Human Diversity " in the Novels of Angela Carter: Which Ones are the Freaks?' in 
Studies in Contemporary Satire: A Creative and Critical Journal, 19 (1995), 108-17; Elaine Jordan, 

'Enthralment: Angela Carter's Speculative Fictions' in Linda Anderson(ed.), Plotting Change: 

Contemporary Women's Fiction (London: Edward Arnold, 1990), p. 38. 
4 The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, p. 12. 
5 Angela Carter, Nights at the Circus[\9U] (London: Picador, 1985), p. 10. All further references will be 
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so I thought: I'll show you a really unreliable narrator in Nights at the CircusX It's not so 

much a question of Fewers' wings, which have now established themselves as part of 

her physiology - she does have wings, obviously, and no navel - as a question about 

fiction'.6 

It is not just the prostitutes who turn tricks in Nights at the Circus, it is the 

author herself, the 'fabulous artificer', who creates a complex game of fun, revelry and 

carnival. The reader forms an integral part in a text in which language is a game; 

the inhabitants of Ma Nelson's brothel are on the game; Mme Schreck and Herr M. are 

playing games of deception; Colonel Kearney is the ringmaster of the Ludic Game; 

Sybil, the prophetic pig, is engaged in a game of fortune telling; Lizzie is using Walser 

as a decoy in her games with the secret police; the clowns, the 'whores of 

mirth'(119), raise laughter through their slapstick games, especially when Walser 

becomes the gamecock; and Fewers leads Walser on a merry dance in which her 

game is to conceal whether or not she is the world's 'only fully-feathered 

intacta'(71, 294). At times we think we see through Fewer's game of making game of 

Walser. Sometimes Carter comes too close to giving Lizzie's game away. After 

leaving St. Petersburg, Fewers is off her game but we soon realize that there are few 

as game as Fewers. 

Set in the Alhambra Theatre, the opening chapter introduces us to the leading 

players in this fictional game. Fewers' magical, mischievous presence enchants us 

throughout the narrative of her early life so that, like Walser, we become spellbound 

by a collusion between two Scheherazades, Fewers and Lizzie. Carter's narrative 

technique of using two first-person narrators interwoven with a third-person point 

of view constructs this sense of enchantment, of disjunction, of unsettling. We no 

parenthetically inserted in the text 
6 Haffenden, 'Magical Mannerist: an interview with Angela Carter', The Literary Review, 36 (November 

1984), p. 37. 
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longer know where we are situated in this 'essence of Fewers', this 'fishy' 

atmosphere, only that something is not quite right. And it is not just that in this 

environment Big Ben has lost his marbles and Old Father Time is always stopped at 

midnight. Fewers' charms lure the reader into an imaginary world. Evocative of 

Breton's suggestion of the eyes recreating desire in my epigraph, these charms have 

captured Walser. Fewers has reversed his expectations and '[h]is quarry had him 

effectively trapped'(9). 

Inversion and subversion characterize Nights at the Circus. Play, fun, ridicule 

are all techniques for challenging and subverting the sensitive concerns of a 

patriarchal society which sees itself as rational and serious. As Terry Lovell has 

pointed out,7 however, it is vital to possess confidence in oneself (whatever that self 

may be ) before any challenge or subversion can be attempted. Confidence is evident 

both in the paratactic structure of the novel, which breaks the rules of a continuous 

and coherent narrative, and in the self-confidence that is necessary for Fewers to be 

able to fly. Carter's choice of a picaresque framework offers an example of the 

postmodernist paratactic form while inviting the reader to journey with the marginal 

protagonist along a road strewn with illusion, 'confidence' trickery and quackery. 

As Barbara Babcock points out, parody and inversion are the stock-in-trade of the 

satirist of social inequality through the vehicle of a picaro's journey.8 In picaresque 

narratives such as Don Quixote, Joseph Andrews and Candide we share with the hero a 

bewildering and seemingly neverending array of obstacles. Rarely, as in Moll 

Flanders, is it a picara who is the protagonist. Carter states that it was the challenge 

7 Terry Lovell, 'Writing Like A Woman: A Question Of Polities', in The Politics of Theory: 

Proceedings of the Essex Conference on the Sociology of Literature, July 1982, (ed.) Francis Barker et al 
(University of Essex: Colchester, 1983), 15-26. Lovell says that, 'Game-playing, rule-breaking, area 

function of confidence of legitimate status, of knowledge of the game and of its rules. Because 
women in our society are more likely than men to have a socialised fear of their own inadequacy, they are 

less, not more, likely to engage in such rule-breaking play', (p. 22) 
8 Barbara Babcock, 'Liberty's a Whore' in The Reversible World:Symbolic Inversion in Art and 
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of creating such a female hero that formed part of the incentive to write Nights at the 

Circus? Few novels could contrive to bring together so many examples of the 

social outsider. The protagonists of picaresque narratives, be they pranksters, 

tricksters, rogues or clowns, come conventionally from the margins of society. 

By creating a female hero, Carter foregrounds the marginality of all women. 

As Babcock notes, in order for the picaresque narrative to invert and subvert the 

social order, it is necessary to identify clearly the dominant group, the established 

enclave.11 This model offers us a structure which is based on a binary opposition - that 

of the Old Order and the New Order. Frequently novels in the picaresque genre follow a 

comic structure and return the reunited hero and his love to the fold of the Old Order. 

Sometimes the heroes bring with them sufficient self-knowledge to support a change 

in that society but often the effect of their discoveries is narrowly confined; witness the 

ending of Candide in which Candide and Cunegonde return to till their own garden. 

The more visionary text does not allow the hero or heroine to return but opens out the 

ending, providing a third possibility - a different way of perceiving and acting. This 

avoidance of closure permits a dialogic structure inviting the reader to join in 

exercising her/his imaginative powers - to play the game. 

Carter's game is played by different rules. These are the rules of the outsider, the 

occupier of the margins, a space which affords a different perspective of the official 

game. The complex and polyvalent structure of the text is evidence of the prolonged 

'tinkering away to get it right'.12 Linda Hutcheon comments on the structure of the text 

Society, (ed.) Barbara Babcock (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978). 
9 From correspondence with Toril Moi regarding an interview with Angela Carter. See 'Pornografi og 

fantasi: O m kvinner, klaer og filosofi: Et intervju med Angela Carter', in Vinduet, 0614 Oslo 1: Norway 

(1984;38,4), pp. 17-22. 
10 Babcock, p. 97. See also Judy Little, Comedy and the Woman Writer: Woolf, Spark and 

Feminism (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1983). 

"Babcock, p. 99. 
12 Kate Veitch, 'An interview with Angela Carter', The Coming Out Show, (Australian Broadcasting 

Commission Radio, October 10, 1987). 
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as a: 

freak circus framework with contestings of narrative centering [which] straddles 
the border between the imaginary/fantastic (with her winged w o m a n protagonist) 

and the realist/historical, between a unified biographically structured plot, and a 
decentred narration, with its wandering point of view and extensive 

digressions.13 

The complexity of the structure is achieved by superimposing this three part, three-

ringed circus, a pluralist device of self-contained and yet intersecting circles, upon a 

narrative which is divided into two parts - the rising and then falling fortunes of the 

heroine. This division is 'hinged' (one of Carter's favourite words) at chapter eight of 

Part Two, in the circus itself. Within this chapter things start to come unstuck: Fewers' 

trapeze rope is sabotaged and her fortunes begin to take a different course - a plot is 

hatched(160). Soon afterwards, the apes decide that their contract is void and leave; the 

tigress is overwhelmed by her feelings of jealousy and is shot; Buffo disintegrates into 

madness - the centre will not hold. The margins force the centre to reposition itself, to 

de-centre. Views of a decentred future, of the remaking, indeed the rehatching, of the 

characters and the plot are examined in the remaining text. The murderesses in the 

panopticon become 'an army of lovers'(217), the Strong Man explores his fragility, the 

Princess and Mignon discover the jouissance of lesbian love, the tigers metamorphose 

into enchanted, 'unutterably precious'(250) creatures, Walser is reconstructed at the 

hands of the shaman, and Fewers improves her analysis. 

Nights at the Circus is structured so that the text ends with reverberations of 

spiralling laughter rather than an enclosed uroboric circular pattern. It is this departure 

from the circularity of the picaresque narrative which provides the novel with its 

Utopian vision. When Fewers cries out her 'ah, then! all the women will have wings, 

the same as I'(285), she expresses the uplifted spirit, her dream of the future. Fewers' 

l3Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (London: Routledge, 1988), p.5. 



163 

cry materialises itself literally in her acquisition of wings at the moment of her 

change from a girl to a woman. In this moment she cancels out all the myths which 

have weighed w o m e n down for centuries. N o longer will w o m e n treat their very birth 

as a disappointment that they were not male, the onset of menstruation as a sign of the 

castrating wound that removed their penis, or their 'confinement' in pregnancy as an 

entombment (enwombment) which is not for public viewing. Their cages will fly 

open and the bird will flee the coop, a development which Fewers enacts in her 

preparation to take the trapeze for each performance. Within this analogy she 

functions both as the catcher and the flyer, a truly autonomous woman. Any belief that 

this is an easy process is squarely challenged in the description of the reenactment of 

Fewers' journey towards flight. Fewers is depicted as a frightened kitten, 'mewing 

faintly to be let out'(14), and, once released, the path is not uneventful: 'The gilded 

cage whisked up into the flies, tangling for a moment with the trapeze'(14). Fewers 

is not untainted by moments of self-doubt or the difficulties of dealing with acquisitive 

men and w o m e n who would do her harm. Carter's description of the troubled 

trajectory can be read as an analogy for the process of social liberation. 

I want to argue that Nights at the Circus is, supremely, about vision. Carter 

presents her vision for the N e w W o m a n as well as the N e w Man, a vision which is 

riddled with contradictions. Fewers and Lizzie represent the rousing utopianist and the 

countering pessimistic Marxist respectively. Indeed, much of the conversation that takes 

place between Fewers and Lizzie is structured so that these contradictions are apparent 

as a dialectical discussion. Change will happen but it might take a different trajectory 

than the one that Fewers imagines. To have a vision, and to see a vision, depend upon 

the interconnections between the thing seen and the ways that w e want to see. The 

illusion can become the reality; the one will be the other. As the Surrealists envisaged, 

the person remade from the inside will act upon the outside world, rejuvenating it with 
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rippling, centrifugal waves of laughter. The text presents, too, a series of illusions which 

the eyes want to believe, even though they know them to be impossible. Fetishism is the 

name of Carter's game, presenting a phantasmagoria of possibilities. However, it is a 

fetishism which recuperates the spectacle, not as the displacement of the wounded 

female, but rather as the projected site of the newly-formed woman who will have the 

internal wings of confidence to change her world. 

SEEING IS BELIEVING 

In 1925 La Revolution surrealiste published an article by Breton entitled 'Le 

Surrealisme et la peinture' in which he discussed the figure of the 'untamed eye'. Breton 

states: 

The eye exists in an untamed state. It presides over the conventional exchange 
of signals apparently required by the navigation of the mind. But who will draw 
up the scale of vision? There exists what I have seen many times ... There exists 

also what I a m beginning to see that is not visible. 

Here Breton is beginning to formulate the ideas which are revisited throughout his 

works and culminate in Mad Love in the phrase 'as far as the eye can see, it recreates 

desire'. Breton's vision was optimistic and lyrically poetic. He enlisted the 'dazzling 

revenge'15of the imagination against the limits of the human mind. Mary Ann Caws 

argues that, for Breton, '[l]ove has to be remade, like life. It is and longs to be always 

kept as marvelous'.16 This must be a process of augmentation rather than reduction. 

Thus, the metaphoric repertoire is one of inflation, not diminution. 'Instead of removing 

the wings from a dragonfly to call it a red pepper ... we should affix wings to the red 

pepper ... to have it become that dragonfly'.17 Fewers is not a hump-backed, down-on-

14 This article first appeared in La Revolution surrealiste, 4 (15 July 1925), pp. 26-30 and 6 (1 March 
1926), pp. 30-32, and was reprinted as a book in 1928. This quotation is from J.H. Matthews, Surrealism 

and Film (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press), p. 12. 
15 Mary Ann Caws, 'Translator's Introduction' to Mad Love, p. xi. 
16 Mary Ann Caws, p. xi. 
17 Mary Ann Caws, p. xi. 
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her-luck prostitute; she is 'the world's only fully-feathered intacta'(71). 

Set at the end of the ninteenth century, the 'fag end, the smoldering cigar-

butt'(1 1) of the century, Nights at the Circus, is a visual text. Everywhere the eye can 

see there abound kaleidoscopes, illusionists, binoculars, panopticons, but especially the 

eyes of the beloved. The debate between those who supported the solely physiological 

basis of vision and those who supported the importance of the psychological basis of 

perception had developed throughout the nineteenth century. Following Goethe's 

experiments with the camera obscura in order to isolate physiological components of 

vision, and Schopenhauer's work to prove that the observer was not a passive receiver 

of visual information, the psychological component of perception could not be 

underestimated. Already in 1808, William Blake had envisioned that 'As the eye, such 

the object'.18 The afterimage, caused by the phenomenon of persistence of vision, was 

essential to the workings of the thaumatrope invented by Paris in London in 1825. 

Further understandings of subjective vision followed Plateau's work in the 1830s on the 

duration of the afterimage, and Helmholtz's study of nerve transmission in the latter half 

of the nineteenth century. These studies 'heightened the sense of a temporal disjunction 

between perception and its object and suggested new possibilities of intervening 

externally in the process of vision'.19 In the early 1830s Plateau designed the 

phenakistiscope (literally 'deceptive view') which incorporated the principle of 

persistence of vision and a circle of revolving images, the precursor to cinema. But 

what was 'a crucial feature of these optical devices of the 1830s and 1840s', argues 

Jonathan Crary, 'is the undisguised nature of their operational structure and the form of 

18 William Blake, 'Annotations to Reynolds'[c.l808], in Geoffrey Keynes (ed.), Complete Writings 

(Oxford, 1972), p. 456. This is quoted in Jay, p. 70. 
19 Jonathan Crary, 'Modernising Vision' in Linda Williams (ed.) Viewing Positions: Ways of Seeing Film 

(New Brunswick, N e w Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1995), p. 29. 
20 The origins of the thaumatrope and the phenakistiscope are discussed in Jonathan Crary, Techniques of 
the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M I T 

Press, 1990), pp. 104-112. 
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the subjection they entail. Even though they provide access to "the real," they make no 

claim that the real is anything other than a mechanical production.' While the viewers 

of the first half of the nineteenth century were evidently fascinated by the machinery 

which produced such images, later nineteenth-century audiences increasingly required a 

sense of being lost in a phantasmagoria of images.22 Reality could no longer be 

separated from sensory illusion. 

Optical devices are frequently referred to in Carter's text, especially in relation 

to Herr M., who uses Mignon as a model for his enterprise to reconvene the presences of 

dead young girls with their parents. He justified his occupation with the statement, Tf 

they didn't pay, they wouldn't believe, and then they'd get no benefit at all, at all'(136). 

It is not so very far from Colonel Kearney's motto of the Ludic Game that 'A fool and 

his money is soon parted'(lOl). In the conditions which had been prepared in Herr M.'s 

studio, ' Mignon's face looked to each one who saw it the perfect image of the 

lost'(137). It is probable that Carter based the character of Herr M. on the historical 

figure of Johannes Muller who wrote influential studies on the physiology of the senses 

in the middle of the nineteenth century.23 Muller discovered that the nerves of the 

different senses were physiologically distinct and capable of only one sensation at a 

time. The same sensation will be generated in a particular sensory nerve, so that, for 

instance, the eye will misperceive because it interprets different stimuli in the same way, 

most commonly as light.24 Jonathan Crary explains the effects of the theory as: 

the outlines of a visual modernity in which the 'referential illusion' is 

unsparingly laid bare. The very absence of referentiality is the ground on which 
new instrumental techniques will construct for an observer a new 'real' world.... 

21 Techniques of the Observer, p. 132. 
22 The term 'phantasmagoria', a favourite of Carter, is integral to Walter Benjamin's work, especially 
Illuminations. Margaret Cohen says that it is 'a Marxist term that Benjamin increasingly uses to 
characterise ideological projection'. See Cohen, Profane Illumination: Walter Benjamin and the Paris of 

Surrealist Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), p. 219. 
23 See Johannes Muller, Handbuch des Physiologie des Menschen (Coblenz: J. Holscher, 1838) and 

Elements of Physiology (2 vols), trans. William Baly (London: Taylor and Walton, 1848). 
24 For a fuller account of this process see Crary, Techniques of the Observer, pp. 88-96. 
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our physiological apparatus is again and again shown to be defective, 
inconsistent, prey to illusion, and, in a crucial manner, susceptible to external 

procedures of manipulation and stimulation that have the essential capacity to 
-ye 

produce experience for the subject. 

As Fewers remarks to the Escapee in a hut somewhere in Siberia, 'half the people who 

clap eyes on me don't believe what they see and the other half thinks they're seeing 

things'(244). 

Walser, on the other hand, is a 'kaleidoscope equipped with consciousness (10). 

Baudelaire's description of the dandy is used here by Carter to figure a man whose 

subjectivity needs to be remade, for, 'sandpaper his outsides as experience might, his 

inwardness had been left untouched'(lO). Baudelaire valorized the trope of the 

kaleidoscope which he figured as 'a machine for the disintegration of a unitary 

subjectivity and for the scattering of desire into new shifting and labile arrangements, by 

fragmenting any point of iconicity and disrupting stasis'.26 Carter's use of the 

kaleidoscope trope is clearly only partially seduced by Baudelaire's figure of the 

kaleidoscope as 'the multiplicity of life itself and the flickering grace of all its 

elements'.27 Marx and Engels' criticism of the kaleidoscope as 'composed entirely of 

reflections of itself28 is closer to Carter's description of Walser. As a machine that does 

tricks with mirrors, the kaleidoscope represents, too, the ideological constructions of 

gendered subjectivity which underpin Carter's texts. 

Like many of her characters, Angela Carter is pulling one huge confidence 

trick. From Fewers' initial cry of 'Lor' love you, sir!' to her incredulous exclamation in 

the very last line of the novel 'To think I really fooled youL.lt just goes to show there's 

nothing like confidence', we are asked to suspend our disbelief so that the division 

25 Techniques of the Observer, pp. 91-2. 
26 Techniques of the Observer, pp. 113-4. 
27 Charles Baudelaire, 'Le peintre de la vie modeme', in Oeuvres Completes (Paris: 1961), p. 1161. 
28 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology(ed.) R. Pascal (New York, 1963), pp. 109-11. 

Both the Baudelaire and Marx and Engels texts are cited in Techniques of the Observer. 

http://youL.lt
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between fantasy and reality is blurred and we may entertain the possibilty of change. 

Confidence functions in many forms in Nights at the Circus. Colonel Kearney 

introduces the notion of humbuggery as an American expression for the deliberate 

play of deception. Its English counterpart, the humbug sweet, is dangled in front of us 

making this exercise of instruction a pleasantly, sweet-coated comedy overlaying the 

bitterness that is exposed in many of the characters' lives. Ultimately it is Fewers, 

whose degree of self-confidence is measured by the colour and strength of her wings, 

who underpins the plot and gives it its flavour. Her Cockney effervescence and argot 

combine to enchant us so that, like Walser, we suspect that we are being deceived but 

we are not sure how. When Fewers says to Walser, T dye,sir!'(25), she invites us to 

speculate on the nature of her deception. This line is delivered with the timing of a 

comedian who is about to bring in the punchline, much like Mae West upon whom 

the character of Fewers is modelled.29 Walser's surprised question of 'What?' is 

followed with the deflating answer, 'My feathers, sir! I dye them!'. Our interest, like 

Walser's, has been aroused; we, too, are titillated by the possibilities of the word, 

'dye'. The Oxford English Dictionary lists one of the meanings of the word 'die', 

interchangeably used with 'dye', as 'To experience a sexual orgasm'(most common as 

a poetical metaphor in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries). Fewers' 

frequent use of the expression T spread', combines the image of the rising power of 

her wings and female sexuality. Carter continually plays with the status of Fewers' 

sexuality in an effort to confound the arbitrary division of whore and virgin and to 

add confusion to the truth of Fewers* story. 

By the end of the nineteenth century the psychophysiological approach to vision 

was giving way , under the influence of Freud's work on dreaming and the unconscious, 

29 Olga Kenyon, Writing Women: Contemporary Women Novelists (Concord, Massachusetts: Pluto Press, 

1991), p. 26. 
30 The Oxford English Dictionary,second edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), reference 7d. 
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to psychoanalytic interpretations. But the increasing fascination with optical illusions 

challenged this thinking. If a psychoanalytic interpretation were grounded on the 

assumption that the unconscious is repressed experience, then how could optical 

illusions be explained as outside that experience? The creation of optical illusions 

questioned the role of the unconscious in interpretative processes and presented images 

which aroused conflicting unconscious and conscious processes. The uncanny moved 

into the realm of the 'optical unconscious'.31 Seeing had always been equated with 

believing, but what if you could not trust your eyes any more? Martin Jay argues that 

1914 and the beginning of trench warfare in Europe and the uses of obfuscating gases 

changed forever the verisimilitude of sight. 

The perceiving eye is attached to an interpretative body which 'gazes'. Along the 

trajectory of the eye the text is interposed. For Breton and the Surrealists, the role of the 

unconscious in the perceptual process was both intriguing and potentially liberating. 

Martin Jay suggests that the Surrealists played a crucial part in early twentieth-century 

processes of subjective vision when he states that, for the Surrealists, '[t]he eye should 

not only be in the text,... the text must also be in the eye'.33 When Magritte presented 

his painting of a pipe in 1928 with the inscription Ceci n 'est pas unepipe, the invitation 

is to see differently, to insert a different text into the trajectory of the gaze. This text was 

conceptualized as 'a third eye of Vision'.34 Jay argues further that: 

'In the case of Surrealism, it is readily apparent that speculative reason, bathing 

in the light of clear and distinct ideas mirrored in the mind's eye, and mimetic 

observation, trusting in the reflected light of objects apparent to the two 
physiological eyes, were both explicitly scorned. It is no less evident that the 
third tradition, that of visionary illumination, was elevated in their place to a 

31 See Rosalind Krauss, The Optical Unconscious (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M I T Press, 1993) 
32 Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), p. 211. Jay quotes Paul Virilio (La Machine de la vision 
[Paris, 1988], p. 38), '1914 was not only the physical deportation of millions of men to the fields of battle, 

it was also, with the apocalypse of the deregulation of perception, a diaspora of another kind, the moment 

of panic in which the American and European masses no longer believed their eyes'. 
33 Martin Jay, p. 247. See also Mary Ann Caws, The Eye in the Text: Essays on Perception, Mannerist to 

Modern (Princeton, N e w Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1981.) 
34 Blaise Cendrars, Aujourd'hui (Paris, 1931), p.31. This phrase is quoted by Jay, p. 237. 
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position of honour'.35 

The central importance of this third eye is visible in many Surrealist images which 

foreground the eye itself, such as Magritte's L'Oeil and The False Mirror, and Man 

Ray's Tears.36 The optical illusion or le trompe I'oeil was a stock-in-trade Surrealist 

device. One might say that Nights at the Circus is a trompe I 'oeil novel. 

Carter keeps bringing our attention back to the interplay between the thing seen 

and the desiring subject. When Fewers is relating her early life in Ma Nelson's brothel 

where she was forced to confront the day-to-day business of sexuality and the 

ideological representation of a magic prince, she comments to Walser that'[w]ith 

my two eyes, I nightly saw how such a kiss would seal me up in my appearance for 

ever!'(39). While foregrounding the role of the senses in her reference to Baudelaire's 

'L'invitation au voyage', to a Utopian world that is 'luxe, calme et volupte', Carter gives 

Fewers the words 'is it not to the mercies of the eyes of others that we commit 

ourselves on our voyage through the world?'(39). When Fewers first sees Walser 

again, coming towards her out of the snowy Siberian forest, she realizes in the dizzied 

depths of memory that he is the desired one: 

Underneath his make-up, that face like a beloved face known long ago, and lost, 
and n o w returned, although I never knew him before, although he is a stranger, 

still that face which I have always loved before I ever saw it so that to see him is 
to remember, although I do not know who it is I then remember, except it might 

be the vague, imaginary face of desire.(204) 

Before they lose contact with each other in the train wreck, Fewers and Walser begin to 

realize the beginnings of love when they see each other as for the first time through 

tears. After listening to Mignon's song: 

35 Jay, p. 236. 
36 Paulina Palmer notes Surrealist influences in at least two images in Nights at the Circus. '[Carter s] 
description of Fewers' feathered headdress and robe (p. 14) recalls Max Ernst's The Robing of the Bride, 
and her representation of the way the tigers 'scattered their appearance upon the glass' of the mirrors in 

the train crash (p. 206) may be related to Rene Magritte's Decouverte and Le Faux Miroir'. Trom"Coded 
Mannequin" to Bird W o m a n ' in Sue Roe (ed.) Women Reading Women's Writing (Hemel Hempstead: 
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[h]er face was wet with tears. W h e n he saw that, Walser felt an extraordinary 

sensation within his own breast: his heart dissolved. He reached out his hand 
towards the w o m a n and sparked off a sharp pain in his mauled shoulder; 
exclaimed; discovered he, too, was crying. She looked towards him, her night-
eyes brimming, and for once, there was no irony, malice or suspicion within 

them. His molten heart spilled out of his bosom and flowed towards her, just as 

one drop of mercury flows towards another drop of mercury.(142) 

Despite Walser's undoubted loving feelings, as Linda Ruth Williams observes, '[t]he 

problem [for Fewers], then, isn't that the other looks but how he looks'. 

LOOK AT ME!, OR FEWERS AS SPECTACLE 

In The Magic Toyshop Angela Carter inscribes the peeping eye, the monocular 

eye, as contingent upon the momentary sexual disposition of the viewing body. 

Seventeen years later, Nights at the Circus explores and plays with the effects of being 

looked at and asks how a male gaze can be mediated for feminist purposes. Many 

people are fascinated by Fewers' object status and at the same time are a 

necessary reinforcement of her own sense of self. She plays on her dual status as 

object of awe and mystery and as flimsily constructed subject dependent upon the 

received reflection from the eyes of her admirers. Without this circular gaze that 

completes self-determination, Fewers is merely a 'Feathered Frump'. 'Freed from the 

confines of her corset, her once-startling shape sagged, as if the sand were seeping out 

of the hour-glass and that was why time, in these parts, could not control itself (276-7). 

The inference is that as a subject, as Fewers, she has some control over her world, even 

though she must participate in it by being confined in a corset and becoming a bottle 

blonde, in order to do so. She becomes a subject only by being an object. 

The act of looking brings with it the psychoanalytic baggage of the fetish. In 

Harvester, 1988), p. 204 n.48. 
37 Linda Ruth Williams, Critical Desire: Psychoanalysis and the Literary Subject (London: Edward 
Arnold, 1995), p. 100. 
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Freudian terms, the fetishized object, the spectacularized item, be it underclothing, 

breasts, buttocks, legs, shoes or hair, is the part of the mother's body which the child last 

sees before noticing the absence of a penis. Freud speculates that 'the boy refused to 

take cognizance of the fact of his having perceived that a woman does not possess a 

penis. ... it is as though the last impression before the uncanny and traumatic one is 

retained as a fetish'.38 The fear of the observer is that the fetish object will be revealed 

as masquerade and that the trauma that lurks beneath will be uncovered. So a process of 

disavowal is continued to avert this possibility. The suspension of disbelief might be 

reconstructed as a fetishistic T know very well, but all the same...'. 

In Marxist terms, too, the role of fetishism, in the commodification of the 

feminine, masks and, ultimately, silences the alienated worker. Laura Mulvey argues 

that '[c]ommodity fetishism triumphs as spectacle. As spectacle, the object becomes 

image and belief, and is secured by an erotic, rather than a religious, aura'. Fewers is 

'flesh made sign'.41 The visual feasts of commodification for desiring consumers, the 

window displays of large shops in the growing cities at the fin-de-siecle, presented 

another avenue for the spectator to exercise this erotic desire: 

the key to the new urban phantasmagoria was not so much the commodity-in-
the-market as the commodity-on-display, where exchange value no less than use 

value lost practical meaning, and purely representational value came to the fore. 
Everything desirable, from sex to social status, could be transformed into 
commodities as fetishes-on-display that held the crowd enthralled even when 

possession was beyond their reach. 

The mechanical device was particularly enthralling and, as desired object, was gendered 

38 Sigmund Freud, 'Fetishism' in Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works, vol.21, trans. 

James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1961). 
39 Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 

1996), p. 8. Mulvey attributes this phrase to Octave Mannoni. 
40 Mulvey, p. 4. 
41 Carter uses this phrase to describe the life and work of Frida Kahlo. Angela Carter, Images of Frida 

Kahlo (London: Redstone Press, 1989), p. 3. 
42 Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: M I T Press, 1989), pp. 81-82. Buck-Morss states that 'Benjamin described the spectacle of 
Paris as a "phantasmagoria" - a magic-lantern show of optical illusions, rapidly changing size and 

blending into one another. Marx had used the term "phantasmagoria" to refer to the deceptive appearances 
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feminine. When the Grand Duke captures the attentions of Fewers, he shows her his 

collection of mechanical toys which includes a clockwork orchestra which had 'the 

impure allure of the absolutely functionless' (188). The members of the orchestra are a 

very big bird with feathers which plays the flute and causes Fewers to feel an uncanny 

'shudder as a cowboy does when he sees a blond scalp on an Indian's belt'(187); a 

woman whose body is hollowed out between the breasts and pelvis to accommodate the 

strings of a.lyre; and a gong without a stick. The origin of this trio is possibly the 

automatons of Jacques Vaucanson who presented a mechanical flautist, drummer and 

duck to the Academie Royale des Sciences in 1738.43 Carter uses this example to 

continue the feminization of the fetishized object as a figure for Woman herself when 

she adds the mechanized model of the lyre as a woman's body, a 'woman with no 

torso'(188): 

For there was a head, and shoulders, and breasts, and there was a pelvis, but 
there was nothing in between the breasts and the pelvis except a set of strings 
attached to pegs on either side. She had arms, too, arms extended in a 
supplicatory gesture that had come about quite accidentally for they were stuck 
down where they were when the mechanism that operated her last wound down. 
Her arms terminated in beautiful, cunningly articulated hands, with fingers and 
fingernails, all complete, and she was made of gold, with mother-of-pearl for the 
fingernails, and a mass of hair made of golden wires, and fine eyes of lapis lazuli 
on white enamel. At the impulse of a random current of air, she emitted a single, 

ghostly twang of her own accord.(188) 

Aware of her own role as a commodity of limited exchange value (as artists tend 

to be in capitalist economies), Angela Carter called herself a 'culture worker'.44 Perhaps 

Nights at the Circus may be interpreted as an exhibition of the specularization of the 

author who, like Fewers, is TAnge Anglaise' (8). As fetishized object of desire, 

Fewers is figured as both object of potential consumption and consumer. Her 

of commodities as "fetishes" in the marketplace'.(p. 81) 
43 This example is used by Hal Foster to illustrate the origin of the automaton as the later fetishized, 
mechanized mannequin popular with the Surrealists. Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

M I T Press, 1993), p. 131. 
44 Veitch, 'Interview with Angela Carter'. 
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spectacular status affords her gifts like a skipping rope of pearls and solid gold 

hairbrushes(for her fetishized tresses), but the pursuit of even greater wealth is the 

precipitating event which causes her series of scrapes with other acquisitors.The need to 

feed and care for her goddaughter's family sends her to the frightful Mme Schreck who 

sells her to Christian Rosencreutz. However, she foils her own escape by stopping to get 

more money from the safe. Later, it is diamonds which entice her to the determinedly 

diminishing devices of the Grand Duke who would shrink her into the place left for a 

gilded bird in a miniature golden egg. 

Christina Britzolakis asks the question, 'Can the staging of femininity as 

spectacle indeed be linked with a liberatory feminist project'?45 Do the characters in 

Nights at the Circus 'escape objectification or ... end up colluding in their own 

objectification'?46 After all, the fetish's purpose is to stand in for the unspeakably 

wounded mother. On the other side of the debate is Kaja Silverman's view that 

scopophilic fetishism 'may betray desires that are incompatible with the phallic function 

- that it may attest to a shared psychic space over and against which sexual difference is 

constructed'.47 The valuing of difference as important in and of itself, together with an 

acceptance of a continuum of gendered possibilities for the subject of the new 

millenium, is , I want to argue, a more fruitful way of reading the changes to Walser and 

Fewers. 

Certainly, there is at work here a contradiction between Fewers' life as a 

woman - seen by men as an object in a world where men are the subjects - and her 

desire to be the subject at the centre of her encounters with male conquistadors. 

Her struggle is that of woman attempting to escape the confines of a cage to become a 

45 Christina Britzolakis, 'Angela Carter's fetishism' in Joseph Bristow and Trev Lynn Broughton (eds) 
The Infernal Desires of Angela Carter: Fiction, Femininity, Feminism (London and N e w York: 

Longman, 1997), pp.43-59. See p. 44. 
46 Britzolakis, p. 45. . 
47Kaja Silverman, 'Fragments of a fashionable discourse', in Tama Modleski (ed.), Studies in 
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subject at a time when the very category of unified subject is itself an illusion. One of 

the great paradoxes of the women's movement has been the political manoeuvring 

towards a change of status for women from object to subject only to find that the 

humanist notion of a unified subject is under challenge.48 A more profitable way of 

approaching this problem might be, like Julia Kristeva, to see this subject as un sujet-

en-proces such that both females and males occupy a place on a continuum of socially 

ascribed gender positions, a non-exclusivity of 'masculine' and 'feminine' behaviours 

which are not valorized but coexist. Fewers is constructed as a wonder, a spectacle who 

can fly above these fixed categories of bird/woman or feminine/masculine. 

It is Lizzie, aided by Ma Nelson, who gives Fewers the confidence and the 

final 'push' to leave the embodiment of a fluffy 'chick'. A nest of supportive women 

is seen as a necessary step to the emergence of the metaphoric butterfly from her 

cobwebby cocoon. The growth of this chick into a 'bird' underlines further her 

dubious status as a sexual object where the bird does not lay but rather is laid. By 

rendering material the word 'bird',49 Carter inverts the metaphoric notion of woman as 

sex object to produce a bird/woman who is equipped only for the 'woman on top 

position'(292) by virtue of her huge wings. Her marginality as a woman is 

exaggerated also by her astonishing wings and by her humpbacked appearance when 

they are swathed in a shawl. 'She was always the cripple'(19) encodes the social 

assigning of woman to the role of victim and offers an image of the fate of Fewers (and 

all women) if the leap towards the sky is not taken. As Ricarda Schmidt comments, 

'Fewers functions as a sign'. 

Entertainment (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1986), p. 141. 
48 For an argument on this question see Patricia Waugh, Feminine Fictions:Revisiting the Postmodern, 

(London: Routledge, 1989). . 
49 Carter comments on the effect of defamiliarizing the significations of metaphors by rendering 
material these very metaphors in an interview with John Haffenden, 'Magical Mannerist: John 

Haffenden talks to Angela Carter', in The Literary Review, 36 (November, 1984), p. 38. 
50 Ricarda Schmidt, 'The Journey of the Subject in Angela Carter's Fiction', in Textual Practice, 3, 
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Fewers departs from so many of the models of 'feminine' behaviour. In a 

world in which woman is synonymous with the private domain and silence is 

ordained, Fewers' voice, 'like dustbin lids', clangs out the very first line, 'Lor' love 

you, sir!' She is going to be heard and, as her publicity poster shows, she is going to 

take the world under her enormous wings and infect it with her loving laughter. As 

Helene Cixous writes in 'The Laugh of the Medusa', women have been 'riveted ... 

between two horrifying myths: between the Medusa and the abyss'.51 The way out is to 

fly in the face of Perseus, the oppressor, to laugh at him: 

For us the point is not to take possession in order to internalize or manipulate, 

but rather to dash through and to 'fly'. ... Flying is woman's gesture - flying in 
language and making it fly. W e have all learned the art of flying and its 
numerous techniques; for centuries we've been able to possess anything only by 
flying; we've lived in flight, stealing away, finding, when desired, narrow 
passageways, hidden crossovers ... They (illesf2 go by, fly the coop, take 
pleasure in jumbling the order of space, in disorienting it, in changing around the 
furniture, dislocating things and values, breaking them all up, emptying 

structures, and turning propriety upside down. 

Carter does not stand on propriety. Fewers is of unknown parentage. She arrives 

as a foundling on the doorstep of a brothel. Purportedly hatched from an egg, Fewers 

springs from an image of a female being. Unlike the orphaned heroines of nineteenth-

century Bildungsromans, Fewers is brought up by a community of women, the 

whores who inhabit Ma Nelson's brothel. Here she is protected and encouraged by 

her foster mother, Lizzie, and her surrogate godmothers. From the age of seven 

onwards she earns her keep by representing Cupid. As the 'painted, gilded sign of 

51 'The Laugh of the Medusa' in Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron (eds), New French 

Feminisms:An Anthology (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1981), p. 255. 
52 The translator's preface explains that, 'illes is a fusion of the masculine pronoun Us, which refers back 

to birds and robbers, with the feminine pronoun elles, which refers to women', p. 258. 
53 'The Laugh of the Medusa', p. 258. 
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love' she 'served her apprenticeship in being looked at - at being the object of the eye 

of the beholder'(23). Unlike the static, mutilated sign of a broken, Greek woman, 

Fewers becomes the 'Victory with Wings'( 38), the spiritual hope for a future 

which has not been 'mutilated by history'(37). She is Apollinaire's new woman 'who 

will have wings and will renew the world'.54 

Fewers is both spectacular and a spectacle. Her extraordinary presence demands 

that the audience are drawn to her as visual anomaly: 

Look at me! With a grand, proud, ironic grace, she exhibited herself before the 
eyes of the audience as if she were a marvellous present too good to be played 

with. Look, not touch. 
She was twice as large as life and as succinctly finite as any object that is 

intended to be seen, not handled. Look! Hands off! (15) 

Fewers is a spectacle that demands 'the absolute suspension of disbelief (17). Her 

publicity posters pose the question, Ts she fact or is she fiction'? And the possibility of 

her fiction is maintained; after all what 'would be the point of the illusion if it looked 

like an illusion'(16)? 

The circus, the theatre of illusion, the 'opera of the eye'(100), functions as a 

microcosmic expression of society. The ring itself is figured as 'round like an eye'(107). 

With its owner and ringmaster of the Ludic Game, Colonel Kearney, imperialist 

' Amurrican' and parody of the Kentucky Fried Colonel Sanders, the circus sets out to 

conquer the northern hemisphere. Carrying Sybil, the oracle pig, the Colonel may be 

seen as an allusion to the figure of St. Anthony. Accompanied by his faithful pig, St. 

Anthony is often depicted in his role of helping souls which are being prevented by the 

devil from ascending to heaven. The Feast of St. Anthony is celebrated from January 

17 to 25 and was part of the medieval carnival calendar especially in Southern 

54 Anna Katsavos, 'An interview with Angela Carter', Review of Contemporary Fiction , 14, 3 (1994), 

pp.11-17. See p. 13. Carter also refers to Apollinaire's words in The Sadeian Woman, p. 79. Apollinaire 
(one of the precursors to the Surrealist Movement) figures Sade's Juliette as the N e w Woman, which 

Carter argues is a figure of the N e w Woman, but 'in the mode of irony' (79). Fewers, on the other hand, 

has a heart of gold. 
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France.55 That this carnival coincides with the date of the conversion of St. Paul, the 

arch patriarch of the New Testament, reinforces a reading of the colonel as a 

duplicitous character. 

As carnival fare, the circus houses examples of the grotesque and inverts 

expected roles. Monsieur Lamarck's apes have their role as humanized and, at the 

same time, colonized animals, inverted so that they are the ones controlling their 

inebriated owner. The precursor of Charles Darwin in evolutionary theory, the 

Chevalier de Lamarck, believed that plants and animals changed their forms to adapt to 

their environment. Carter seems to remain ever hopeful that animals and humans alike 

have the capacity to find the strength and goodness in themselves to escape and 

develop better lives. The elephants are constantly rattling their chains in an attempt 

to free themselves, only to gain their freedom in an environment where they can only 

perish. The evolutionary process is not an instantaneous one, and social and 

psychological bonds are loosened only slowly. Circuses are about bondage: 

Mignon is trapped financially and also by her own lack of self-confidence, Samson is 

trapped by his body-image as a 'tough guy', and the clowns are the slaves of laughter, 

the 'whores of mirth'(119) who prostitute their authenticity nightly. 

Central to the success of the circus and, indeed, to the process of humiliation 

that Walser must go through to become the New Man, are the clowns. The prose style 

of the clowns' chapter (part 2, chapter 4) is markedly different from the preceding one 

and the following one. Whereas the enclosing chapters are written in a chronological 

narrative style, the clowns' chapter is characterised by a tone of philosophical digression 

and intimacy reminiscent of the early part of Fewers" narrative to Walser in her 

dressing room. While conveying the nature of performance and clowning to Walser, 

55 Claude Gaignebet et Marie-Claude Florentin, Le Carnaval: essais de mythologie populaire (Paris: 

Payot, 1974), pp. 58-59. 
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Buffo the Great, the leader of the clowns, draws connections between himself and 

Christ. We are offered the possibility of two overlapping analogies: that of Buffo the 

Great as Great Britain (he drapes his clown coffin with the Union Jack) and that of 

Christ, the scapegoat, presiding over the Last Supper with his disciples. In keeping with 

Carter's comment that Nights at the Circus may be read as an allegory,56 Buffo may also 

be figured as Great Britain at the beginning of the First World War when its fortunes as 

a leading colonial power begin to decline. 

While the clowns, especially Buffo, possess an uncanny insight into the human 

condition, and control their immediate world (they create their own faces and in so 

doing 'make' themselves [121]), they also live in a constant world of nihilism, of 

complete despair, which is camouflaged by destructive humour. As if giving material 

form to this constant occupation of the abyss that threatens the maintenance of the self, 

'the centre that does not hold'(117),57 Buffo dances his own whirling, circling 

deconstruction. 

Buffo, more than the other clowns, is aware that without his mask, he is 

nothing. He has created his own identity but he is not free to remove it. Like the other 

clowns he must wear it night and day or he will disintegrate into the dust from which 

he has emerged. Echoing the fragility of human identity which is a flimsy social and 

genetic partnership, Buffo dances a precarious trajectory. Despite the chosen inversion 

of his body such that he 'wears his insides on his outside' and 'stores his brains in 

the organ which, conventionally, stores piss'(116), Buffo is most clearly aware of the 

56 Haffenden, p. 36. 'Certainly, I was using straightforward allegorical ideas in parts of Nights at the 
Circus. Mignon, for example, is supposed to be Europe, the unfortunate, bedraggled orphan - Europe after 
the W a r - which is why she carries such a weight of literary and musical references on her frail 

shoulders'. 
57 This phrase is from W . B . Yeats' poem 'The Second Coming' which was published in the collection 
Michael Robartes and the Dancer in 1921. Carter intermixes references of varied time frames such as this 
line, which is not contemporaneous but represents ideas of Millenarianism and the Apocalypse in other 

references to the Book of Revelation. Similarly, descriptions of the panopticon, which imprisons by 
making a constant spectacle of those women who have killed their abusive husbands, refers back to the 
early nineteenth-century design of such a facility by Jeremy Bentham. Bentham's ideas are considered 
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limited role of his'band of irregulars'(151). Although they may create chaos and 

catastrophe as spectacle, they are only'licensed to commit licence'(151). They are not 

true terrorists because they are forbidden to act, to change the behaviour of 

themselves and others. Carter is perceptive in her observation that 'the baboushka 

back at home could go on reddening and blackening the charcoal even if the clowns 

detonated the entire city around her and nothing would really change'(151).58 It is the 

premise of Carter, the terrorist clown, that it is necessary to bring about a change in 

the roles and perceptions of women and men, together with a redistribution of 

power, before truly beneficial change can occur. 

Carter's perspective is ever hopeful. Those believers in Millenarianism were of 

the conviction that the world was in decline or would even end at the eclipse of 1899. 

But, in Nights at the Circus, there is evident fascination with fin-de-siecle life. It is a 

world of decadent spectacle. Fewers' relationship with Toulouse-Lautrec, the 'Frog 

dwarf'(8), places her among the coterie of French nightclubs such as Le Moulin 

Rouge as well as the popular London music halls. Stars of the music halls at the turn 

of the century, such as Marie Lloyd and Vesta Tilley, provide models for characters 

like Fewers. Marie Lloyd endeared herself to her audience with her rapid and risque 

repartee and her enormous financial generosity after coming from a working class 

background. Vesta Tilley based her act upon her male impersonation in a world where 

it was easier to succeed as a male stand up comic. 

The public fascination with the acrobat, too, was most pronounced at this 

again in the late twentieth-century work of Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 
58 In an interview with Lorna Sage, Carter comments on the cultural phenomenon of the fascination with 

Bahktin's writings on carnival in the 1980s. 'It's interesting that Bahktin became very fashionable in the 
1980s, during the demise of the particular kind of theory that would have put all kinds of question marks 
around the whole idea of the carnivalesque. I'm thinking about Marcuse and repressive desublimation, 

which tells you exactly what carnivals are for. The carnival has to stop. The whole point about the feast of 
fools is that things went on as they did before, after it stopped'(p. 188). This interview is contained in 

Malcolm Bradbury and Judy Cooke(eds), New Writing (London: Minerva, 1992), pp. 185-194. 
59 A n excellent background to comedy in this era can be found in Morwenna Banks and Amanda Swift, 

The Jokes on Us: Women in Comedy from Music Hall to the Present (London: Pandora, 1987). 
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time both in London and Paris. Oscar Wilde considered the acrobat an artist. The 

seduction of acrobatics was that it was an art form that 'served no mimetic function, 

told no story and ... posed no sexual challenge'.60 Symbolist poets such as Symons 

and Mallarme were intrigued by 'an art concealing art, as well as of art displaying 

art'.61 As followers in the wake of Baudelaire, most of these writers were also aware 

of his aphorism : 'the greater the artifice, the greater the truth'.62 As a demolisher of 

'Truth', Carter is very aware of the power of perception to alter our vision. 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century the home of the acrobat, the music 

hall, provided a great sense of working-class solidarity in the knowledge of a shared 

culture. The introduction of stricter licensing laws in the wake of the temperance 

movement was beginning to break down this class cohesion by the turn of the century. 

Gareth Stedman Jones cites two reasons for this change. The opening of new halls and 

pavillions brought with it the arrival of a wealthier clientele. The increasing success of 

the temperance movement as a pressure group in allying itself with the Liberals 

encouraged many of the hall proprietors to court the Tories. 

In her article 'Cinematic Spectatorship before the Apparatus', Vanessa R. 

Schwarz argues that the pastime of wandering through the streets of Paris at the end of 

the nineteenth century was a 'fldnerie for the masses' which provided a 'mobilized 

gaze' for the precinematic spectator.64 The favourite places to visit were the Paris 

Morgue, wax museums such as the Musee Grevin, and sites housing panoramas, 

tableaux vivants and dioramas. Mme Schreck's establishment is based on the principle 

of consecutive tableaux. Mme Schreck, herself, had previously been exhibited at touring 

60 Stokes, In the Nineties, pp. 84-85. See also Eugen Weber, France: Fin de Siecle (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1986). 
61 Stokes, p. 86. 
62 Stokes, p. 82. 
63 Gareth Stedman Jones, 'Working-class culture and working-class politics in London, 1870-1900; 

Notes on the remaking of a working-class', in Journal of Social History, 7,4 (Summer 1974), p. 495. 
64 This article appears in Linda Williams, Viewing Positions: Ways of Seeing Film, pp. 87-113.The 
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sideshows as a Living Skeleton. Her museum was comprised of two areas, the 'Black 

Theatre' upstairs and, downstairs, a series of displays known as 'Down Below' or 'The 

Abyss', both colloquial and uncanny names for the female genitalia. Here, says Fewers, 

the girls was all made to stand in stone niches cut out of the slimy walls, except 
for the Sleeping Beauty, who remained prone, since proneness was her 
speciality. And there were little curtains in front and, in front of the curtains, a 
little lamp burning. These were her 'profane altars', as she used to call 
them.(61)65 

These women are trapped in an imprisoning spectacularization as objects who are 

denied their subjectivity. They are seen only as freaks. Fewers remarks on this 

distinction and poses the question to Walser, 'For what is "natural" and "unnatural", 

sir'(61)? 

Sexuality in the 1890s was at one and the same time the subject of extreme 

prurient interest and moral castigation. Following the trial of Oscar Wilde in 1895, 

those who placed themselves in charge of the moral climate found renewed vigour, 

resulting in the censorship of many novels and plays.66 The pursuit of prurient desires 

merely went underground, as embodied in Mme Schreck's basement beauties. The 

ideological double standard of voracious sexual appetites for married and unmarried 

men alike but guarded virginity for unmarried middle-class women and little interest in 

their own sexuality for their married counterparts created a division among women. 

Someone had to be the whore! Not only did this create an animosity between women, 

driven largely by those wishing to protect their 'virginal' status, but it also fuelled a 

fascination with the cult of the virgin together with a mania for the defloration of young 

• • 67 
virgins. 

quotation is from p. 88. 
65 'Profane altar' probably refers to Walter Benjamin's Illuminations which Margaret Cohen recasts as 

Profane Illumination. See my note 22. 
66 Patricia Stubbs, Women and Fiction: Feminism and the Novel 1880-1920 (London: Methuen, 

1981), p. 140. . 
67 Penny Boumelha, Thomas Hardy and Women: Sexual Ideology and Narrative Form (Brighton: 

Harvester, 1982), p. 11. 
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THE MONSTROUS WOMAN 

Unlike Ricarda Schmidt, I am not so sure that Fewers is 'beyond doubt a 

woman'.68 I am more inclined to agree with Anne Fernihough that 'Fewers' great 

triumph is that she is both' (a woman and a bird).69 Magali Cornier Michael offers 

another perspective by asserting that Fewers' subjectivity is unfixable, and that is its 

strength. Michael argues that, 'Fewers can never be pinned down as a subject; her 

status is always in the process of becoming other than itself. Her identity is unstable, 

since she is a site of apparent contradictions: woman and bird, virgin and whore, fact 

and fiction, subject and object'.70 By maintaining uncertainty about Fewers' 'reality 

status', Carter encourages us to think differently than the customary categorizations 

that we make. We begin to endow all categories of physical shape and behaviour with 

greater fluidity. Fewers does indeed function as a sign, but this view places too 

much emphasis on woman as symbol of the future and neglects to mention the 

importance of the hatching of Walser in order to create a fit mate for Fewers. For we 

cannot remake the world without remaking men as well as women, as Lizzie points out 

when she comments to Fewers about the fate of any male children born to the 

separatist women heading off towards distant parts of Siberia in possession of the 

Escapee's frozen sperm. 'What'll they do with the boy babies? Feed 'em to the polar 

bears? To the female polar bears? demanded Liz, who was in truculent mood and clearly 

thought herself back in Whitechapel at a meeting of the Godwin and Wollstonecraft 

Debating Society'(pp. 240-1). 

In her discussion of the 'monstrous-feminine', Barbara Creed engages with the 

68 Schmidt, p. 67. 
69 Anne Fernihough, '"Is she fact or is she fiction?": Angela Carter and the enigma of woman', Textual 

Practice, 11, 1 (1997), 89-107. Seep. 105. 
70 Magali Cormier Michael, 'Angela Carter's Nights at the Circus: An Engaged Feminism via Subversive 

Postmodern Strategies', Contemporary Literature, 35 (Fall 1994), 492-521. See p. 509. 
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problem of reconstructing the heroine of horror films, the implications of which are 

pertinent to the construction of Fewers as a strong, Utopian and indeterminate model for 

women and the effects of this for feminist criticism. Creed states: 

I am not arguing that simply because the monstrous-feminine is constructed as 
an active rather than passive figure that this image is 'feminist' or 'liberated'. 
The presence of the monstrous-feminine in the popular horror film speaks to us 
more about male fears than about female desires or feminine subjectivity. 
However, this presence does challenge the view that the male spectator is almost 
always situated in an active, sadistic position and the female spectator in a 

passive masochistic one.71 

Carter's contribution to this debate is the fictionalized reconstruction of the male 

spectator in the form of Walser, as well as the female object of that gaze. The fear, as 

always, for men is the threat of becoming the castrated other. The task for the men of the 

future is to accept this fear, as a fear, and not to displace it onto women's bodies. And 

the question for feminism is still whether women participate in the remaking of 

masculine subjectivity. The answer from Carter would seem to be a resounding 'yes'. 

By refusing to reveal her virginity, or lack thereof, Fewers veils the 

distinction between virgin and whore, thus deconstructing the ideologically damaging 

dichotomy. Moreover, it is not just the distinctions between categories but within 

categories that are disrupted, argues Michael: 

Carter transforms the whorehouse into a "wholly female world," a "sisterhood" 

of active, ambitious women, whose lives are "governed by a sweet and loving 
reason." The prostitutes are "all suffragists" (38-39) - not "suffragettes" - and 
professional women. They engage in "intellectual, artistic or political" (40) 
pursuits before the whorehouse opens each evening and are thus active subjects 
as well as sexual objects. By making the prostitute its version of the feminist, 
the novel disrupts accepted norms and dualisms - including conventionalized 
notions of feminists. The term "whore" becomes ambivalent as it is dislocated 

from its position as polar opposite of wife, good woman, and even feminist. 

Whatever her status, Fewers is her own woman and delights in playing her male 

admirers to her own advantage. 'Suckers', she calls them in a typically Mae West 

71 Barbara Creed, The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, feminism, psychoanalysis (London and New York: 

Routledge, 1993), p. 7. 
72 Michael, p. 505. 
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phrase (180). From Christian Rosencreutz to Colonel Kearney to the Grand Duke she 

withstands, sometimes magically, their ardent advances. She is indeed the impossible 

squared(15) with two arms as well as two wings and is the mistress of 

prestidigitation where seeing is believing. Her stature, both physical and popular, must 

be maintained if she is to 'function as the democratically elected divinity of the 

imminent century of the Common Man'(12). 

Fewers fulfils the dual role of titillating object of the male gaze and 

autonomous and erotic subject. At the same time as Carter links Fewers with the 

mystique of the actress, the player on the stage of life, she also foregrounds the 

connections with mythology which play a part in the ways that spectators make meaning 

from what they see. Fewers is identified with Helen of Troy (daughter of Zeus and 

Leda). Hers is the voice that 'launched a thousand quips'; she is 'Helen of the High 

Wire'( 7). Fewers envelopes herself in the resonances of the mythical Phoenix, 

denoted by her choice of purple and red plumage. Reputedly having a life span of 

approximately five hundred years, the phoenix is usually said to be male. More recent 

scholarship, however, argues that the sex of the phoenix is not always so clear and 

can be gender indeterminate.73 Representative of rebirth and renewal, the phoenix 

(like its Egyptian predecessor, the benu) is also associated with the practice of 

sun/son worship. After arising from the ashes of its funeral pyre, the phoenix was 

believed to carry the remains of its father to the Egyptian city of Heliopolis. As a 

symbol of the search for male immortality, the myth of the phoenix, as is the case with 

a great many of our myths, offered this hope for rebirth to one sex only. Perhaps, like 

patrilineality, this creation was the result of a desire to seek continuity in men's lives, 

since they were unable to give birth. Carter's heroine alludes to the myth of the 

73 See R. van den Broek, The Myth of the Phoenix, according to Classical and Early Christian 

Traditions (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1972) 
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phoenix early in her narrative(27) and comments on the hallucinatory power of the 

'sweet and mauvish smoke'(27). The basis of this myth is challenged while at the 

same time giving the power of spiritual rebirth to women as well. 

Drawing upon ancient myth in order to subvert it, Carter incorporates the 

description in Egyptian, Babylonian, Hindu and Greek mythologies of 'the universe as 

a cosmic egg from which gods arise and which was created by a cosmic snake or 

bird'.74 Gimbutas also provides the details that: 

In an Ancient Egyptian myth, the cosmic egg was laid by a Nile goose which 
was worshipped as 'the great chatterer', the creator of the world. According to 
the Orphic story, uncreated N y x (night) existed first and was regarded as a great 
black-winged bird hovering over a vast darkness. Though unmated, she laid an 
egg from which flew gold-winged Eros, while from the two parts of the shell 

Ouranos and Gaia (Heaven and Earth) were created. 

This bird goddess was frequently depicted with enlarged buttocks. As Gimbutas 

notes, this was not because of some cultural predilection but because the buttocks 

contained the cosmic egg, giving the bird/woman 'a supernatural dignity'. This 

description offers a possible model for the character of Fewers. 

The life cycle of the phoenix was one of eternal recurrence. Pictured as a 

uroboric circle, the pattern of its existence was self-perpetuating, disallowing change. 

Like Plato's idea of the perfect circle of Ideal Truth, it would continuously endure. 

But Carter's task is to explode the belief that there can be one Ideal Circle. She 

proceeds to create a myriad of intersecting and rippling circles which build the 

possibility of different worlds with a plurality of positions. The symbol of the circle 

permeates Nights at the Circus from the circus ring itself, symbolizing the microcosm 

74 Marija Gimbutas, The Gods and Goddesses of Old Europe, 7000 to 3500BC: Myths, Legends and 

Cult Images (London: Thames and Hudson), p. 102. 
75 Gimbutas, p. 102. 
76 Gimbutas, pp. 106-107. 
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of society,77 to the circular form of the picaresque narrative (we begin and end our 

journey in a room with Fewers and Walser). Circles abound everywhere. From two 

dimensional clock faces to three dimensional spirals, a spinning circle, the 

narrative is interwoven with reminders of this image: the tiny wonder is conceived 

within a magical fairy circle; the countess, designer and maintainer of the panopticon, 

lives and works within the confines of a circular honeycomb of cells. She continuously 

spins around on a revolving chair and consults the circular clockface which always 

tells the time of Moscow not of their own longitude. She is trapped by the circularity of 

her self-imposed atonement and guilt. Popular during the last few decades of the 

nineteenth century was the belief in the imminence of the millenium, the end of a 

thousand year cycle which would pave the way for the second coming of Christ. This 

belief was based upon the cyclic progression of people's lives from birth to death 

through a variety of stages as symbolized by the mediaeval image of the celestial 

wheel,78 and by the spiralling rise and fall of thousand year cycles predicted in the 

Book of Revelation. The images contained in this book informed much of the poetry 

of W.B. Yeats and culminated in his examination of this phenomenon in A Vision, 

published in 1925. Carter's use of some of Yeats' later imagery in Nights at the Circus 

poses a problem for the reader. Is Carter simply enamored with the phrase 'this rag-

and-bone shop of the heart'(69) borrowed from Yeats' equally appropriately named 

poem 'The Circus Animals' Desertion'? Or is she ironically undercutting it as she does 

with her reference to Fewers' origins in 'Leda and the Swan'? 

Given the historically pre-determined nature of a belief in the circles or gyres of 

human existence, this does not sit well with an author's work which is designed to 

bring about social change for the benefit of the oppressed. In an interview in 1987, 

77 Haffenden, p. 37. 
78 For an interesting analysis of this idea see Mary Dove, The Perfect Age of Man's Life (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
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Angela Carter stated that, 'Restructuring is an essential part of being a socialist, 

otherwise why bother...It is not a good thing for the world to be endlessly 

recapitulated'.79 Surely this is an argument for the disruption of the circle, an image 

which Carter paints as pervasive and eternal but which must be sundered in order to 

create change. As part of her project to demythologize, Carter rereads the figure of the 

whore in The Book of Revelation. Chapters 17 and 18 of Revelations tell of John's 

vision of the city of Babylon as 'the great whore that sitteth upon many waters'. 

This city as woman is represented, like the phoenix as purple and red, in verses 4 and 

5 of Chapter 17: 

4 And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet colour, and decked with 
gold, and precious stones and pearls, having a golden cup in her hand full of 

abominations and filthiness of her fornication: 
5 And upon her forehead was a name written, M Y S T E R Y , B A B Y L O N T H E 
GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND ABOMINATIONS OF THE 
EARTH. 

One of the influential, early documentations of Western European attitudes to the 

nature and position of women is contained in this dream or unconscious vision of 

one man. If a woman makes herself noticeable or is wealthy, then she is seen as 

immoral. She is necessarily mysterious and powerful in her mystery and, therefore, 

must be subdued. She is, at one and the same time, both mother and harlot. 

Instead of concurring with the biblical division of woman as either a scarlet evil 

and mystery or the white wife of the lamb of God, Carter subverts this dichotomy 

by playing on our expectations of what is 'real' together with the deliberate 

fuzziness about Fewers'status as a virgin or a whore. Where verse 2 of Chapter 18 

tells us that, '...Babylon the great is fallen, is fallen, and is become the habitation of 

devils, and the hold of every foul spirit, and a cage of every unclean and hateful bird', 

Carter offers us a different possibility. 

79 A n interview with Lisa Appignanesi, Writers in Conversation (London: ICA video, 1987). 
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Carter creates her heroine, Fewers, as the one who can show the inhabitants of 

the city of London how to open that cage. The power which attempts to keep this cage 

shut is not only evident in the symbolism of Christianity (Ma Nelson's elder brother, 

a cleric who turns all the women out of their home/brothel), but also when Fewers is 

brought face to face with the shaman, under whose 'purple, disorienting incense' 

'[s]he felt herself turning willy-nilly,from a woman into an idea'(289). Simone de 

Beauvoir's The Second Sex comments, that in the French language, abstract ideas are 

given a feminine gender. Her thesis is that: 

Man feminizes the ideal he sets up before him as the essential Other, because 
w o m a n is the material representation of alterity; that is why almost all 
allegories, in language as in pictorial representation, are women. W o m a n is Soul 
and Idea, but she also is a mediatrix between them: she is the divine Grace, 

leading the Christian towards God ... The gnostic sects made Wisdom a woman, 
Sophia, crediting her with the redemption of the world and even its creation. 
Here w e see w o m a n no longer as flesh, but as glorified substance: she is no 

longer to be possessed, but venerated in her intact splendour ... 

As well as meaning 'wisdom', the name Sophia (Fewers' given name is Sophie) 

has connections with the Sophists, the group of Greek philosophers who preceded the 

Platonic school. Arguing that all truth is relative and that morality is determined by 

those in power, the Sophists were discredited by Plato. Such was the dominance of 

Plato's thought that sophistry has been given the definition of 'a subtle, tricky, 

specious, but generally fallacious method of reasoning'.81 Although initially popular, 

these challengers to the orthodoxy faded from favour. It is ironic that most of those 

who came to hear the Sophists' lectures were aristocrats with sufficient leisure time, and 

that suspicion of their activities was mainly based on the belief that these ideas 

would allow for the overthrow of Athens in favour of Sparta82. Fewers, we are told, 

'is a girl of philosophical bent'(185). 

80 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex [1949], trans. H.M.Parshley (London: Picador, 1988), p. 211. 
81 The Macquarie Dictionary. 
8 2 The Encyclopaedia Britannica (1989) on sophistry. 
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Not only does Carter endow her heroine with physical size and wings, she 

also provides her with a sword for self-protection. Originally part of Ma Nelson's 

admiral's costume, this sword forms part of the travesty of femininity that is this 

madam. A virile weapon parodying the power attributed to the male member, it is 

dismembered and made into a gift for the young bird/woman, creating the blurring 

of gender: Ts she really aman?'(35)83 Taken as symbol of potential castration by the 

young men who frequent the brothel, the presence of this tumescent sword spells 

doom for the future of the brothel; 'a large woman with a sword is not the best 

advertisement for a brothel'(38). The figure of the Phallic Woman is but one more mark 

of monstrosity to add to Fewers' already burgeoning repertoire of images. 

Gender indeterminacy and the motif of doubling are highlighted 

continuously. Ma Nelson, the Mistress of Revels, is a woman who is dressed up as a 

man. Echoing Tiresias, she is partly blind with a patch over one eye and 'looks' into the 

future with the benefit of knowing what it is to be woman and man. Or is it that she is 

just wearing the eye patch as part of her costume, her deception? After all, her entire 

brothel and its occupants are not what they seem. They present an image of the 

stereotypical prostitute by night and yet are astute women developing other marketable 

skills by day. Ma Nelson's stature as protectress is undercut by Carter's presentation 

of the slapstick manner of her death when, in a moment of consummate bathos, she is 

removed from the narrative by 'slipping on some foreign matter, a fruit or dog turd'(43) 

and disappearing under the wheels of a brewer's dray. With allusions to the candlelit 

room of Miss Havisham in Great Expectations, Ma Nelson's brothel is nothing but an 

illusion when seen in the 'true' light of day and only functions as a brothel when the 

women consent to act as prostitutes. In order to prevent Ma Nelson's brother from 

83 Anne Fernihough notes that one of Fewers' sources, Mae West, was also commonly questioned about 

her sexuality. See p. 92. 
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acquiring the building (under patriarchal law), the w o m e n decide, instead, to burn the 

building down, to consign it to an anarchic conflagration. From these ashes, Fewers 

does emerge as the sign of a new world. 

Prostitutes, and prostitution, in Nights at the Circus, are removed from the 

constraints of being consigned to the evil side of the binary which divides masculine 

views of women. Although extraordinarily prevalent at the fin de siecle, the numbers of 

prostitutes did not dispel the myths surrounding the perversity attached to the 

profession: 

The latter half of the nineteenth century saw the massive spread of prostitution in 
urban centres. During no period, before or since, was the sight of prostitutes so 
common, so much taken for granted. Prostitutes were an integral element of 
social life, their presence a logical result of the normal workings of the law of 
supply and demand. Moreover, once the men of the middle classes had 
"elevated" their wives to the position of spotless, quasivirginal household nuns, 
once they had made them into delicate possessions which needed special 

handling, they discovered that they had fashioned in their own minds bleak 

monsters of sexual frustration. 

The mythic representation of prostitutes as the site of all evil, and as the dominant image 

of the second half of the nineteenth century, was Baudelaire's collection of poems, Les 

Fleurs du Mai, published in 1857. As responses to his fldnerie about the streets of Paris, 

these poems cast young women, but especially prostitutes, as flowers of evil, the source 

of simultaneous delight and harm. While weaving her story to Walser about Ma 

Nelson's establishment, Fewers nominates Baudelaire85 as the main influence on the 

downfall of the brothel: 

'The French poet, sir; a poor fellow who loved whores not for the pleasure of it 
but, as he perceived it, the horror of it, as if w e was, not working w o m e n doing 

84 Bram Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of Feminine Evil in Fin-de-Siecle Culture (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 355-6. 
85 In an interview with Kerryn Goldsworthy, Carter states that, 'A very important book to m e was Walter 
Benjamin's book about Paris, which was actually his book about Baudelaire. It was a very very important 
book for me. Because he deals with the culture of cities, it's a total book about the culture of cities. It's a 

marvelous book. And he locates Baudelaire very specifically in Paris, at that particular time. I'm an 

admirer of Walter Benjamin. I read a whole lot of people, in fact, towards the end of the 'seventies, whose 
work began to change the way I felt about fiction. And Benjamin was one of them'. Meanjin, 44, 1 

(March 1985), p. 12. The book to which Carter refers is Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric 

Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, trans. Harry Zohn (London: N e w Left Books, 1973). 



192 

it for money but damned souls who did it solely to lure men to their dooms, as if 
we'd got nothing better to do ...'(38) 

Carter engages in the recuperative task of revaluing the construction of women as evil 

temptresses. Fewers' goddaughter is named Violetta, an allusion to Verdi's ill-fated 

courtesan in La Traviata, and her lucky flower is the violet. Fewers is anything but a 

shrinking violet. 

THE ANGEL OF HISTORY 

Carter's decision to set her plot at the end ofthe nineteenth century gives an 

historical breadth to the workings of patriarchy in Western society. A narrative 

approach which incorporates a 'theoretical self-awareness of history and fiction 

as human constructs' is dubbed by Linda Hutcheon as 'historiographic 

metafiction'.86 Hutcheon sees that there is an inherent contradiction in such texts 

when they work 'within conventions in order to subvert them'. Carter renders a 

sundering of time in the centrifugal structure of the text in her allusions to the 

interconnectedness of past, present and future encoded in the one image of Fewers. 

Her joy of life pervades the entire first section ofthe text in which we are spirited away 

to participate in a lively narrative of her infancy and adolescence. At the moment of 

entry into womanhood, coincidental with her 'nose bleed' and following an 

unsuccessful attempt to fly, Fewers is pushed off the roof by her fairy godmother, 

Lizzie, and becomes the 'winged spirit'. The aspirations of all human beings to fly 

above their troubled earthly existence, from Daedalus and Icarus to the twentieth 

century Superman or Batman, are materialized in this instance. For a woman to fly she 

has previously had to be labelled angel or witch. When Ma Nelson proclaims that 

6 Hutcheon, p. 5. 
7 Hutcheon, p. 5. 
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Fewers will dress upas the Winged Victory she annunciates a change to the image of 

woman held for over two thousand years. Ma Nelson perceives Fewers not as the 

'armless' Winged Victory but as the Victory with Wings, 'the spiritual flagship of her 

fleet'(38). 

Given Carter's interest in the writings of Walter Benjamin, it is possible that his 

figure of the 'Angel of History' was one of the origins for the character of Fewers. In 

his 'Theses on the Philosophy of History', Benjamin writes: 

A Klee painting named "Angelus Novus" shows an angel looking as though he 
is about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are 
staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the 
angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where w e perceive a chain 
of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon 
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken 
the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from 
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no 
longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which 

his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. 

Like Benjamin's Angel of History, the survivors ofthe wreckage ofthe circus-train are 

forced to confront their interpretions of the present and the past. It is Siberia, as a 

wilderness, which provides the appropriate setting for self-examination and the analysis 

of social relationships. In an interview with Toril Moi, Angela Carter comments on the 

use ofthe forest in As You Like It as a place 'where people go to think'.89 Carter's play 

on words with 'another think coming'(181, 231) thus fulfils two functions in drawing 

together the physical conditions for such an exercise, the snow-laden ground as a 

'blank sheet' and Lizzie's ardent exhortation to Fewers to 'improve your analysis, 

girl'(286). Thinking is very important in Carter's novels as a source of discovery, 

questioning and movement towards change. When confronted by the naivety of the 

88 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations [ed. Hannah Arendt], trans. Harry Zohn (Bungay, Suffolk: Fontana, 

1973), pp. 259-260. 
89 Correspondence from Toril Moi. 
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political reasoning of the 'comic opera bandits'(230), Fewers declares, 'nobility of 

spirit hand in hand with absence of analysis, that's what's always buggered up the 

working class'(232). 

The figuring of Fewers as the winged angel of history, among other tropes, 

produces a variety of refences to wings and flight. In As You Like It, the references to 

flight appear in quick succession. Orlando, speaking upon the nature of thoughts, 

says that'they are winged'. When Rosalind speaks of woman's wit she says: 

Make the doors upon a woman's wit, and it will out at the casement; shut that, 
and 'twill out at the keyhole; stop that, 'twill fly with the smoke out at the 
chimney. (Act IV, i, 148-151). 

That women have generally been considered less intelligent than men, and that this is 

the 'natural' order, could be construed in Shakespeare's play as giving grounds for 

women to fight to make their intellect noticed, and by devious means if needs be. 

Whether we interpret 'wit' as intelligence or humour in the above scene, we may still 

make the connection between the desire for things greater than our daily existence. 

Wings have been placed on gods as representations of aspects of human nature. 

Wings have even been attached to drawings and models of penises in order to give the 

wearer talismanic powers as was the belief in Roman times. This practice was not 

restricted to male wearers but was also followed by some Roman matrons who may 

have been displaying their understanding of the social advantages of being a male or 

of the sexual power that it brought the wearer.90 Angels form the material figure of 

the wish to bring together the lower level of the earth and the higher plane of the 

heavens whatever you may imagine them to be. Literature records the function ofthe 

angel as the bearer of news, as the link between two different worlds. Olive Schreiner 

in From Man to Man; or, Perhaps Only... discusses 'the matter of wings' as one of 

90 This information was delivered in a lecture by Prof. Clive Hart at the University of Western 

Australia in April, 1989. 
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vision, of 'the poet's dream'.91 That Fewers should be depicted as an angel, 

whose sex is usually that of a man in biblical accounts, but whose behaviour is usually 

that of a quiet and obedient woman, blurs the gender differences. Angela Carter has 

also included a cameo part for herself in the form of T'ange anglaise'(8), as she does 

also in The Passion of New Eve as Tristessa de St Ange. 

If we read Buffo and the clowns as representing the declining fortunes of Britain 

as a colonial power at the end of the nineteenth century (Carter suggests that the novel 

may be read allegorically), then the presence of contradictions in the text provides an 

opportunity to examine the ideology of a society that works to hide these 

inconsistencies. Buffo, the clown, calls this the'dialectics of negativity'(123) in his 

response to Grik and Grok's insistence on the uselessness of nothing. 'Nothing will 

come from nothing. That's the glory of it', counters Buffo. From his 'irregular'(151) 

and nihilist position he confers an affirmative status on the waste, the litter of society. 

The perspective is skewed so that the world is upside down and inside out: 

We are the whores of mirth, for, like a whore, we know what we are; we know 
w e are mere hirelings, hard at work and yet those who hire us see us as beings 

perpetually at play. Our work is their pleasure and so they think our work 
must be our pleasure, too, so there is always an abyss between their notion of 

our work as play, and ours, of their leisure as our labour.(119) 

The clowns dance their own whirling destruction around a campfire somewhere in 

Siberia. Their dance is a requiem for Buffo and thus it locks them in the 'circles of 

hell'(243): 

They danced the whirling apart of everything, the end of love, the end of hope; 

they danced tomorrows into yesterdays; they danced the exhaustion of the 
implacable present; they danced the deadly dance of the past perfect which fixes 

everything fast so it can't move again; they danced the dance of Old A d a m who 

destroys the world because w e believe he lives forever.(243) 

Carter's allusion to the words of St. Paul in Corinthians 1, xv offers an inverted reading 

of this verse which offers the possibility that body and spirit are not seen as entirely 

91 Olive Schreiner, From Man to Man; Or, Perhaps CWy...[1926] (London: Virago, 1982), pp. 470-471. 
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separate. Furthermore, it is newness of spirit that is needed. The escaped convict stands 

as one example of this newness but his unrelenting utopianism is questioned by Lizzie. 

In her perceptive analysis, she tells the convict that 'tomorrow never comes ... we live, 

always, in the here and now, the present. To pin your hopes upon the future is to consign 

those hopes to a hypothesis, which is to say, a nothingness'(239). Lizzie is unequivocal 

in her belief in the path of change. She tells the convict that 'It's not the human "soul" 

that must be forged on the anvil of history but the anvil itself must be changed in order 

to change humanity. Then w e might see, if not "perfection", then something a little 

better, or, not to raise too many false hopes, a little less bad'(240). 

Walser's place in the narrative changes from that of listening object in 'the 

shell of unknowing'(294) to a position where T shall have to start all over again'(294). 

As reporter for a series called'Great Humbugs of the World', Jack Walser is caught 

in a trap of curiosity and the siren's voice. Jack of all trades, Jack is Everyman 

embarking upon a journey to unmask the confidence trickster. In doing so, his role is 

inverted so that he will ultimately wear the mask. His narrative is of as much 

importance to the outcome of the plot as that of Fewers. In her interview with John 

Haffenden, Carter says that Walser 'has to be broken down before he can become ... 

not a fit mate for Fewers at all, but a serious person'.92 In the third section in Siberia 

Carter interweaves the narratives of Fewers and Walser precisely to compare their 

formative experiences. Carter uses a similar technique in chapter 5 of the St. 

Petersburg section where she paratactically compares the fortunes of Fewers and 

Mignon as an example ofthe differences which can be brought about by the workings 

of self-confidence. 

After such a spectacular journey through the narrative, Carter's choice of an 

92 Haffenden, p. 37. 
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ending poses some problems. Despite playing such a key part in Fewers' path to flight, 

Lizzie is removed from the focus ofthe ending to tend other families and discover the 

wonders of new handbags. Given the trouble to which Carter has gone to show the 

close relationship between the two women and Fewers' unusual upbringing in an all-

female establishment, it seems a little surprising that she has bowed completely to 

the pattern of the traditional comic form. Lizzie is almost prefiguring her own 

fate when she says to Fewers, 'Don't you know the customary endings of the old 

comedies of separated lovers, misfortune overcome, adventures among outlaws and 

savage tribes? True lovers' reunions always end in a marriage'(280). The patriarchy 

has been allowed to, at least temporarily, reassert itself as an agent in the division of 

mothers and daughters for the purpose of marriage. 

Although shocked by the idea of marriage and all that it entails (the loss of 'the 

essence of myself [281]), Fewers is convinced that she can change Walser: 

...I'll sit on him, I'll hatch him out, I'll make a new man of him. I'll make him 
into the N e w Man, in fact, fitting mate for the N e w W o m a n , and onward we'll 

march hand in hand into the N e w Century.(281) 

Lizzie, the wise woman, knows only too well the power and self-deception of such 

sentiments and puts in a quick 'Perhaps so, perhaps not'. While Fewers is easily 

carried along by the appeal of Utopian ideals, Lizzie is far more practical about their 

implementation. We, too, find that it is easy to be swept along in the current of 

Fewers' wings but Lizzie's hard tussle with political realities brings us down to the 

ground with a thud: 

And once the old world has turned on its axle so that the new dawn can dawn, 

then! all the w o m e n will have wings, the same as L.she will tear off her mind 
forg'd manacles, will rise up and fly away. The dolls' house doors will open, 

the brothels will spill forth their prisoners, the cages, gilded or otherwise, all 
over the world, in every land, will let forth their inmates singing together the 

dawn chorus of the new, the transformed - 'It's going to be more 
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complicated than that,' interpolated Lizzie. 'This old witch sees storms ahead, 
m y girl. W h e n I look to the future, I see through a glass, darkly. Y o u improve 

your analysis, girl, and then we'll discuss it'.(285-286) 

Whether, indeed, Walser will become the new man is an extremely uncertain 

proposition. When he says that T shall have to start all over again'(294), all that we are 

sure of is that his previous conditioning has been erased. He is no longer 'the Old 

Adam who destroys the world because we believe he lives forever...in a deadly dance 

of the past perfect'(243), but 'the New Adam', as Fewers says, offering the faint 

possibility of change. The ending is left in a state of 'perhaps'. Carter sees it as 

'inviting the reader to write lots of other novels for themselves, to continue taking 

these people as if they were real'.93 This seems to be turning what is in many ways a 

very postmodernist text into one including 'the single most nineteenth-century 

gesture in the novel'.94 Fewers' final spiralling laughter seems to blur this distinction 

such that we become enmeshed in its rejuvenating force. 

Haffenden, p. 37. 
Haffenden, p. 37. 
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'The deeper the remoteness which a glance has to overcome, the stronger will be the 
spell that is apt to emanate from the gaze'. (Walter Benjamin)1 

'It is in fact impossible for this mind not to experience in it both a remarkable happiness 
and disturbance, a mixture of panic-provoking terror and joy'. (Andre Breton)2 

I want to argue in this final chapter that Wise Children, Carter's swan song,3 is a 

synthesising text. It brings together thesis and antithesis, the privileged and the 

pejorative, to produce a new vision through what Breton called the communicating 

vessel, and Benjamin called the auratic gaze of love. Whilst Wise Children appears to be 

lightweight in comparison with the lengthy philosophical discussions and asides of 

Nights at the Circus, it is a complexly-patterned patchwork quilt which combines the 

colours of Carter's previous texts with the threads of her intellectual heritage to produce 

an item of warmth and brightness encoding a feminine history. In 'The Quilt 

Maker'(1981), Carter says ofthe metaphor ofthe quilt 'You can really make this image 

work for its living; it synthesises perfectly both the miscellany of experience and the use 

we make of it'.4 

In Wise Children Carter seams together many ofthe contradictions in her earlier 

works and plays with the textures of oppositional constructs to produce a novel which is 

pessimistically optimistic. The narrator appliques her grandmother's (or is it really her 

mother's?) motto onto the quilt: 'Hope for the best, expect the worst'.5 The trick to the 

1 Benjamin, 'On Some Motifs in Baudelaire'(1939), in Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn (London: 

Jonathan Cape, 1970), p. 192. . . „ . , „ 
2 Breton, Mad Love [1937], trans. Mary Ann Caws (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 

1987), p. 40. ,_ _. . ,. 
3 See Beth Boehm, 'Wise Children: Angela Carter's Swan Song', Review of Contemporary Fiction, 14 

(1994), 84-89. . . ... , 
4 'The Quiltmaker', pp 444-5. Carter sews together autobiographical framents from her own lite and 
commentary on changing social conditions in South London. This story is anthologized in Carter, Burning 

Your Boats: The Collected Angela Carter Stories (London: Chatto and Windus, 1995), pp. 444-57. 
5 This motto is first announced on page 33 of Wise Children (London: Chatto and Windus, 1991). All 

further references will appear in parentheses in the main body ofthe chapter. 
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exercise is to prevent the oppositions from collapsing into one another by revealing 

their similarities rather than their potential sameness, to value difference. Ultimately, the 

novel is about the politics of masculinity as it is expressed in the practices of fathering, 

but not before it has traversed the land between legitimacy and illegitimacy of birth and 

the writing of fiction, the status of comedy and tragedy, the cultural conditions of 

maternity and paternity, the sibling rivalries of twins and the ethics of class divisions. 

The figure that Carter presents for the journey between these culturally 

determined opposites is a tram which travels in the middle of the road between the left 

and right sides. The description of its progress is bathed in nostalgia and love, for it is 

love that will forge the middle path: 

We always took the tram from Brixton to Clapham High Street. The stately 
progress of the tram, occupying by right of bulk and majesty the centre of the 
road, not veering to the left nor right upon its way but sometimes swaying every 
n o w and then with a sickening lurch, like Grandma, coming home from the 

pub.(53) 

Grandma Chance is a solid, down-to-earth (she is a naturist), fun-loving character rather 

like the nurse in Romeo and Juliet, 'a bit of a funniosity'(55). She is both dependable 

and eccentric with strong pacifist convictions and may be read as a veiled (she always 

wears a black toque with a spotted veil) amalgam of Fewers and Lizzie in Nights at the 

Circus. Whenever she goes out, Grandma wears black and carries a 'square oilcloth 

carrier bag'(27), reminiscent of Lizzie's mysterious handbag. It is also possible that 

Miss Prism's handbag, in Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest, has been invoked 

given all the confused identities and mistaken paternities. As the follower of Fewers' 

fortunes, too, 'she'd arrived at 49 Bard Road on New Year's Day, 1900, with a banker's 

draft for the first year's rent and the air of a woman making a new start in a new place, a 

new century and, or so the evidence points, a new name'(26). The connection becomes 

even clearer when she is characterized as having 'invented herself, she was a one-off 

and she kept her mystery intact until the end'(28). 
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Like Joyce's Ulysses and Woolf s Mrs Dalloway, this novel is set on one day, 

the twenty-third of April, 1989, which happens to be the birthday of William 

Shakespeare as well the hundredth birthdays of twins, Melchior and Peregrine Hazard, 

and the seventy-fifth birthdays of their daughters (biological and adoptive respectively), 

Dora and Leonora Chance. The story is narrated by Dora who is compiling her memoirs 

and researching her family history. Much of the text operates as a sequence of Proust

like involuntary memories which are invoked by sensory experiences, especially the 

smell of white lilac. However, the plot is tightly structured in five chapters (or acts); it 

follows the conventions of a Shakespearian comedy in which the ending is all plenitude 

and bounty after the resolution of plot twists and obstacles, and characters return after 

their apparent disappearance to reveal further aspects about themselves, to unmask. The 

only custom that is not followed is the marriage of the thwarted lovers. Instead, Tiffany 

repudiates Tristram as an inadequate father for his unborn child and the family tradition 

of illegitimacy and absent fathers is continued but redesigned when Dora and Nora 

become the adoptive mother and father of twins, a girl and a boy, the figurative Adam 

and Eve of a new world. 

THE CARNIVAL HAS TO STOP! 

For all its knees-up music-hall humour and deliberate lightheartedness, Wise 

Children is a serious novel. Much ofthe criticism of Nights at the Circus assumes that 

Carter had been influenced by Bakhtin, who enjoyed great critical popularity during the 

1980s. Carter stated that she only read Bakhtin after she became aware that these 

6 In an interview with Lorna Sage, Carter says, 'I've always covered a lot of ground. Nights at the Circus 
hasn't got enough air in it, it's a big thick heavy nineteenth century novel. There should be more holes in 
the text it should be airy, with spaces on the page. One ofthe most difficult things about writing this book 
was that I wanted to have a transparent prose that just ran, and I wanted it to be very funny, and at the 
same time I wanted the complex of ideas about paternity, and the idea of Shakespeare as a cultural 
ideology', p. 185. This interview appears in Malcolm Bradbury and Judy Cooke (eds), New Writing 

(London: Minerva, 1992), pp. 185-193. 
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assumptions were being made, but her reaction was that, 'It's wonderful, exactly what 

criticism ought to be'.7 However, it is not unlikely that a reader of medieval literature in 

both English and French, as Carter was, had read Rabelais. She had also read 

Dostoevsky,8 whom Bakhtin hails as a master of the polyphonic novel. It is probable, 

then, that Bakhtin's ideas influenced the production of Wise Children, but I want to 

emphasize that although Bakhtin's ideas are played with they are ultimately rejected as a 

cultural phenomenon of 1980s Thatcherism which the 1990s reveals to be an inadequate 

strategy for social change. When Peregrine announces to Dora that 'Life's a carnival', 

she replies, 'The carnival has to stop, some time, Perry' ... 'You listen to the news, 

that'll take the smile off your face'(222). 

Carnival is a celebration ofthe inversion of power structures, but it exists only 

on borrowed time. That is, it is only allowed to exercise its anti-authority for a limited 

time, such as the twelve days of Christmas, the medieval Feast of Fools. Power will be 

returned to those who will continue to wield it after the feast ends. All will return to the 

way that it had been. As the narrator in Nights at the Circus says of the clowns, 

'licensed to commit licence and yet forbidden to act, so that the baboushka back at home 

could go on reddening and blackening the charcoal even if the clowns detonated the 

entire city around her and nothing would really change'(151). Carter explores the limits 

of carnival as a placebo in Wise Children. She begins Dora's narrative with a topsy

turvy wind, but concludes that inversion only inverts, it does not change. 

Despite Carter's call to rethink the politics of the intersections of gender and 

class as it is expressed in this novel, many critics read Wise Children as an endorsement 

of carnival. Michael Hardin argues that, 'Carter places all her characters in overtly 

acting and performing environments; this encourages the reader to look at the entire 

7 Sage, p. 188. 
8 Sage, p. 188. Sage quotes Carter: 'he's very sound on women, some male writers invite me to read tnem, 
it's nothing to do with how they think they organise their world'. 
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novel as a Bakhtinian carnival... In this instability of distinction and boundary exists the 

subversive and insurgent nature of culture and identity'.9 Hardin completely misses 

Carter's re-evaluation of carnival at the end of the text. Life goes on, but it is not 

carnival that is going to change the inequalities between the sexes or classes. Wise 

Children does deconstruct the distinctions between 'high' and 'low' art, but this strategy 

is hardly going to encourage the 'insurgent nature of culture' when the whole point 

about a dominant ideology is that it works to maintain distinctions. The dominant 

culture does not have a paradoxically 'insurgent nature'. Surely, Carter is asking the 

question, 'Whose culture?'. 

Christina Britzolakis also fails to see Carter's roping in ofthe beast of carnival. 

In a much more sophisticated argument than Hardin's, Britzolakis quite rightly points 

out that 'Carnivalesque is Carter's way of puncturing the commodifying link between 

the spectator and the specular female object'.10 However, she misreads the ending: 

Music-hall is the illegitimate and unacknowledged child of the Shakespearian 
stage. But it could be argued that the novel ends up reinforcing this myth, 
notably in the scene at the end ofthe novel in which Dora and Nora achieve their 
heart's desire when they are publicly reconciled with Melchior Hazard. A self-
conscious and camp sentimentality licenses a reconstitution of the family under 

the sign of Shakespeare.1' 

What Britzolakis elides is the final scene, after the party, in which Dora and Nora walk 

home along the streets of Brixton (not the streets of Regent's Park - Hazard territory), 

'drunk in charge of a baby carriage'(231) which contains the twins of Gareth Hazard, or 

so we are led to believe, in a text which challenges the hegemony of paternity. It is the 

9 Hardin, p. 80. 'The Other Other: Self-definition Outside Patriarchal Institutions in Angela Carter's Wise 

Children', Review of Contemporary Fiction, 14 (1994), 84-89. 
10 Britzolakis, p. 55. 'Angela Carter's fetishism' in Joseph Bristow and Trev Lynn Broughton (eds), The 

Infernal Desires of Angela Carter (London and N e w York: Longman, 1997), pp. 43-58. 
11 Britzolakis, p. 55. 
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working-class, illegitimate, song-and-dance girls w h o inherit the future. The line of 

inheritance becomes matrilineal, but even the certainty of motherhood is deconstructed 

when the possibility is ventured that Grandma Chance might actually have been their 

biological mother. Whose story can you believe? Carter turns the 'Once upon a time' of 

narrative inside out, and puts it back together differently and, at the same time, 

redistributes fictional power, not for twelve days but for at least the twenty years that it 

will take to bring up the new twins. And 'just when I'd been thinking it was high time 

for the final curtain'(230), says the septuagenarian Dora. 

Unlike Hardin and Britzolakis, Clare Hanson reads Wise Children as 'the radical 

tragedy of a disappointed will-to-change'(original italics).12 Hanson argues that 'to 

associate femininity with comedy is thus, ultimately, to stress its powerlessness'.13 In 

the present binary system, this would indeed be so. But Carter's project is to present a 

way of undoing this binary and forging a new way of thinking and seeing. It is a project 

which requires the valuing of difference rather than sameness, and insists that categories 

not be seen as mutually exclusive. One of Carter's key points is that comedy and tragedy 

are not mutually exclusive, and she deconstructs their boundaries, just as she did with 

femininity and masculinity in her previous texts. I agree with Hanson's evaluation that 

"The melancholy subtext of the novel is that it will take more than artifice, and art, to 

bring the red dawn to Clapham' and that 'her [Carter's] radical will was, increasingly, 

counterbalanced by a rueful scepticism both about the possibility of social change and 

about the effectiveness of art in bringing about that change'.14 This does not mean, 

12 Hanson, p. 70. "The red dawn breaking over Clapham": Carter and the limits of artifice' in The 

Infernal Desires of Angela Carter, pp. 59-72. 
13 Hanson, p. 70. 
14 Hanson, p. 70. 
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however, that The Dream15 collapses. It finds itself read differently by different 

audiences and 'the show goes on'. 

Real change is going to take the capacity to think the unthinkable. Instead ofthe 

mythic betrayals of fathers and children encoded in Western literature since at least 

Shakespeare's King Lear, Carter asks, 'has it ever occurred to you to spare a passing 

thought as to the character of the deceased Mrs Lear? Didn't it ever occur to you that 

Cordelia might have taken after her mother while the other girls ...'(224-5). And this is 

the text in which, I want to argue, Carter realized the continuing relevance of Surrealist 

aesthetics, and the tangentially aligned work of Walter Benjamin, for the tools to rethink 

social structures. 

OBJECTIVE CHANCE 

Not only are the Chances and the Hazards the left and right sides of the family 

tree respectively, they are linguistic signifiers for the same meaning; the French phrase 

'par hasard translates as 'by chance'. The Surrealists dubbed their concept of objective 

chance 'the divine hazard'.16 Objective chance manifests itself as two related aspects, 

the fortuitous encounter and the foreordained trouvaille or found object. Hal Foster 

notes that there is an inherent paradox in both these terms for while 'Breton insists on 

the spontaneity of objective chance, ... this claim suggests its opposite: that the 

17 

encounter is a rendezvous, that the trouvaille or found object is a lost object regained'. 

Both Tiffany and Uncle Peregrine function as 'lost objects regained' since both were 

presumed dead, Tiffany for one day and Peregrine for forty years. The concluding act of 

Wise Children also brings about the reclamation of lost loving relationships, which had 

15 At times, the film in which Dora and Nora are dancing, A Midsummer Nights Dream, is referred to by 

its shorthand title. I am incorporating the double meaning of Carter's vision in this reference. 
16 Anna Balakian, Surrealism: The Road to the Absolute (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 

p. 24. 
17 Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M I T Press, 1993), p. 29. 
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operated inpotentia for seventy-five years but had only come to fruition on the occasion 

of Melchior's hundredth birthday. It had been a very extended period of desire. Not all 

relationships are resolved on this occasion and within this comedy lie the elegiac seeds 

of tragedy. As Dora says in her deconstruction of comedy, 'Comedy is tragedy that 

happens to other people'(213). 

Wise Children uses moments of objective chance to illustrate this statement. 

Objective chance is not entirely fortuitous but has a causality determined by the 

compulsion to repeat: 

the subject repeats a traumatic experience, whether actual or fantasmatic, 
exogenous or endogenous, that he does not recall. H e repeats it because he 
cannot recall it: repetition occurs due to repression, in lieu of recollection. 

The Surrealist construction of objective chance is related by its proximity to a traumatic 

incident to the uncanny reminder of something familiar or, indeed, the fetishized object 

which covers over the sight/site of unspeakable loss. The experience of objective 

chance is ambivalent. Breton characterizes the moment as 'a mixture of panic-provoking 

terror and joy'.19 It is, he says: 

as if suddenly, the deepest night of human existence were to be penetrated, 
natural and logical necessity coinciding, all things being rendered totally 
transparent, linked by a chain of glass without one link missing. If that is simply 

an illusion, I a m ready to abandon it, but then it must be proved an illusion. 
Otherwise, if, as I believe, it may be the beginning of a contact, unimaginably 
dazzling, between m a n and the world of things, I believe w e should try to see the 

major characteristic of that contact and try to bring about the greatest possible 
number of such communications ... Only when they are observed and considered 

together shall w e be able to determine the law according to which these 
mysterious exchanges between the material and mental worlds are produced. 

Carter states in 'The Alchemy ofthe Word'(1978) how important Surrealist aesthetics 

and politics had been to her writing, but that T had to give them up in the end' because 

'they were not good with women'.21 It is clear in a reading of Wise Children that Carter 

" Foster, p. 30. 
19 Breton, Mad Love, p. 40. 
20 Breton, Mad Love, p. 40. 
21 Angela Carter, Expletives Deleted: Selected Writings (London: Chatto and Windus, 1992), p. 
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has far from given up Surrealist practices, but rather has recuperated them for feminist 

ends. For, while Breton's language is exceedingly androcentric, there nevertheless 

remain revolutionary ideas which continued to resonate through Carter's writings which 

were used in the service of women. 

The traumatic moment, the incident which is represented as an example of 

objective chance for Dora Chance, is the meeting with her biological father, Melchior 

Hazard, when she is thirteen years old and entering the formative years of adolescence. 

It is an apparently fortuitous encounter which follows two episodes of fun and illusion: 

being entertained by Gorgeous George on Brighton Pier when the issue of paternity is 

encoded as the punchline of a joke ('e's not your father'[p. 65]), and watching her 

Falstaffian Uncle Peregrine become a public as well as a private illusionist when he 

makes their picnic on the beach disappear in a manner reminiscent of The Tempest. 

Without prior planning, although w e are never quite sure with Peregrine, the girls come 

upon a poster advertising a production of Macbeth which stars Melchior and happens to 

be playing that very afternoon. With Peregrine's encouragement, they wait for him in his 

dressing room with a sense of anticipation that contains both terror and joy. 

The desire of Dora and Nora to see their father face-to-face has been heightened 

over many years by the distance of the disallowed, over fleeting glimpses across a 

theatre audience or on illicit (illegitimate) visits to see him on the stage. Their distant 

contact is always framed within the theatrical realm or, later, on the set of M a x 

Reinhardt's 1935 film A Midsummer Night's Dream. The imminence ofthe meeting, 

and all the possibilities contained in the idea of 'Father', 'made our skins prickle'(71). 

As the sign of a rite of passage in their lives, a seagull, whose presence at their birth is 

inscribed in the story that Grandma tells of their arrival into the world, 'land[s] on a 

chimneystack and mew[s]'(71). The anticipated moment is, however, not to be. Instead, 
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it becomes the key moment of rejection, betrayal and disavowal. It is Cordelia's 

rejection by Lear: 

Such eyes! Melchior's eyes, warm and dark and sexy as the inside of a London 
cab in wartime. His eyes. 

But those very eyes, those knicker-shifting, unfasten-your-brassiere-from-the-
back-of-the-gallery eyes, were the bitterest disappointment of m y life till then. 

No. O f all m y life, before and since. N o disappointment ever measured up to it. 
Because those eyes of his looked at us but did not see us, even as w e sat there, 
glowing because w e couldn't help it; our helpless mouths started to smile.(72) 

This moment fixes Dora's and Nora's identities as illegitimate in the feelings of 

emptiness that follow (Perry magically produces two cream buns to fill up the space). 

Carter foregrounds the centrality of memory as formative of identity when she 

situates her description as but one plausible reading ofthe event. Dora's narrates, T have 

a memory, although I know it cannot be a true one, that Peregrine swept us up into his 

arms ... And then, hup! he did a back-flip out ofthe window with us, saving us. But I 

know I am imagining the back-flip and the flight'(72). These possibilities are revoked 

but an alternative reading becomes a certainty, a 'truth', because it is inscribed as truth. 

'But, truly, what he did was, he held out his arms to us and we scampered to harbour, 

whimpering'(73). The power of memory to inscribe 'real' images is questioned in the 

final stages ofthe novel when, according to custom, all differences have been resolved, 

and Dora doubts the solidity of memory. As they exercise their roles as cultural 

fldneuses as well as dancers, Nora suggests to Dora, 'D'you know, I sometimes wonder 

if we haven't been making him up all along ... If he isn't just a collection of our hopes 

and dreams and wishful thinking in the afternoons. Something to set our lives by, like 

the old clock in the hall, which is real enough, in itself, but which we've got to wind up 

to make it go'(230). 

The trope of desire as the mechanism of a clock that drives human identity is 

used again when Dora explores her father's cupboards (metaphor for the unconscious) 

and discovers a photograph of Melchior's father, Ranulph, who was also an actor, and 
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had enacted the part of Othello as he killed his wife and her lover and then himself, 

leaving Melchior and Peregrine orphaned at the age of ten. Dora realizes that Melchior 

has donned the costume of his own father, that he 'had waited to become the father of 

himself (224) as compensation for the father he had lost. The auratic gap in her 

understanding of her father closes to change her anger into empathic tears; T could have 

cried because I'd never taken into consideration that he'd got problems of his own 

where family was concerned'(224). The compassion that is learnt through shared 

experience, and sometimes sufficient temporal distance, emerges as a precondition for 

improved future human relationships. And perhaps, too, class divisions will dissolve 

when language ceases to demarcate these boundaries. As Dora notes, 'it occurred to me, 

not for the first time, that a serious language problem existed between the two branches 

of the Hazard family'(215). What is needed is the transformative power of 

communicating vessels. 

THE AURATIC GLANCE 

Wise Children is an ambivalent text; it looks backwards and forwards at the 

same time. The present is imbued with the narrative ofthe past, until the very end ofthe 

text when Dora and Nora begin to consider the form that the future might take. Dora is 

engaged in the exercise of 'looking backwards' in order to write her memoirs, and this 

entails understanding herself in relation to the rest of her family. She realizes that she 

has been defining herself against the absence of her father for seventy-five years. She 

has been trapped in the desiring, longing gaze towards the father who refuses to 

acknowledge publicly her legitimate relationship and the importance of that status is 

defined by a patriarchal and patrilineal capitalist society in order to guarantee the 

transference of property to blood relatives alone. The problem with a system structured 

on this premise is that paternity is determined on trust, on the bearer ofthe word. 
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I want to place this reading of Wise Children within the conceptual framework 

of Benajmin's aura, especially the auratic glance. On one level, Carter engages in a 

savagely satiric attack on class divisions through the guise of good-humoured play, and 

on another level, she appears to be indulging in a nostalgic journey through time. 

Commenting on the flurry of novels set in a London of the past and published at the 

same time as Wise Children, she states that, 'the city we were all born in is vanishing, 

it's like we're all writing in this frenzy of nostalgia ... By the time my son Alexander 

grows up, it'll all be gone. So I guess I wanted to help preserve some of it for him in a 

book'.23 Benjamin's concept ofthe aura also carries within it the process ofthe subject's 

engagement with distance, particularly past history or an object located in the past. 

Benjamin uses the term 'aura' to denote 'the unique appearance of a distance, however 

close it may be'.24 His explanation is given in relation to looking at a distant mountain 

range and is ostensibly about the viewing of natural objects. But time is also encoded, so 

that it is used to illustrate historical development, specifically the loss ofthe aura ofthe 

traditional artwork, and thus, is contingent upon historical and social change. 

But it is auratic perception, rather than the aura alone, that I want to appropriate 

for a discussion of Wise Children. It is in the destabilization of time and space that this 

theory affords, that I believe Carter was exploring a way out, a space for creating 

change. In his essay 'On Some Motifs in Baudelaire', Benjamin argues that, "The person 

we look at, or who feels that he is being looked at, looks at us in return. To experience 

the aura of a phenomenon means to invest it with the capability of returning the gaze. 

This experience corresponds to the data ofthe memoire involontaire".25 For Dora and 

Nora, the person whom they consciously desire to return their gaze is their biological 

22 Scott Bradfield, 'Remembering Angela Carter', Review of Contemporary Fiction, 14 (1994), 90-93. 

Carter cites as examples, Michael Morrcock's Mother London and Martin Amis's London Fields, (p. 93). 
23 Scott Bradfield, p. 93. 
24 Benjamin, Illuminations, pp. 222-23. 
25 Illuminations, p. 188. 
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father, Melchior. This is achieved, privately, when he dances with Dora on her 

seventeenth birthday. In the room at the time is some white lilac which becomes the 

trigger for overwhelming waves of desire at various moments of her life, most notably 

her father's birthday party. Although Dora tells us that she 'balked at Proust' (123) on 

her journey through the literary alphabet with Irish, the workings of involuntary memory 

permeate the text. 

In her excellent article on auratic perception, Miriam Hansen argues that 'only in 

the process of disintegration can the aura be recognized, can it be registered as a 

qualitative component of (past) experience'.26 Carter is partly engaged in an exercise to 

capture a disappearing culture in this novel and that is why it has a quality of nostalgia 

about it. Perhaps one might say that it is an hysterical text in that it is structured so that 

it is locked into a pattern ofthe eternal recurrence of reminiscences. Dora says: 

I have my memories, but I prefer to keep them to myself, thank you very much. 
Though there are some things I never can forget.... the purple flowers that would 
pop up on the bomb-sites almost before the ruins stopped smoking, as if to say, 

life goes on, even if you don't.(163) 

I believe that a connection can be made here between Carter's purple flowers and 

Benjamin's invocation of the blue flower of German Romanticism as 'the sight of 

immediate reality ... in the land of technology'.27 Carter links the masculine uses of 

technology to wars which killed many of Dora's friends, and especially Grandma 

Chance. 

The auratic originates in our childhood and, as Hal Foster argues, 'for both 

Benjamin and surrealism, it speaks with a maternal voice. Indeed, in its auratic register 

the surrealist outmoded seems to evoke a maternal memory (or fantasy) of psychic 

26 Hansen, 'Benjamin, Cinema and Experience: "The Blue Flower in the Land of Technology'", 

German Critique, 40 (Winter 1987), 179-224. See p. 189. 
27 Illuminations, p. 232. 
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intimacy and bodily unity'.28 So, if Dora's conscious desire is for her father, her 

unconscious desire is for her (apparently) lost mother. Perry suggests to Dora: 'has it 

ever occurred to you that your mother might not be your mother?'(222). This question 

provokes Dora to consider that this was: 

'Possible but not probable. Grandma was fifty if she was a day when we came 
along and she'd have been proud as a peacock, she'd never have made up some 

cock and bull story about a chambermaid to explain us away, why should she? 
(223) 

Unable to accept that Grandma could be her mother, Dora exclaims: 'Come off it, Perry. 

"Father" is a hypothesis but "mother" is a fact'. But says Perry, 'Mother is as mother 

does. She loved you just as much as if- '(223). Whilst Dora has one image of Grandma, 

the possibility of a different narrative of a woman who is daunted by the prospect of 

social discrimination, even one who retorts 'What the fuck d'you mean?'(28), 

precipitates tears of recognition of a flickering image which, for seventy-five years, she 

had constructed as other than she may have 'really' been. 

Carter explores the construction of family and community as it is constituted by 

time and memory. Pondering the futures of their newly acquired babies, Nora tells 

Dora, 'whatever we tell them, they'll make up their own romance out of it' (230). 

Families are not, suggests Carter, defined by their blood ties but rather by the quality of 

the relationships which bind them. Indeed, Dora remonstrates, 'Grandma invented this 

family. She put it together out of whatever came to hand - a stray pair of orphaned 

babes, a ragamuffin in a flat cap. She created it by sheer force of personality' (35). The 

importance of maternal and paternal nurturing is brought centre stage rather than the 

historical prominence of maternity and paternity. If society is to change for the better, 

then, argues Carter, paternity must be redefined. Masculinity must become centred on 

nurturing, and not on the anxiety of competition with other men, the reason why men 

Foster, p. 163. 
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continue (expounds Grandma Chance) to produce wars and destroy communities. The 

look of hope that extends in the direction ofthe father, all fathers, must be 'invested] ... 

with the ability to look at us in return'. Formed by her experience, her past, Nora looks 

to the future with 'laughter, forgiveness, generosity, reconciliation'(227). 

Carter finished The Sadeian Woman (1979) with an invocation of Emma 

Goldman and her anarchist visions for a better world. I would like to suggest that 

Goldman's ideas are an appropriate location for the consideration of Wise Children, and 

indeed, the other texts discussed in this thesis as, they are all ultimately, about the ethics 

of love. Wise Children is, as I argue at the beginning of this conclusion, a synthesizing 

text. As a manifesto for this novel, and as a tribute to Angela Carter, I would like to 

recall the final words of Goldman's essay 'The Tragedy of Woman's Emancipation': 

Pettiness separates; breadth unites. Let us be broad and big. Let us not overlook 
vital things because ofthe bulk of trifles confronting us. A true conception ofthe 
relation ofthe sexes will not admit of conqueror and conquered; it knows of but 

one great thing: to give of one's self boundlessly, in order to find one's self 
richer, deeper, better. That alone can fill the emptiness, and transform the 

tragedy of woman's emancipation into joy, limitless joy. 

Carter's novels are polyphonic and multiplicitous; partly as a result of the 

extraordinary uses of metaphor and partly because of the intertextual resonances 

circulating in the texts, they contain contradictions and overcodings. Roland Barthes 

describes the intertext as 'a circular memory'31 since the intertext recognizes: 

the impossibility of living outside the infinite text - whether this text be Proust 
or the daily newspaper or the television screen: the book creates the meaning, 

the meaning creates life. 

29 'On Some Motifs in Baudelaire', p. 190. Benjamin states, T o perceive the aura of an object we look at 

means to invest it with the ability to look at us in return'. . . 
30 E m m a Goldman, Red Emma Speaks: The selected speeches and writings ofthe anarchist and feminist 

Emma Goldman (ed.) Alix Kates Shulman (London: Wildwood House, 1979) p. 142 
31 Barthes, The Pleasure ofthe Text, trans. Richard Miller (London: Jonathan Cape, 1976), p. 30. 
32 Barthes, p. 36. 
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What Kristeva tends to use instead ofthe misappropriated 'intertextuality'33 is Bakhtin's 

term 'polyphony', particularly in relation to the polyphonic novel. The text is then 

ambivalent or dialogical - that is it talks to itself- and to the temporal, geographical and 

connotative spaces which it constructs and by which if is constructed. Thus, Kristeva 

says that: 

The writer's interlocutor, then, is the writer himself, but as reader of another 
text. The one w h o writes is the same as the one w h o reads. Since his interlocutor 
is a text, he himself is no more than a text rereading itself as it rewrites itself. 
The dialogical structure, therefore, appears only in the light of the text 
elaborating itself as ambivalent in relation to another text.4 

This narrative methodology produces contradictions which result in doubled narratives. 

Carter's novels may be read as doubled narratives which talk to themselves. On occasions, 

this process encodes misogynistic images and, at other times, a range of feminist 

representations. 

Carter is a materialist writer as well as a committed feminist and, thus, her task is 

to foreground her statement in The Sadeian Woman that 'Flesh arrives to us out of history, 

like everything else does'(9). She is also a postmodern novelist who uses her imaginary 

constructions to say something about women, class and power. Her uses of literary and 

historical references, both factual and Active, fold back upon themselves such that the 

fictiveness ofthe 'real', the subjectively inscribed historical 'facts', are registered anew in 

a literary site. As I have noted earlier, Linda Hutcheon calls this phenomenon of 

postmodern novels 'historiographic metafiction': 

Historiographic metafiction, in deliberate contrast to what I would call such late 
modernist radical metafiction, attempts to demarginalize the literary through 
confrontation with the historical, and it does so both thematically and formally. 

33 Julia Kristeva is credited with the coinage ofthe term 'intertextuality' and refuses the mterpretatton 
frequently used ofthe influence by one writer upon another, or with the sources of a literary work (Desire 
in Lanzuaze p 15 ) Kristeva privileges the definition that it 'involve(s) the components of a textual system 
Roudie^gfvesas ta origm La Revolution du langage poetique, where it is defined as 'the transposition of 

one or more systems of signs into another accompanied by a new articulation ofthe enunciauve and 

denotative position' .(Desire in Language, p. 15) 

" LinrHutcheon87^ Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (New York and London: 

Routledge, 1988), p. 108. 
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While eschewing Kristeva's very specific definition of'intertextuality', Hutcheon does 

incorporate into her schema the concept of it as a 'cultural sign system'. Thus, 'both 

history and fiction are cultural sign systems, ideological constructions whose ideology 

includes their appearance of being autonomous and self-contained'.36 It is my argument 

that Carter's texts operate as sign systems which point to, and thus work towards, 

unveiling the ways in which we are all inscribed as ideological subjects . 

Carter's task is to 'demythologize', to reveal the social illusion that ideology is 

'reality', rather than a construction which normalizes and dehistoricizes. To this end, she 

flaunts the device; that is, she defamiliarizes, often through her uses of metaphor, the 

romantic and the sentimental. A crucial weapon in this task is the recuperation of a range 

of Surrealist aesthetics. Eyes, the viewing subject, and the objects of those gazes are 

obsessively repeated as stock devices in a repertoire of images which combines a 

Surrealist intellectual and aesthetic heritage with the influences of Freud, Benjamin and 

twentieth-century cinema. Most frequently repeated is the trope ofthe persistence of vision 

which Carter uses to foreground the argument that ideology is largely based on illusion 

and, as such, is changeable. While Carter recognized that there was merit in the Surrealist 

goal of changing individual consciousness as a strategy for transforming the world, her 

later works indicate that this goal is sometimes inimical to a revolution which requires the 

removal of power structures which make women invisible. In my introductory chapter I 

discussed the tightrope that Carter walks between her uses of Surrealist aesthetics and 

feminist politics. I should like to restate Carter's position on the contradictions between 

Surrealism and socialist feminism to conclude this exploration of their interconnections in 

some of her works and to reiterate their potential revolutionary uses: 

Hutcheon, p. 112. 
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W h e n I realised that surrealist art did not recognise I had m y own rights to liberty 
and love and vision as an autonomous being, not as a projected image, I got bored 
with it and wandered away. 
But the old juices can still run, as in the mouths of Pavlov's dogs, when I hear the 
old, incendiary slogans, when I hear that most important of all surrealist principles: 
'The marvellous alone is beautiful' (First Manifesto of Surrealism, 1924). 

So does the struggle continue? 
W h y not. Give m e one good reason. Even if the struggle has changed its terms. 

37 'The Alchemy of the Word'(1978) in Expletives Deleted: Selected Writings (London: 

Windus, 1992), p. 73. 
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