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contingen‘: pregsures. There',is no proliferation of ] i
possessions which have pasts, and Kate cannot be reminded of ™'
being a possession herself. The mirror in Kate's list is
important because it, "provides Kate with a reflection of B
herself, this time without the social approbatiop that had .‘ .
been so much. a part of her life up to this point"™ (Berets -
119)., ' . . .
At this point Kate does not recognize that she
ppssesses the ab111ty to <choose, -but 1t is J:mportant that T
the p0581b111ty'of chome takes root in the soli_t_ude of this o
hotel' room. The physxcal Space in: 1tself is not notable, '

" but ,the underlying values which "Thls small box of ‘a room"

. . S [

reptesent indicate the movement of l(ate s consciousness away .
f:ror.n habit, fear a_nd.lr:.estriz_‘:tions towardan exploration of~

her own-'desires and needs: when she falls asleep% her. fivrst

- dream occu.rs —= the dream of the seal for which she feels : —"
consuming responsibility t.o nourish: and rescue, which she

must take to- the water that will revive it. In this dream
she finds the seal among the rocks on a hillside- e |
moaned, and she knew she hadXo get lb- to \water. She B _ ;_.‘;

started to'carry the seal in her arms down the hill" (35).

| . This dream is Kate's"propel'lant toward Bildung. 'It'is cledr ‘

that the external space allowed her enables the nurturance -
of self. By redognizing the possibil:n.ty Qf choice, she is .

drawn into the process of’ choice itself. This is achieved

N

not through the.selfless gi-v.i'ng of her beihg to dthe_rs,' butlt B

[N
|
1
{
|
.
'




- *jthrough solitary revaluation of her elusive but most

&
1)

messential identi ty.

* - N3

Spatial imagery in the contemporary female

- + W
= . / B1ldungsroman emerges at-every level of the 1nd1vidua1'

\ ]

-1 - \ ' growth and emphasues the obstacles that the protagonlsts

‘must overcomé to achieve integration of all aspects of self.

‘

§

exact its-,o
‘ \ R -~
woman who ™. @ -
S T

consider the mind the real

. 102)

b

’jimposed de.fxnitlons of patnarch

upon her?‘ But such a d1v131on\1

'1s still dlspl‘aced in socie’ty.

Y

[l .
D

alisociety hav

s resopant ih its deeper

~

...xs forced into a schlephrenlc response
either she can remain identified. wvith her Body -
“which has been obJectlfled as a tool For male
purposes, in which cade she denies her ‘mind-and
her-spiritual self; or sheé can deny the.body and
self. The latter :
entails an autistic withdrawal from the éveryday
‘publig world, a 51lent 11v1ng within. . (Donovan

' 'Sp_aee is indi_spensable to the achievement of this goal.

necessity in her life entails some sort of pr1ce, as the

wn payment. Donovan commen.ts on the harassed

LN

of "her most essential self Smely because he externally

-

the possesslon of space-bg‘a“ heroine who, recognizes its .

)

A ch01ce is necessary to the herome of contemporary

\soc1ety she inhabl,ts makes st,x:ong dlstinct1ons between men

Yet

,and 'women. Adherence to. or rebelllon agalnst such: precepts

- Bildung omane, but why should she choose or deny any aspect

>

e’ been placed

a-

——

,implications —-—even by not t.hoosing, a herome, as woman,

Adhere_nce ,to‘ sociat values

P




-

A

.

- longer "prisoners or slavesg.
g

P, e [
O h

will not ensure persenal freadom. Paradoxically, the' choice

.
i L]
[

of space over constrlctlon lnvqlves pain, loneliness and.
some form of ostrac1sm for the heroine, . but independence,

autonomy and self will have been attained in the process.

Such choice is active andspositive, even with its.undertones.

. &y
- of .agony .and loss, and involves reflection, re~examination,

.
. A .8

revaluﬁion and movement. Spéce is necessary and has a

A Y
"definitive impact on the achievement of Bildung. The’
protagohists come to choose their own physical', .
- ‘. 'y o-'-'

intellectual, emotional and mordl parametefs; and redre’ate‘,'

themselves Dby escaplng fr@m repression at every level. Tﬁe'y .

2 4

’l\ay be ostrac1zed, but- become self defined "outlaws -
[ J
‘aliens", "exlles or spies"; and "misfitg", an_cl are no ’
. . . -
They are no longer dislocateg
s, '

from themselves.
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I was bofrn to répeat myself. : -

g

o e g ‘ " -sout’6n the spob. . ol

<y .. IO B PR o
. ' - s . - et R ;.““\‘@ﬂ
‘% . . Wt ;

; :

« T
You hear me, I'm - fh
croaking-of repeated ’
d&ja=-vu, déja-read,: déja- . ;
‘'said.. "I obliterate d oY
myself a thousand times a LT
~ -day. Clich@s apd damn .. B
g *.words. 'Desire to be: .., oo
'grass:__zedantry—in the -
PR - ‘mind. The sentences, the . ..
S key words of the early - .~ . . =
. hours escape .me. Tufring S

"e . - L]
' .

- Already seen a thousand .
copies. . That's what- I'm °
fated to, go through.. :
- “Bvery time.._ Always = . .
: repedt. ' This obsession, ...~ = -
to start from the- . '
beginning tp_ the end here C
. o - ‘*and now, the-tptality so
) ) *  often heard, repeated in-
. the same térms. The
* spoken words unwaund . ’
. endlessly down to anguish
o (stranglehold) saturation

. . ! of the totality. The
Lo "cosmic hold of Parmenidea
N /pn—f'ﬁ\ freezes me. . . L

"+’ Get in touch’ with
elusive reality.

Ly - ‘ "+, * Tha tomb of the word

e ' shuts. me in. No hold.

L . « Have done with ‘God's .
SO judgehent said Artaud:
X the- judgments of fathers.
Tav e "I say to the letter the
.  “ hon-existence and the
‘non=movement
55=56)

- (Theor&t . .




- reprea ntation of reality is examined, the demaroations

' strategiee are employed én both., f U - .

k3

"L Narrative and«language in the con;}mporary femalé
A .
Bildung sroman are worthy of con51de>at1on because they

provide insight into the woman. writer's difficulty in ﬁ«

presentidg realities, which is f&rthe@ problematdhed by the

conventione of the text and of language itself. - No one word -

this genre, of course, but examination ‘of’ narrative
o .

“'ctrategies'and-treatment of . language can help us to locate

revolutionary shifts in the her01nes perceptions which lead

'them toward change. Much of this is effected through

H;rviolation, subversion of, and experimentation with

© can be- representative of a certain structure or theme within’*

"traditional forms to -render texts that arejsurging, specular -

~and'distinct. " In is genre;.self-consciousness-and'self-

analysis .are’ seen as processesg of transition. Narrative and

~

language are used‘in an attempt to transcend traditional

5

o .o . -, ."' . Lo T
forms. ﬂ . . | .

In The Women's Room and Lady Oracle, the quest for self

and~the moveméntffrom fragmentation to wholeness are

products ‘of this struggle wiyh language and form. ‘As the

N

between reality and art, fact ‘and fiction, self and role are
. . I

eventuallyfexploded, resulting finally in integration.“'

“These novels will be dealt with sequentially, as similar

-

0 o
The wOmen 5 Room ia fraught with dieruptione by a. °-

narrator who is distant..ironic and caetigating toward the
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centr%l protagonist, .era. These 1nterruptions,‘ which are T
‘contained malnly in separate chapters, generally provxde a B

L ,commentary on thejaction, and more: particularly on the

‘characl" of Mira. Thig voice first intrudes’ in the third | o
':f'“ chaptér: "Perhaps you £ind Mira a little ridiculous.. I do;",L .
B . /~'mys;lf" Cll)._ ‘In this narration, the tone is.self= | .
e ': . ~- . consc1ous, compllcitous and. reader—dlrected. This isi .-"‘. ’ 33

\ - .- L -

. 'nonetheless contained by the emphasis,given to Mira S story.

The. narrator 1ndulges in much'self-reference, which leads us

- .

- ‘to belleve that she is an 1mportant part of the main -

+
. - ve

. narrative. It is not untlb the closing pages of the novel, : .8
) M .however, that we learn that this naﬁrator actually is Mira, ) \'5“f
»

.aspeaking from an older, more experienced and infinit

- cynical-point of view. This bipolar development is

L4 A :
1mportant to a full understanding of the nature of Mira's

self-quest. . . - " . " o
More infrequently, these interruptions are féund withi
‘Ehe main narrative, which .is’the narrative of Mira 8 -
experience dﬁd growth. The effect of this is much more ' : f;
. powerful and jarring._.lt disrupts the\sequence of events.‘ - ;lfln
'f;. T e and suspends the action. Oftenkin these passages,,the tone
is melodramatio-because the content is abstract, S 'f"._‘J -
philosophical and ideological, offering vivid comparison N }f".}r€

. : with Mira's narrative £ tedium, detail and dry reality. . . 1“ff

ks, .

. The line between thﬁce wo worlds is clearly emphasized Hy ‘ ,Vr;bﬁ
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e 5, deal - all day with shit and string beans, your m1nd does, )
T koot (em. e T . o
.. The two'narratives'of Mira'and the narrator are not . '
;linear.- The narrator is self-reflective and obsessed with
. ‘an ‘accurate reconstruction of the past:. She'emphasizes . -
_validity,-authenticity and truth at’ every level of Hﬁr' A
.'egamination. The result 1ﬁ a dual fqgus of development, o

———

" then: a past third-person Mira moving into~thg\present, ‘and

" the older firstLperson narrator who attempts ‘to place the

. :' past in a structured perspective. The narrator is further\ -

~Z

"hindered by writing and memory, w1th all,. the ambigu1t1es and
cohtradictions they contain, the inev1tab1e reliance of

memory..on subjective perception rathet than bJective

+ -

.nreality. The disgunction between the ‘two selves is apparent

- ' ~in the narrator s appraisal of her past self: "There s Mira..

. - with all her closed doors, and here.s me .with all my open
ones, and we re.both miserable (11). At this stage, past

¥ .. and present selves are'unalignedQ It is only when we reach

gl
3 -
qﬂpee that Bildung has been , )

‘the close of the novel’ th

. achieved by  the. realignme "of past and present, role‘and

ﬁ; ! self,,through memory,g%xtensive self-examination ‘and the’

S J’{.- e cruel dissection of experience. ' T _ B :
?f- (itfuj _— ~In this way, The: WOmean Room is equally concerned with 'fl ;':
;thgf\sﬁ‘;';'; the development of the narrator. dislocated not only through O

A :w*. __lf ) time and memory, but sUspended on the bridge between Eact ' VR
ﬁ;:" i T aqd fiction- ) l { ' ﬂﬁs : ‘ S j T : o ts

L ‘
W Tl

. . AR}
. oo - .

.

-
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8l.
The novel beglns with Mira s return to college.. We,

: frrst see her ‘hiding in the bathroom there. She is\thirtyp'

elght years'old;- This episode is comprised of two chapters.’

The.next.two chapters introdﬁce-the'nag;ator,.who‘tells us -

~ that. she s a professor, free for the sﬁmmer, who-reflects oot
on M1ra s position and decides to adapt a ‘summer project of !

wr1t1ng about the ‘past, "“to try to let the voices out" (18),

L]

"We also learn that she is considered a madwoman who walks

. the Maine beach, and who‘Pas discarded "the image A15)..

Chapter 5 reverts back to Mira 's childhood, chronologically jv. N
chartxng the events .of her lee, until she merges into the.
. person of the narrator at the close of the novel. _ R
‘ - _The narratbr rgveals that she. is a college,professor"’ S .

\\\\;‘ . who teaches "Fairy Tale and Folklore" along with Grammar and o i
\ . composition. A greatvdeal of‘the‘narrative inhthe novel
focuses on fairytale,/ fiction and my th’, which,»while
' providxnd’cultural'p rspective, is subverted to reveal »

¢

o L alternate realitie% As the. narrator says oE Mira: “What'e <

to fear, after all/ in a silly ‘woman always running for her

. ' mirror to see who she is? ‘Mira liVed by her mirror as much

as the queen in Snow_White" (17). French points out that

B ~ Mira's dependenfe on externalhapprobation is rooted in : .

. | conditioning t rough ghltural stereotype, and results in 'y
ff} o . .I*feelings oE in‘dequacy and powerlessnebs. The mirror must' " ‘ﬁj
ﬂ‘.be redbunced and the reflections. proclaimed as inauthentic ,h.: _,,fi

L .for any development to occur. . S t o S f'*\q: . ':?.

(SR R . »>
‘|'.‘ e . .

a7 ‘v PR
L
gn‘fl\,n.ka.:c
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. N . C .i . 1 . ... - o : L
' French has been criticized for her pursuit of realism. - | .4

at ‘thesexpense of style, her concentration on'matter rather . —
.o, . "' * . ) * . . '- . ) ’ oo " L. ‘ t. . ) . :-.
than mann;§: . : Co X ' o Coel
o R . C ‘...} ? ' \» o S -
Such 4oose ‘writing" suggests strongly that all that , '
counts is subject matter, the nature ‘of Mira's '
e oppression as a miniature of women's oppression;
_ N SR - thdt the artfulness of the -narrative must be ,
- _ ~secondary.' This' is.pure “ideoloyy, reminiscent of
: ’ - . the arguments for social realism, and it sounds o
i N - ' curious coming ¥rom an author who has written on
“James Joyce, Ulysses: .The Book World. In
order to wr te§%pout women, why must she discard

f' . everything 'she arned while obtaining a Ph.D.? )
' | '". (Ka!.'l 426) . ‘ ) “ i
. . . o . i ‘. o )
S R ) ‘ ' Co ™, .
. _l// Karl 's.criticism is well- founded until one realizes L
" 3 ' . L] “ S #

that he ‘has’ not pinpointed the identhty of the narrator, "

s . whom he descrabes as "unnamed" (Karl 426), an&'seems to -

[ |

f mistake for French. -The narrator s s lf—conSCLQusness and 3 L e
- . A.' N = . . .
;; apologies, even ‘as she begins by statxng. “Writing is hard

A ‘ ay I

. : for me. The best I can do is put down.bits and pxeé!ﬁ’

fragments of time, fradhents of llves" (The Women' s .Room 18)

may be "intended to undercut criticism" (Karl 426), but I
S " would'argue that it 1is rather French s subve;sion of - . . dt-
;fb S traditional;form through the narrator s relentless _‘ |

;:' €u . | /finsistence that the text isla record oE reality and its

¥ * .
~

R 7,\1' C th t reaﬁity. By recording personal doubts and insecurlties
i [

A, abo t‘%he*ﬁriting process itself. the: narrator more - ol




The feminist ideoldgy which dbminites Thé Women's Rgom'

.. 7 . is responsible ‘for the proliferation 6& jmaller narratives-

. .within the.noVel. Mira is 1nvested w1th tRe responsibility

e . of be1ng representative; as the presence of
u"' ) M : . L 'Y ’ ;
v Lot consc1ousness ‘is predicated on shared experience.y

collective.

\

LT » .wayy the’ text: becomes fuller, the quest motif richer® and

the movement toward Bildung more purposeful..-As‘one writer

8

' states. s . s

$
-

o . French's novel establishes a lonq narrative pace.
- ) An unhurried ‘if strident set of tales about :
: | women's -lives comprises the, fabric of:the novel.
v That many of the details of separate stories
i . ) : repeat each other is- one of . the most. impressive .
b o ways of connecting: the lives: even women- as—
' different from each other as Mira and Iso and Val
have. had similar experiences. No segment of
- culture is safe from the abuses of power-economic,
"physical and_emotional power. (Wagner 294) - :
, ) . Co . ' ‘ -
." i R . 1¢ ‘ -

. French, then, achieves this end in. The WOmen s Room, even as

her narrator expresses doubt about the long—term effects,of

03

‘ the characters special bdhd:
;R: C ' came together in the future, mesh in precisely that way,

i;'~' . . " feel the grace of;connection?. Sucﬁ'grace could not be'”

poe

e o

?:;}n N T capable of creating it" (545)- o b-" ', .

| | . The narrator examines traditional fictions to probe the

1 'area "between: art and reality.‘ Devoting time to birginia
WOOlf end Arnold Bennett, ehe concludes that Bennett 8 work

ﬁ_»ie-gloser tq'the stuﬁf of reality becauee of hie emphesis on

the necessitiee of life, thoee grim& pounds and pence

"WQuld they all, when they L

.In‘thisf‘ -

4

. o arranged‘or forced or even hoped'for; thete was no structure _

-

ot

.
»
;
o~
‘.
,
f
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o,
4

narrator to a-baser level than Woolf's: - she is raped,
- 5

?f ;oo .; 'becomes pregnant, and must use the’ genius she has for words

'to manipulate the man she marries._ The narrator Justlfies -

her cynical 901nt of view by alludlng to Mira's problems

r

f-f ' o with-money,~fami1y,-home:.ythose nasty detaibs‘::\C\\_,: o

. - .
¢ e . - .

(64).f The story of Shakespeare‘s“sister is'SUbvérted‘bysQ{e ‘

S | .Dostoyevsky, who doesn't’ harp ‘on them but E
‘ Zéggzts them. They are: always there jin the o=
, b ckground, like Time's winged c ariot. - But grimy
" details are not .im the background of the lives of : :
_most wghen; they are the ‘entire surface. (66) . "3\ =
As the novel progresses, the narrator reallzes that, she :' ‘
. 4"~ if ‘f:‘ has presevted a very one—sided account ofhfira S marriage.
She tries to rectify thls by concentrating on Norm, but the L
. :) material is 1nacqe551b1e. Direct - in51ght 1nto the . v
. Ty .
AN - , narrator'q.identity is given when she.says, "One ‘problem I .
have is that Mira didn't know much aboutswhat\ggrm felt"
_I . :' hrough those years“ (101). Her focus is too subJective and - N
"*’ "+ she is unable to giVe him angice. Although she can endow
gf oY him with a physical. description, she cannot grant his _
L T S characterlualidityr Because of ‘her difficulty, she’ becomgs ,
: R A : ' » - . * N N
et : defehsive:~" o .’ “7‘37 e A
";’:‘ oL Ty o " o " . - “"'”,U‘ ; -
T e g Xou think'I am making him up., You thir!, ‘Ahals A
oo ey symbolic flgure in what' tuﬂns out’ after all.to be ’ R
e .~ + '+ an invented story. Alack, ‘alas, I wish;he were. . A 8 ‘
N . ' -7 Then he would'be my failurd, not-life's. . I'd muéh ° o .
: o -~ prefer to think that Norm - is,a.stick figure a U .
. " . beécayse I am not much-'of a writer than.pecatise o 3
L, .»Norm is 'a stick’ figure...Sp.maybe the.problem is®™’ R R
AT B _just that we don' t knéw each other very welL, men Ly v ‘
B0 0, and 1ymen. (28J) B e . e

. . P N . . -
- . w A . N I ‘
oo W . A IR AT . Y . \
ST r . roe : o 4 . . . . . P
. \ LT R .- T T . I . L
» . [ - . R . T I . HO . . s :
B " R A AR N N S A .
a‘.‘»"“ . l:"i',"u-“ [ FEPERIRN 1':'.7". . Y W e e v, \._} et x."‘ . .,




| . gs .
s i " When we realize that. the speaker is Mira, the implications o
Yoo . of this passage becdmé much -more powerful.r The division = =~ .. [ A

:_between art, and reality is refracted into a split between

'I’ .: men and women. This subJectlve account, however, is honest,l= 'v:u:yﬁ
nd reflects the narrator's conscious need to create a

'f i wo an-centred eplstemology which dlscards man—made fictions.

French exp11c1tly subverts-traditiogél fictions by .

\

empha5121ng the(ﬁbmen characters in her novel" "Norm" as
/ \
the namg of Mira;s husband is further revealing

‘i{ts-

]

prototyp cal canp atlons. The question of this split

. becomes more general as the narrator later asks, "What is a
: " ) man.anyway?" '(287)" and moveS’to the Jheart of the feminist._ <:
,'dialectic. These passages are digre551ve and their function .

o : [

isg purely comparative, emphasizedisharply by the narrator. ";;

- | :;- "I guess I should get back tojthe story...Yes. And for - - B

f every story I'm telling you;*I m leaving out three" (291). ‘ :, i?

[ The lives and characters“of the women in.this novel ‘ard |
:1ntertw1ned, dynamic.and multidimensional. “The men, by

comparison, are. separate, one-sided and static.' 'i

) The narrator compares her own eﬁ\p&t at writing to art,

RO ‘~“4 " which provides no aid for hers By demanding validity in her

bacéoUnt. she’duestions the closure inherent in art and
;“J;:.‘-:‘ | ._breaks form through self-consciousnes , self-reflexiveness:
1,2;2' ‘.Pr;"l think I would not 1 so bad about it if it ‘had. endeq

: . di'fferen_tly.' of" eouree, I can't talk about ends, sinf

stillialive“'(2071. By ques ing the closure and 8 sis
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___M;/wﬁich characterizes art, the narrator ailows us to see € at

+

this’ writing 4s a progess, a transxtlon, Jugt as Mira s ‘ e

';5'_4 S development does not cease because the text’ ends.' The q' : e~f

° ~ .y,

el narrator mﬂbtrusts art becaus%%it 1s orderly ‘and- prov1des no (‘
i”tf" 1- A essential knowledge on how.to deal with life.~ It lies-
e "Xou can*believe*the first four acts, but not the fifth"

;l." o _‘.;.(210); "The problem’with the great literature'of'the'past is

that it doesn't tell you how to. live w1th real .endings"
(2ll) The closure of art, then, functions as a removal

i?i , : ' Erom reality. For-the woman writer, this can prove 3

| Y. Q/detrimental to the development of her her01ne. Returning to

o o the novel's opening, ‘the narrator says: L - '

Becapse I. was on my way to saying that Mira had * |
W : ‘1ivéd all her life in fairy-tale land and when she
ff_‘k-—f”” . - went through the doorway, her head was still full ° .
S 7. of fairyland images, she hald no notion of reality. : -
Y. : : So if you.want to:stand in judgement on her you : :
. . ' « have -to aetermine whether her reality was the. same
, as other people's, i.e. was she crazy? (13]

The narrator does not reJect art but .the 1mplic1t - 3' S

» -

'aseumptions of any medium which perpetuates mgth in order to -
LK s
-displace reality and oppress women. As she later Says, "The, _ A

}aesumption that the men are the ones who matter, and that L "

] -
. . )

;the women exist only in relation to them. is so silent and

'underrunningrthat even we' never picked it up until recently.‘

L3 * .
But+after all, look at: what we read" (289) In her novel, A

t

- ‘rFrench rejects such aseumptions. By ueing myth, fairy-tale

and claeeic works oE art and subverting them to alternate

o



"‘reality-of other\women who lend support and enoouragement,

T | | 87

v

'real1t1es in present—tense narratlves, French emphasizes. ;
that the real and the symbolxc are 1ndeed connected, through
tr3d1t10n, memory, perception and action. . Her: account endsf
but only because she. 1s E1n1te (627). She regects.the_lles

closure and sta51s of art. Her own aQCOunt.atteths-to
imitate reality ‘by the narrator's involvement with the text,
fzcordlng the difficulties of wwiting and ambivalence.about

where #truth" actually lies. It is still an.imitation of .

reality, but the novel's _résolution is openrended,”

empnasizlng furthen the themes of procese and transition.

~

French's main contention is that hope must be found in the

y

~

L 3 - ' :
:disillusionmdiit. The Bildung of this novel is one of
‘realization and isolatlon, but French maintains that a '

° realistic autonomy must dominateuthe.ylosufe of art:

I wanted myallfe to be a work of art, but'%hen I
try to look at ity it swells and shrinks 1like' the
walls you glean in a delitious daze. My life
sprawls and sags, like an old pair of baggy slacHB
‘that still, somehow, £it you. (210) .

I planned my death carefully; unlike my life,
which meandered - along from one thing to another, .

" despite my feeble attempts to control it. My life -~
had a tendency to spread, to get flabby, to s&roll -
and festoon like ‘the frame of. a. baroque mirror,

‘which came from following the. line of least
resistance.. .I wanted my death, .by contrast, to. be
neat and slmple, ‘Understated, -even a little

. - 'severe,. Yike a Quaker church-or 'the basic bllack

'+ dress with a ‘single strand of pearls puch -pgaised-

;. by fashion magazines when.I was Eifteen. Ne

(SN

~

not in escape fantasy whitch perpetuates cycles of dream and

-

......



wﬁ”&i

.
-

-

-

trumpets, no megaphones, no spangles, no loose
ends, this time. (Ladv Oracle 3)

el
A

,,These passgges from The wOmen ] Room and ﬂady Oracle

indicate the 51m11arity of focus in thess-novels on.the

,divasion be;ween art and real1ty, .in both’ passages, the way-

[ — .

in which the narrators descrlbe thelr 11ves 1nd1cates this "’

0 -
v

tension.‘ . : . -

I‘ B . - "f - - .

French's narratdr describes her life, as uhkempt and

«

" chaotic, using the words “"sprawls" and "saés",to illustrate

i .' ' N x Y ] . '
what:she sees-as the shapelessness oq her existence. T
) .

-

Atwood's heroine follows a similar thread, by using words

such as "spreaﬁ*, "scroll" and "festoon“ to characterlze the.

‘similar Ebrmlessness of her l1fe.' Both use cloth1ng as -f
metaphor. French s heroine descrlbes;her llfe as "an old
pair of baggy slacks"; Atwood s Joan ¥oster wears "the basic

black dress w1th a- s1ngle strand of pearls” to characterlze

v

+ «the creation of her fictional death. These'1mages of

‘intrigued by the prospect of "no‘ﬁoose ends",:with thy

“’A‘-\'

‘disorder, lack of con%rol and distortlon reflect the

:narrators_ fascinat!on for art, whlch is controlled, ordered

r

and ehduring., French's -nartator seems to have resolved this.

conflict within herself; Joan Foster, however, lﬂ still

promiSe of order tnat At holds.

" We learnidhat she has. fakeq her own death 1n Tordpto and is

noWw hldlng here.. Joan's time 1n Terremoto compnlses the

Tt
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chronological end. of the novel.. Her . past\\frgm;childhood

until her flctional “death“q comprises another section oE

Lady -Oracle.

As Joan 1s a Gothic romance writer,-another‘

. section of the novel is taken up by her present manuscript

¢

+

. .

called Stalked by Love, which provxdes .a éub-plot tq Lac z

Oracle.

st s =

'
< .

(the hero), Felicia (gecmond s wife); and Charlo

heroine).
. [ .Y

‘name Louisa K. Delacourt,

outlet ﬁor Joah s fanta51es,

~As a Gothic writer,

Lady Oracle.

»
1

an escape from reality. This subrptot,‘eiiilterary . \

L d

The . br1ncxpal characters in ‘this Gothic

e, (the

tHey function as employment, ah

Al .’."F

a{‘e Redmondr o

o'

v »

.

'Asbgoan writes thése Costume»Gothics wndet the -

. L L L o
she also sees hersefﬁ-aa'a‘

X R

kind of "fairy godmother" (31) who prOVldeS her readere with

‘and literary convention'mfthin’l;_}

convention, also serves'to mirror cultural stereofxpe, in a :‘

PEETEET BN

‘way 51m11ar to the use of fairy-tales in The~Women s Room.-. -

—_—

One critic wrltes that: ’.

\3
"'n'

-""

‘.

e -

l

Among the narratives ‘of romance: ‘and the rbmance of

narrative,

. ~organizing .grid for. female consciousness.

"form of sexyal feudalism:,

with the no-frills, .

.(DupleSSLS, 44)
Ll

-

.main narrative and Gothic sub-plot are- qudte str*king-

.

8

the masochistic

r powerlessness df the generic Eemale -confronted
' cruel-buthtendfr maley,

Y

.

It

the Gothic wemains to tfiis day a maior S
g.a- -

’

.
I

et

‘. eis. an unreliable narrator who oscillates between matter-of-

Eactness, role-playing and indeclsion. The Gothic sub-ploé

is pervaded by archaic language and melodramatic action.ii—--’

a-‘

ol

(.
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The differences.% style, 14 nguage and fontent in the ,
I
Joap'




The link between plot and sub-plot is that Joan~wSually

. 1
v invests one of her characters with her own physical
characteristics. This becefies important later in the novel !

when all divisions between plot anqksub-plot break downs ’ I

As in The Women's Room, references.to cultural étimuii e

foreshadow divisions between perception and receptivity to
. - /

-

‘«fantasy. Joan bonstantly'compares her person to creations -

~

6f gopular culture. ﬁll reaction tecomes an affecEation .
rath;r than natugal response. For example, remembe:&n? a ‘“{‘
Walt Dlsney mov1e she had seen when she was elght, Joan _
begins to CrYw Although her sadness 1S'rOOQed in the.
isolation and”;oéﬁiiness she feeis in Tqrreﬁoto,‘Joén

thinks: "I never léarned-to cry with‘stylez-silently, the
pearl-shaped tears rolling down my cheeks from wide luminous

"‘eyes, as on the covers of Trug Love comics, leaving no -

smears or streaks" (5-6). Thb act~9f crying is displaced
. . f .
from Joan's own emotions and reactions, influenced primarily

by a' cultural .symbol in her mind.

~Ihe heroine's flrst cr;sls of identity-arises when her.

. mother\E\Iis her that she was named for Joan Crawford, who ..‘w.”
was evgrythlng that‘Joan is not, incIuding thin; ﬁDld shg . X gé
.give me soméone else'é'néme because sheiwanted me neven to - SN
have a name of my own?" (38) A furtnfr refractinn is , ‘f ;f
reVealeq in the fact that Joan Crawford's real >name_ was _’_

Lucille .LeSueur; this extended inauthenticity shames Joan

for years. .
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- N

adolescent obe51ty, Joan Foster, w1fe and poet of Lady

- _thinks: ' o . .

r':,/.’.

" ' T 91~

N .

Throughout'the novel, various images cluster in Joan's
. v ~
mind--as~reflections-and result in the indistinction between

role and self. There are references to the Little Mermaid

(o0& the_Anderson tale), the Fat Lady of the circus, Moira

Shearer of The Red Shoes, and various characters Erom her'

own ‘Gothic novels.> Suspended on a kaleldOSCOpe “of °

prOJectlons, fantasies and realities, Joan Foster. feels that
g ~ e . * .

she must create alternate roles for herself. Her alternate

4

"selves consist’ Of ‘the Fat Lady, who blossoms out of Joan's

.t

-

Oraele- Louisa.K. Delacourt, Gothlc rom ce writer, and :
*—_*—'\‘ -
later, as™ alP distinctions’ fade, even her mother, who hovers

close to’ her every attempt at autonomyh
Atwood usegs m1rrors*\corr1dors, mazes, changing pody
images and interhal reflections'to develop the.fantasy lives
of her her01ne. These refractlons funcﬁlon to v1olate the
stgklc polarities of the text and emphaslze the dlfference
between art-and realltyT death and_ life. Terremoto, as the

settlng for Joan 'S escape, after the creation ‘of her

. fictional death, is romanticized by her as the Other Side,

and becomes a term for. conventional plots as well as for-

\

r : . * X s ., [N
.death. As Joan reads a romantic novel, she enviously

~

\._' ~ . R r . N .
I longed for the simplicitly of Jhat world, where
‘happinegs was possible and wounds were only ritual
ones. Why had I ‘been closed out from .that ‘
.impOSsible white paradise where love was as,flnal




as death, and baniShed to this other place“where_~ o - X
everything changed and shifted? 286) '

-

As Joan is_"hookedgon plots; (312f,.she longs to‘live En‘the
’ . world of art, without painland confusion, and.the inevitable .
°mutab}l;ty of Ehings. In Terremoto, hoyever, she begins to |
' change‘her point'of yiew as, eqen haQing cFeated—HEr awn
. death, reality remained the same and life went oh without

N ' : - ’ ' . .

her. There she was suspended, and she th;nks. “The Other - o
’;;////71 " " side was no pafadise, it*was only a limbo". (311). ‘This. ‘; ""hig
- T susoension proves medicinal, howevéf,'as the haroine begins ;
to gain a greaterﬁunderstanding of her natnrej realizing’
that by escaping 1nto fantasy she has been living
v1carlously-through her roles: "It struck me that I d spent t }E
too much of my llfe crouchlng behlnd closed doors, listening ? 7.,
N . to the voices on the other s1de" (340). In Italy, when her
R . attempts to disgulise-herself fail and the villa peopie P )
begin to yet susp1c1ous, Joan reallzes that her efforts at
fantasy have failed her here. As these dlstinctions Eade,

R

so do the divisions betweén Joan s writing and reality.

~

-

When Joan tries to finish Stalk® by Love, “she T e

3 ' ehcounters more difficulty. The structure ne longer fitsy

tne formnhasfbecome‘entangléd with the réality-of Joan's own

. e -
) .

experience: ~
~ . C "My darling," he breathed hanQEIy. Strong arms
lifted her,-his warm lips pressed her own...
N _ _
RN -4 \
\\.\ , . 1
) ° < \‘\ N |




T - That was the way it was supposed ®® go, that was
e ) , . the way.it had-always. gone before, but somehow it
o . no longer - felt right. I'd taken:a wrong turn

e T somewhere; there was something, some fact or clue,
' : that I had overlooked. (334) .

L. _ N o . - - —
T . —

. "The "fact or clud" ghat Joan has overlooked in ‘her
. : z-
. writing is that\the creation of such standard texts are
defeating her. As Godard writes:
'.". - '.-" ¢ - !
The consolations of ert and the happy endings of
life are timately sterile .and uninteresting to.
""“Joan. SheX resists-the. temptation to closure they
s st ‘.offer, changing stories, .changing. 1denb1t1es in a

;:'." o continuous effort to avoid the grave, in a process

A .. that extends story within story ad 1nf1n1tum, like
P e the face 'in, the mirror. "And one of the secrets it
T : - —contains £8 that the talk's apparent’ closure is a

S ‘ contained withir it. (Godard 32) S
A Lo ' ~ L

-

V ——— -

‘:% - T Felicia, who is cast as V1lla1ness in stalked: by Love.

Felicia possesses Joan's phy31cal characteristiLs of red

- n

"i\, : ‘hair, green eyes and white skin, the two-merge and hecome

v

i . : . ‘ . : ~

wives, who have been traéped-within it. within the «

ﬁ!f.th Ty ‘conventions of the Gothic plot,sshe actually meets her:

K ~j2various personae. She describes two " of them as looking very

Q, .f_ . much like .her. The ochers are the Fat Ladx and her mother.

creations, roles yithout substance, perpetuated only by the

T j ’ paradox...Life and death, mobility. and closure are :

e . When Joan tries to write" again, she enters the plot as

- one. " She enters the maze and encounters-Redmond's fo7mer

i _ They are dead, trapoed in the "central plot" foreVer, mere

machinations of - the heroine s own imagination. ‘Thls scene




7

'encounters Redmond, who she now realizes is -a killer: }f she":f\i

-

than one wife., Sometimes all at once, somet imes one at a

death mask. Her ereation has gone out of control. As he

* functions to unite the polarities and multiplicities that. -

N e

have been refracted through the text.
When Joan/Felicia asserts that she-is Lady Redmond, the

first woman signific&ntly replles:‘“"But every man has more

time, sometlmes ones he doesn t even'know about“ (342),

Through this symbollc statement, Joan is. able to see that

- . i

her response.to reallty was- based" on keeplng ‘the. polarities A ﬂﬁﬁﬁ
> - . '. l . :‘n'

of her essent1a1 self separate and d1st1nct. .‘;4\ C D

‘~\ s S

Whlle trying to go through the doohfmo escape, Joan- SR

" S

LA ‘ . B

dies she w111 remaln at . the center of the maze.forever, ' y oA

eternally banléhed_to the conventlonal plot. -Now,.‘ ; 'f‘ ‘l;f)?}

.

"Cunnlngly, he began his transférmat1ons, trying to lure her.

1nto has~redeh (342). Redmond~assumes—the—char&cteristfcs

of ‘Joan's father,.the ROyal Porcuplne, the POllSh Count,

Fraser Buchanan and Arthur, before his’ face turns into the

reaches EEE her throat, Joan withdraws, and acts on her-

survival instinct, predicated_on the reality of necessity,
not romanticization: -
- ."" ~
It is. f1tt1ng that. Joan s story leads her at this .
point: through the maze to the vne man who has . . S
) manaéed Lo put together the fragments. of her .. et
story. Everything converges from- the moment she : T
gives herself up to multiplicity. "When she. sees
herself playing the role of the many wives of
-,Redmond, she- galns ‘the power to. kill hlm. Lo
/(Godard 21), S . LT IR

-




i L : - N -
. - * . + ‘

Wt e ! | ' . T ' . . ’ 95 . !

‘ - . . - - . ) e )
N . Opening her eyes, Joan hears real footsteps approaching '
“"- . o ‘ '. .

- ' her cottage in Terremoto and finds herself hitting a man

Co .~ over the head with a Cinzano.bottle. She discovers an o N .

i . . L]

o active, .immediate reaction in her reflexive aggression which
- e .o r - »

‘opens up & new area of self-discovery for her. One ﬁ&ght
argue that .this is Joan s f;rst act of confrontatlon rather

5

than escape in the- entlre novel. - % i . ‘<

Joan s perpetuatlon oE roles 1s caused in Lady Oracle R

in part by herpneed to, assuage others and to méke them SR .

S

happy.f When her hUSband Arthur po1nts out that.Joan's

B A

"pol;tlcs were sloppy" (90), Joan retreats behind the fagade

of his perceptlon of her. In-the process, her own self RIS

: rsedbmes obscured._ “Wbat he d1dn t know was that behlnd my ' i
1.‘7’”"' - 6 LN
compa881onate smlle‘was a set of tightly clenched teeth, and \

"behlnd-that a leglon of v010es, crying, 'What about ‘me? .What = :new

Ly AN

about ny own paln? When 1s 1t my turn? BUt 1'd learned to

stlfle these v01ces, to be calm and receptxve (90). Arthur

¢ e
3 Q a

also tell§ Joan'that her mlnd is' not d;sc1plrned (12), Whlle

.e’

the Pollsh count tells her,the mystery of belng a, woman lles
only 1n the body (166) A:thur“tells her that she has no c ?.,F;

goals (212), the Royal Porduplne asserts that she 1s a | SR =

P
o . v
. u° ©e ! e 4 [ RN

threat to men"(270) , o - - »

. . : . ’. n
' o - . . »

Despite these. perqéheral Judgments in Lady Oracle,‘\'

however,,therg are, reﬁerendes by Joan to her own - ba51c - .

) unkemptneSS and untldiness.‘ Qulte early, her mother excuses ui :
1, J

‘ .
° )

her from household choresv~ "On the few occaslons I'd .
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o ' ¥ e e "Hrikf , NG
- .attempted it, the results had not pleased her" (51). When -
o5 —— r .
f“ she later marries,. she adm{ts: ‘"I wasn't at heart a N
- kitchen-tidier, and he [Arthur] was disappolnted later when
. hé found this out” (170}. Similarly, when she later alludes :
to cooking for Arthur,~she sags: "Being a bad cook“was much .
easier than learning to be a good one, and the extraon01selu' . .

and floud1shes didn t strain my powers of 1nvention" (211= g
t ' - ,‘-ﬁ'x

.12). In.Terremoto, when Mr.«Vitrioni'comes to.visit, Joan o

. . . -, SR
'l,ﬁhsz / realizes that her bed is not- made, clothes and underwear .,"‘.: .

1 N

litter the cottage, and dirty d1§hes lie'in the sinkﬂand on 7f

‘_'/ - the table (ll). These allu51ons,_somewhat incidental to the ﬁfi'ﬁxa

N

L S
AL ARU RN R 1 A

:'??f . f"' ' narrative of Joan's growth and eXperience, then, are ; )
significantly magn1f1ed~1n the last sentence Qf the novel ° :E
Lo il did make a mess; but then, I don't think I 11 ever be a ‘5??
.'i‘ . _very tidy person”: (345). These marginal~references to . i S 'f
T C ~ ’ I . RIS
S Joan's disorder, which-signal reality over the art which has .. ...
o o / v ' S
e "no, loose ends" (3) and her subsequent acceptance of- 4Er . RO
;:3 . untidiness, demonstrates affirmation ofaher real self.' As‘, : 'fﬁ
- e il Lo e
.-Joan embraces chaos and unpredictability, which symbolize i‘"fﬂ
;,;“‘ S life, she’ views a future full of possibility. By accepting' Eoo
P } o " . ’ *.‘"-.“.'.
' A limitétions, and’ therefore reality, Joan may discard the . T

. conventional plots that have failed her?\\zodardbwrites_
:%;:( o that- | ‘ L )

- . ( ) . o - . . . . i e
‘_:;;‘ ., | . N . . ‘ . - F " N
s .. . The worlds of fact and hallucination, . . . : .
Lo Y, LY autobiography ‘and fiction, Rept apart ‘at .the - v o T
O bedinning of the novel(s) have become intermingled ¢ n
RS ... " . . by the'end. : These and the subject/object;. - 4 L
T : . division, the author/char terbseparation,:the o Lok

o W e L . ‘




.‘_ psychlc relocation 1n its her01ne, Kate Brown. It functions

"as an essentiai part of the narratlve, prov1d1ng a parallel

' the text- T ' . : ' . R ..." . .

',acculturatlon and blology is 1mp1101t in Le551ng s handling

'of language. The heroine, Kate Brown, is prototyplcal. The

lwith‘Kate S movement toward Blddun

) ’ ' : - 97

male/female distlnction, which the patriarchal

tradition would view as polarltlea are in [these]

novels by women shown to be aspec yéof the same

'thing, multiple %and- £luid, as t'heyf end to 'run

into one another. °‘Every woman is many women; just..
- as every story is many stories. (Godard-24) :

) , . :
Language is used as symbol in Do is Lessing's The

Summer Before the Dark, and is integra o the process of ;
t , - 'l

~

- As the novel opens,_sie narrator bells us- that Kate

.'r" . “

Brown is g01ng to grow old. It is assumed that this refers°
to a mid-llfe cr151s, although this is never expllcitly _
stated.’ Blological imagery in the novel supports this

v, R
premise, as‘te531ng uses anlmals and phy51cal 1llness as

.

representatlons of. reality and aff&rmatlon, symbols of inner .
e . L
growth and consc1oUsness.

In The Summer Before the Dark, the tension between

’

biological agang of# her body 1s inev1tab1e, -and the 1nner

~

:to the reallty/theatre motif which Lessing weaves throughoub——.'

change she experiences parallels this transition with®
. N c. . . - " . . -’)

. ) . B . . ‘! . i . . .
peouliar power andﬁforce becalse Ity too, is contingent on
: | . sy - .

in. the novel concerned

\
H

instinct rather than learnlng.' Muo

.

ig elu51ve and

P RS
- 1- .
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words. Ruthvén has written on the difficulty with language

2

that faces women writers, and articulates the .problems of an

area which has traditionally been male-dominated. He says: ¢

’ . -

What a feminist linguistics must shoWw is that

language, in addition to being a pr1son in this

Ll . general sense, is specifically ‘a women's pr1son-'

S ) and that llngulstlcally speaking, women are doubly’
: dlsadvantaged in belng (as. it ‘were) prisoners of

. the male prisoners in the prison-house of

e ; language. (Rgthyen 59) . o . //

‘For women, langdage is 1nadequate to identify reallty.‘

spec1f1cally, thelr reallty. ~e

&

The Summer Before the Dank is dlélded 1nto Elve

L | '.chapters - "At Home" "Global Foods" . "The Hol}day , "The
hotel“ and "Maqreen s Flat". 'Tpese chapters are external
signifiers which accompany_the delineation of Kate's inner

. '—journey. The structure islcircular; Kate returns to the
plaoe from where she set out: Home..

The novel opens with the sentence: ‘"A woman stood on

" her back step,.arms folded, wa1t1ng" (3).. The use by the

2~'ﬁ'~f ' narrator of ™a woman" to descrlbe-Kate illustrates the.~ T

/.' narrator's distancey and, Jqore s1gn1flcantly, the distance
.of the#herOLne from herself, whlch is emphasized through
rsuch oblxque reference. What Kate thinks about is language:

@
YShe was . lettlng words and’ phrases as worn as nursery rhymes

>

sllde,around her tgngue: ‘for towards the crucial
experfences custon'allots certain attitudes~and they are

lprétty stereotyéed*'(30;',Throhgh a11~oﬁ Kate's reflectiona,'

%




she abknowledges those elements of her personality and gains . ‘y
" more control over her own 1dent1ty" (Rubenstein 203). In f

this First scene, Kate's body and her att}tudes tgward
’ £ %"

- I

R 99
the narrgkor persistently refers to the position of her ),»
Y .

body. As Rubenstein says, "Ironically, what has been most

characteristic of her life, her ‘'passivity, adaptability to

. P . - ' 3 ' . /
others' sweeps her into a series of choices through which // /
> ) .

language 1dent1fy her state of recgat1v1ty ’ . o !',3"3

’

In. thls flrst chapter, Kate is’ descrlbed as mother and -// ‘

wife, passdﬁg,'adaptable and for whom all areas of ch01ce

~ . .

are- predlcated on external preferenées.' Her clothlng lS
"all exqu151te tact" (10), su1table for her age and
p031t10n. Thinking again‘about language, she reflects tnat.
"The truth was, she was becoming more and more uncomfoyéably

conscious  not only that the thlngs she said and a gooﬂ many

]
.

‘of the things she thought had been taken down off a/%ack and

put on, but that what she really felt was somethlng else

and like the

. »

agaLn" (4). Kate is trapped in a certaln role,

. language.. that characterizes her role, uses cli he,

convention and stereotype to identify concep s and
experience. Hovet and Lounsberry suggest hat: ‘"As in The

ng here  suggests

Golden Notebook and earller novels, Leij}

that we must doubt the very language in 'which wekthink,‘

/

'_speak, and remember, for it is fashloned'by inauthentic role

/

'conditionlng“ (Hov;t and‘Lounsberr /42) kKate's ahility to

cognize her oWn self-deceptlon, however, constitutes a "I




-
. C .. - h : d . + 100
positive receptivitf toward change even as, paradoxieally, .
' N . : ‘ ' . }-.
s she 1s unable to articulate her sense of this: "Choose® :

When dJd I ever thoose? Have- I ever chosen?" (9) .
.. o For the-first tims in twenty—-five years, Kate Brown is ‘ 5
‘ separated from her husband and chlldren when she is offered
a summer job at a coffee company called Global Foods by her
husband's frlend; Alan Post. 'Ironlcally, her job_is

L translating between business people from different

r

boun;ries,'“She first begins by_translaeing.Portuguese, "the
language of her youth and initial social conditioning"

(Hovet and Lounsberty 41-42). That she is at first worried
about appearinyg well-groomed and compegené, that she turns

"...her inner adjustments of manher away from being Mrs.

Michael Brown" (26), demonstrates Kate's sensitivity toward Lo

;%, * roles and convention. - .
" At Global Foods, Kate observes the machinations of the .
. i ’
business people, who are attractive and well-dressed. The

&

interpreting process itself strikes Kate as, a reflexive ) -

2

- process; "She would be like a kind.ofqmachlne herself: ' Yo
~ . : Vil : »

L. ” into her,ears would'flow one language, and from her mouth Rt

ot J/ . would flow another" (28). Lessing presents translation as ‘a "
N . . . " . . . )
totally dependent .form of language, in which the translatj;//

2 is an automaton. -

9

. N,
Lessing also explores the power of v1sual'cues

" ¢ throughout the novel - posture, gesture, clathing, .

¢ ®

'movemept, }ouch -~ to render the most immediate~ impressions. ' "ﬁ

oo T S ' g | L
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’ ‘ . . ok . el C .
"And what authority. even the creases in .a suit can convey
. . . 0 I
worn by a man whose décisions are of importance to people '’

hauling sacks of coffee on a-hillside .thousands of miles

~

away" (30). Kate wonders if the countries' representatives

have ever been hurgry as there are no v1$1b1e 81gns of

'

poverty. In the superflc}aIVWOrld of this Lnjfrnatlonal .
organfggtion} peOple fit into prescribed roles,

a he
distrepancy between affluence and poverty 1s thlckly L

disguxsed. o L

At Global Foods,»Kate beg1ns to not1ce that - gestures
[ ]

communlcate a variety of-messages. She watches the

v -

off1c1als alter their gestures andqbody m0vements to fllrt -

'w1th one another. Kate 1nvolves herself in thxs, o

subternanean commun1cat10n by changlng her clothes and’ ha1r,
- .
d1scover1ng in the process that certaxn mqvements serve to

make- her elther attract1ve and noticed, or 1nylsIble.. The

heroine is startled by this revelation and thinks: "This 1s1

what it must féel to be an actor, an actress —- how very

»

taxing that must be, a sense of self kept burning behind So

many different phantasms® (50).° Ironically, Kate's own

<

‘sense of selt( has been buried under‘a convention‘a)l

dispositiOn which follows her into her job at Global Foods.

,The adJustments of halr, clothlng and pos1t10n suddenly .

evoké an image of her y/_ljnger gelf, 1n. a whlte dress,

sxtting on a veranda. She wonders ‘if that self had been

s .o -

"sympathetic", "a ﬁa:m personality" 150). ‘Kate then.

N N * - -
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realizes that tHose qualities have been formed out of the

, - ~*

. d15c1p11ne oE beinyg a w1ﬁe and ‘mother. Lessing s use of the

b
. characterist1cs, demonstrates that these aQdiestructive to

6

|
.

wife/mother role,.which seems to embody and affirm admirable

’ 3

4
the self que%t because they are rooted in conventibn,~

1

aserv;tude and the deQifl of truth. . "1
. Mov1ng,away from language, then, as the primary .

:1nd1cator of Valldlty, Kate uncovers further deceptions..

v ¥ -

Her own role of self-sacrifice is extended into the

‘.commethal, capltalist soc1ety, where stereotypes of the-

w1fe and mother functlbns are used as sales techniques. _The

r . . _." "‘

process of movement - and refiection is’ related ‘in terms of

‘past and present.. As Kate v1eWSIEVents in  the esent, they

provide cues 'to retracing memory with an,.acutely aw¥®e |

perceptfon. For example,-When.she thinks of a past Elight-

she had taken to ‘the United States, she remembers- the
stewardess?s and thinks~. "Never durlng her entire life had
°thls @houghﬁ come near‘her- ‘the monstrousness of putting/pp
a_girl tb be a. target for publlc love == drum majorette,j

/
airline/advertisement, hostess - for months, or for years“

2 * .
e
(62) It is monstrous because it reinforces gex-

o

‘stereotyping and encourages 5001etal attitudes whlch deny;

3

‘self=- fulfillment n women. -,
. Whéa the cohferenCe of Global‘Foods moves to Iurkey,

Kate ‘meets qeﬁﬂrey Merton; “When the.conference ends..ghe.’f

continues on:to Spain with him. ‘Here -she is-further .
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distanced from language, as she does® not understand Spanish.

She stherefore travels closer to a new underétanding of

.~communication through the recognition of external, visual

cues which.propel Wer intuitive journef to the recesses of
"the bnrning gelf" buried in consciousness and diséuised-as
.role:~ ILn a hotei one night, she hears twq men taiking‘and
leans out Shroughhthe wfnqew: Although she cannot

understand the language, she realizes as she sees them that

) . ' . {
they are speaking business: "Yet she had not heard one word

-

L 4

lies in a hotel bed for several weeks._’Not completely

that told her éhis. Their voices were those of men talking_

- about money; thelr on1es talked risk and gain" (95).

“n ~

Reviewing her 11£e as wife and mother, and comparing
this with Rer younger self, it- seemed to Kate that she had

*acquired not virtues but a form of dementla" (103). Like

~

Stefan in Shedding she must confront her "false memory"

the.tendency to-slot experience into conventional patterns.

Kate thus £1nds language ineffectlve, indeed o
.damagingly deceptite, in the public world./fShe
begins to question the value of language in her - -
personal life as well...She gradually discovers
that.the "love-talk" and other-¥erbal conditioning- .-
have been so pervasive that they have determined

. not only her dress, make-up- and behaviour, but the
, lariguage of her private'thoughts as well. (Hovet
and Lounsberry 42) ) :

‘ . Q
As she returns to London, Kate becomes very ill and

-

-

recovered, she returns to her home and sees her friend Mary ,

‘, .

'acroes the.street. ’Although Mary sees her and stares, it




. .. saddened by iﬁ, she felt quite drunk with relief that

'disproved" (168). : : . ' oo,
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soon becomes evident that she does not recognize Kate, who
has lost much weight, and is supposed to be elsewhere. Kate

is incredulous. It is significant that Mary is described as

. wearing clothing uncommon to her, wearing "a straightly set

and sensible hat" (164). Kaﬁe realizes that "...nothing of
what she was seeing now was true of Mary, who was in - -
disguise"’(lgé); Because Mary does not recognize Kate and
looks down on her, she assumes a relationship to her pﬁét is
very different from her usual self. Kate reacts to the
knowledge, that; because of é‘fe@ arbitrary facts, she is
suddenly anénymoué to her best ﬁriend:% "Far from being : ~f"

friendship, ties, 'knowing people' were so shallow, easily o0
a. . 7

The. same nighﬁ, Kate attends the theatre to see A Month

in the Country, wanting to explore this phengmenon~and see

people "dressed up in personalities not their own" (168).

r~

As Lessing uses language in The Summer Before the Dark as a

v .
metapﬂor of unreality, in this section the metaphor is

extended into the microcosm’of.the theatre, where role-

A \ . L . -
playing becomes” almost superfluoﬁs to the larger images of -

Ll
A

daily unreélitY;which the heroine observes., N -
At the theatre, Kate jbehaves in a bizarre manner,
_ o : / \ . SN
prompted by a combination of her illness and her
‘/-: .

observations. Ironically, as the actors assume their roles,

Kate abandons hers." -She creates a disturbance by shouting

~ e
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Y
at the actors, commentlng on the action, and quite loudly \\"

declaring the whole scene nonsensical. Kate sees the play

as a parody on the acting she sees iu\reality: "A joke.
Like her own life. Farcical" (172). \Mofeover, when she
surveys the audience, Kate finds that the people have all’
turned into animals. peésiug binds here the teusions of
convention and biology, and ironically subverts them to

demoustrate role-playing, deception and Spiritual poverty.

The image is a powerful one as Lessing draws attention to

the ludicrously"well-groomed heads of these animals that’
~ -\
would keep a dozen families allve for months" (172). 1In

-5
[ VO

The. Summer Befdre the Dark, halr and its grooming become a o \‘1

symbol of~conform1ty to conventjion. The ‘animals are L

"Qgeks", and 1n her hysterlcal:gut v131oned condltlon, Kate

L4 &

sees in ‘the popular play and the affluent crowd the roles

which are projected into the theatfe.g As Poznar comments:
"The world as Kate comes to understand it is a theater, a G

A stage on which figures perform their appointed roles. The

~

cos o '\ 3 .
» conditioned reflexes of a new liberal age :are so pervasive

" that the unteai has beeome real" (Poznar 57). ' . e
" . N X . : . - . ‘ 'v
//;énpgnizing itereqtype:es,acting, Kate bedomes attuned S

y to her own Eeelings toward language and silence. Her

’

e

decision to reclaim!herself as inviolable{ uninvadable,.is

-~

expressed through her hair, a visual .signal of her non=-

\

conformlty to acculturation. She leaves a wide band of |

[

'_ngYf rejecting any~perce1ved~dlssent. It has been noted

. 4
N . e
N . .
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that "Kate's widening band of grey is thus an assertion of

truth over‘fglsehood, an assertion of the truth of aging and

P

physical death over the pretensions to perennial youth"
(Hovet'and Lounsberry 49). Kate's movement away from’

language is man&ed in her choice to make a stagement

visually. -
Having abandoned~most language aS"ihefféctive,.Kate

retraces areas of language and words that have held certain
) . 3] ’ .
fixed meanlngs for her. When Maureen leaves a note in the

\
apartment for her signed "love", Kate:

® 0~ \\

...tore up -the note and said, Shit to thatt using
the word her children used, and Maureen used, but -
which she never had. She appropriated it, feeling »
it was her right: What a con! ‘What a bL@ody ’ '
great stupid game! What a load of shit.."
. All her children shat, shitted, “shit, in every
sentence, like the workingman's fuck, fucking;
fucked. ., .
Now she had said shit .without kriowing she was
going to. '
So much for a word. (221)

As Kate moves from inauthentic responses to langyage, its
power over her becomes negligible. Therefprg "shihf7 a word
whiéh constitutes a vidlation of her former role, is said
uncon501ously anﬂ Yeflexively. Instead of responding
conventlonally and smlllng 1ndulgently at the word "love on

the paper, Kate rbjectsuprepense and language.whlch bind her -~

- »

to a gertain role. NG

Ihis affirmation of self is also echoed in Kate?s

s 5.

‘silences. withdrawing from- responses such as sympathy'and

-

40'




" regyarding marriage:

. beyond her role to Bildurg.

Jcomments.oh Sheddlng.
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.self-gtving, Kate must also be attuned to forms of deception

=

and falseness. When Maureen speaks to Kate about her fears

b

Kate sat down and Kept silent. She was thinking
that she had indeed made-a long journey in the
last months. Before it she could not have sat
quiet, 'while a gir] her daughter's age wept with
misery because of her, Kate's power to darkeml fler —
future. Kate, at the other end of what she
suddenly was feeling was a fong interior journey,
would ha¥e been "sensible", made balanced remarks. -
of one kind or another, attempted consolation,
becausé she still believed that consolation could:
be given. ' Yes, that wae\where-she had <hanged. .
(226). . N\ , s

< In The Summer Before the .Dark, then;'all'reality is
4 . ' - {

_subverted by the triteness of language which results in

remOVal'frOm and inaccessibility 'to the ‘truth, which may .

.more sxgnxficantly be communlcated non-verbally. It is the

N
heroine 5 receptivxty to external cues which allows her to

‘transcend false meanings -and fixed definltiong_tg move

———

Verena Stefan S Shéddlhg, an autoblographlcal novel
which recounts her 1ntense Journey to self, also deals w1th
language.. She searohes for a proper la guage to.artlculate

her experiences, a woman's language whigh would eluciddte -+

'her thoughts, dréaﬁs and'physical being.. She finds standard -

language too llmited, too loaded with signlflers connotlng

traditional Judgement, too male-defined. “As Frxedan

. \ e .. ) T .

{
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. By accepting vocabulary that implies the values of
the system that creates it, women- limit the
possibilities of their own development and
experience. Stefan tries to break through this
barrier, rejecting alienating words and building
new connections and associations to describe her
"experience. (Friedan 314) -

The internal change which Stefgn undergoes is re’f\lec.:ted
in four chapters of Shedding. These are calle/d "Shadow
.8kin", -"Withdrawal éymptoms", "State of Emérgency:' and
"Gourd Woman". -The ‘first three chapters outline St_'efan's
" young self noving o.ut:" into phe world, relationshi'ps_anci'
"places, a;\d°her experi.én.ces in a_loire rg‘lationship with -

+ another woman. .

—

Feminism in this novel h.elps Stefan to d\efine he'r:_f

relation to the world a‘nd-‘r.-is indelibly "_inscz;igéd in the '

- process of awakeningli;"\ Stefan comes to loca;t:l;er self

- through individual tho\ught rathér ~than popular'perc‘eption. ) ,
Boy experiment‘:-ing with a f£1luid style -— based on poens, .

dreams, sketches and~memory.-- Stefan's changihg vision- and

itself. As she ad&pi:s‘new ways of ltvingq ne 'methods-‘ of .

her writing. Si{yle'_sﬁpgbrté self-quest.

Early in the no\rel;. the protagonist wa_ks'down a street” . -

ST e

in Berlin and passes an open tavern. As she approaches,, a
drunk ‘mén leans over the railing and verb ll_)'(,abuses her

body. The heroine is incensed and 1ﬁ£ur étg_d;,. but has. no
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8 means of attack, no opportunity for retaliation. Her anger

seems ine'xpresslble,—which leads to further frustration:

having to pile up layér upon layer of indignation
: - within myself. What use is the/ typewriter now?.
- ° Letters are small dark signs, alien beings which
" creep about in d1sarray. I sweep them from the
table...Perhaps he is still talklng to the others
about my breasts, while I sit on the floor and
spell. (3-4) T

G

\ To be able to- strike back just ?nce instead of

stefan's words resound (vith__.t_he_'- feeling of dispbssessing - N
ianguage, unable to articulate. her own strong anger, which, I : -
is"t'urne-d: back in despair upon' the self.  However, this

feeling marks the. beg1nn1ng of her Journey\( ‘as she’ must

learn to align emotlon—wlth ‘authentlc language.' Her

_ o o beginnlng to spell marks the start of her Journey, whi—ch is

6 | -
, " to be worked out 1n Sheddlng. The amblvalerpce that she o
| feels at undertakir!g such a pilgrimage is r;/'eflected in the,
o pattern of l'etters she_weaves, a disconnecéed- sequence which
."‘ . ‘
P : at first appears confused and dlsJomted. . _ .
: \/‘ - . , R ‘ .
‘ A . . \ . . '; - .
R W H B / N
A W I f L L
© - T . S \ E D . A Y
- - C i 0 M - E
Ry - W H El N
i ;W O M E N (4)
-’. - .' ) N
CE. : Eventually we see that the letters, scattered except . ﬂ o

3

for thelr fusion in the mlddle, come to spell the words:

"WHEN . WILL THE DAY COME WHEN WOMEN" k4) ~~The’ diffusion of

: the letters reflects what Stefan sees as the present




‘from.Stefqn's anger explodes in this sgries of letters, and ., 7.

“out in the, fabric of the text. As Abel commentsion this

‘dismterested in femin:tsm because he does not think that il:

‘directly affects h.1m, although.Stefan d;splays inferest.-i‘n

110

e . "y

dislocation of women from each other, and the need to join S

together in order to recreate language and effect an ” BT

A

operative articulation of woman}s reality. It "is a message

of revolt against self-directed anger, inexpressiveness and .
: o X ‘ P v
silence while simultaneously elucidating a vision of N

autonomy and equality for women. The silence which comes
| -

4

has serious ramifications for how her self-quest. is worked

- 4 - .
type of writing:
- .. - S

.The silences that punctuate Mrs. Dalloway reflect

the 1nterruptlons and enlgmas of female eXperience ’

and ally the novel with a recent.trend.in feminist ‘. R
aesthetlcs. The paradoxical goal ‘of representing . /,

women's absence £rom culture has fostered an -
emphasis on "blank pages, gaps, borders, spaces

and silence, holes in discourse" as the
~dlst1nct1ve features of a.self-~ —consciously female - S
writing. (Abel, 1983, 184) : .

Language erects frameworks for experience, education '\
and self-knowledge, but is itself limited by its own

imprecisions.2 “As d1ff1cult as it may be at times for' !

language to encapsulate exjfiew Ruthven points out
t

(Ruthven 59), for women writers that frustratlon may be

-

twice as Eiebilitating. Stefan expresses the d;fficpltyzxin o

"relatlng to men through language. In a reiationshig}\ with ~ ‘ '

Samuel, Stefan trles to communicate ‘her lnterests, goals and-
L4 . ¢ . ’ * .

needs, but this becomes increasmgly futlle. Her lover is

’ I
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g $vhis political gdals. In a poem Stefan illustrates the

situational dynamics of their relationship:

I worry about you , .
You're getting.further and further off

the tracgk
Again we are talking about - Feminism .
Weren't we going to talk.about us
You mean more to me than
. anythlng in the’ world. (41)

F RN
. : ] . ) .
. s This poem is in Samuel's voic2, and Stefan juxtaposes:
) : p . ,

‘ . ]
- ‘ these statements to demonstrate that‘, for h'im, feminism is

an ideology ‘divorced . from her essential bexng. -That it is

‘ treated so casually ‘and separately by h1m 1nd1cates his - -
o o ,
R

L ) B disinterest and lack of comm1tment to an equal relationship.

The 1dst line of t'hlS passage probes,;the sqbterranean

territory of the'con'fl-i.ct, the subtle\emoti.onal ‘blackmail,
.o~ —_ ~ 5 . . i -
“——-——- - - &nd. the imp(ied sacrifice of self that it involves. Because

Stefan by this time is exploring alternatives to traditional
relatlonshlps, due to her involvement in the women's

x\bvement, ‘'she is able. to pierce th,eiamb_iguity of such
. * V4 '

v ol
AR, conversations and reach the rela
-"“'.* .. «

”,

itv beneath. For her to

remain in this relationship ith Samuel would require

‘tolerance and submersion’ of self. Language 1s not helpful
p/ b ause of their dlfferent perSpectives, and as- Stefan says,

r
.

"I lead a dlfferent life, speak a dlfferent language"

-

' (54) .
7 To Stefan, language, in some cases, serves '-toqbscqre ’

A L]
oo expenence - partlcularly woman-centred experience. It is
i o . ) ’

useless at- contairung k]orrific violations of self.

' _she is travelling, the herome meetsuand makes a date w1th

While:

e P ]

»

PR
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an American for a mevie. Later, she is raped by hime Her
thouggﬁs follogieg this assaelt focus on tbe'triteness of

® the word used tojgasapsulate it: "A ‘word is roamihg around
in hy brain. I keep trying to’appi& it to the preceding
*evening, but it doesn't f;t. The evening oozes out from
under it, a puddle of brown. 'The four létters r a p e drown
in it" (19). Perhaps language will never achieve
articulation of éhe realieyfof this experience; all words
become'overwhelmed and inadequaﬁe in the process.
Dlsruptlons in the seéuence of . traditlonal fictional
structures ‘occur’ throughodt Sheddlng which is ;pfpsed with-
dream, poetry.end poeplc.prose. Many- of the poems in'tpe
"novel ptovide Ebe only cluenof‘an older, reflective self who
comﬁents on the exper@enceé of the younger protagonist,

serving much the same function as the. narrator in The 3

Women's Room. In one section, as Stefan recounts how she

L4

got a gall bladder infection, she does so in two separate

accounts, which exist side by side on the pabe, with only a

2

slight margin between them. For burpo§Es of clarity, it is

_ necessary to provlde the v1sual signlflcance of this passage

LY

in the.text:
A .year later I'm dr1v1ng through Berlin with
Dave, whom l've been in love with for a Few weeks.
'We.have met by accident, he gives me a ride. -I've
4+ Just come from the ear doctor, I have an abscess
and 1t hurts. -It is summer, I am wearing a dress. ,~

L4
a

e i eeem ¥ e W cnaee o, L
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- ‘/’ >
.- On the/way we decide : On the way he keeps
we'd 1ike to go to bed looking over at my bare - .
with/ 'each other and go knees, f£inally reaches over,’ -
to- His place. A gentlé touches them and asks,
summer breeze wafts would I 11kewto come! home
through the open window s with him? 4 on 't ever go
onto my legs as we lie home with a ange man! .
/there, our energy spent. --but this s—different.
That's how I must have I love him!{) I nod,.we
/gotten-a bladder infection. - drive to his place.
/‘,"' N Something goes’ wrong, his
/ penis.slips out of me.
/ : = Dave gets angry.- My ear 2
. , . aches (Does that little T
N "bit of pain matter, if he v

- wants mel!) I try very
i _ hard to position myself:
s ' correctly until he gets
TN ‘ his orgasm. A gentle -
N\ . \ summer, breeze wafts
N 8 through the-open window,
' , icy, onto my legs.
‘ . . That's how .I must have
™ . gotten 'a bladder
' - infection. (19-20)

The difference between these two accounts is the ,
insertion of the word "lov&" in the Rassage to the right.
The-yord "love" in this version becomes a reagon for the
man's‘treatment’of Stefan; and a 2’ason~for her deqial of

dlscomfort, her denial of self so hat his, needs. can be met.

r\’ v-

_‘.The account at the 1eft, although shorter, demonstrates J

) mutuality, even in the absence of the word "love ~ There is

>
no tension of percéived powerplay~between Stefan and Dave.

'Thls technlque is very useful because it portrays the
rationalization of memory, and Stefan' s effort to obtain the
'teality of her experlences outside the trad1tlonal responses

she has'been~conditioned to feel. Stefan -then goesjon to

o . . . -



. . ' ot v . . tT. " M . - ‘ . ) . . .
. v v . . A N - v . e - . M h N N .- [y . . N . St .
L O PO A R AL LT e e e . AP (L " Tan L T e v

.
S
e
o el

, 114
. A g
analyze such responses, and how detrimental they can

-—

ultimately be to self—quegt:

Love can be a'means of camouflaging brutality for
awhile. Love is often nothing more than layer

upon layer of dependencies of every kind, for

example, tge dependency brought about by the need -

for a man approval.. .Love is perpetually -

mistaking being desired for being violated. (20)

Stefan sees love as a dangerous r.ati;)nalizatiion énd
dependency; she, in e;ffect, by switching the lens through
which her i'esponses have been viewed, appr;)aches the word
from a differe;ﬂ: angle, s'eei,ng it a$§ an excuse for the | R
truth, 1nstead of the truth itself. Esseptially, she ..
':revolutlonl,zes, re-creates the word upon which 1hsecurity

.and need for approval have ‘hinged in her own mind. When her &

]

boy friend compliments ijxer on not being possessive; Stefan '
thinks, "No practice, no prior history in speaking, no .
demands. Bei”ng\ able to speak, mute wish" (21). Because of

silence, conditioned responses, and various

R . N . o -

rationalizations, women have denied their own needs and

desires. By examining the language on which such responses:
L]

are predicatéd, Stefan, like Kate Brown *of The Summer Before

the Dark, is able to reach authent.ic. feeliﬁ?’ iﬁstead of
.condltloned reflexes of the mind. -

Although previously attemptlng to £find her self through
sexuality, Sté@an, through her\process of awakening,

r L]

confronts .the contradictions and bgtrayals of self inherent

in her relationships with men. She withdraws/ £rom a .

* . . o
- N -
. .o . | ' . . oo
- N [,
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_as dead. Language which relnforces thls schismn' is )

Stefan's earlier conﬁ-psa.on ahd indecision. The power.ful

recla:..ming ideas and experience. Words are infused w1th new ' '~

. meanings that explode c_dnventi?nal_ definitions. .S'tefan A

@ " ™y
. 1153
relationship and enters a feminist workshop: "For me it was

a question of rewriting my own falsified history" (49—50).

: ‘ .
Stefan comes to understand that language in her relationship.

was itself a device of power and sexuality could no longer )
= 2

serve as’a reason for obscuring her dssential self. Their' '

conversations. haQ«pecome mere "Orphan s talk".(60), because * o

of .the words /standard meanings and empty . repetltlons.
-~ . .
Change has occurred withln Stefan -- she - sees conventiaon \,and I T

stereotype as oppresswe, language used to _locate. experle‘\ce S

[

partlcularly dangerous. Stef&n co,r‘_xscmusly wlthdraws, and -

ironically learns to voice language which had previously

e -

v :

Wheén I - finally opened my mouth the patterns were ' -
there in my mind: of all the things I leagned to . '
express, the mast difficult-was the word no.
Its predecgssors had beent
Actually, I didn't
you know, I think that
I merely meant to say N
what I meant was

- do you' unders tand what I ‘mean? (55) X
The fragmented sentences in the above passage denote \

P R . ,% [ . ‘

been impossi bles :

articulation of the word "no"* indicates Stefan's present- ..

refusal to sacrifice.he‘t 'desizﬁsoto another to re_ce'ive ' :

approval or to appease. ¢ \ - S
” ‘\ I& | ' \ ‘ .
The experime al style of”Sheddlng focuses on '

s




.. [ N .
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N relationsh’ip’s' with men, sb/it; hampers effective -

7 - ~—of self:,’ ".....I must ,create new words, must be selectlve, .

[
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- s » . .
searches for a new language that i\é_definitive, precise and

- -
.

T encapsulathing. The writing prbcess is the site for the re-

examination of language, the focus of re-construction. This
A ;

is difficult for Stefan because in her movement from ) -

_conceptualization to awarneness, ‘forms -instilled in her

consciousn@ss must be re- ~endbwl with energy and strength. .
: R 4
The effect of this effort leads the reader into concrete )
. ’ CE v

awareness of the wrltlng prOcess 1tself, as it, is worked out

oim bhed'dang Just as lamguage has oBstrugted her ) . ,

] : N . . " '.I.‘l
eommunlcatlon of the journey she- has taken 1nto the depths - . -

write‘diffe'ren'tloy:, use éoncepts:in a différent way. Every
so often a woi;d' breaﬁ out of my walled=in brain® '(106). - .7

] . Stefan wants to use words Ln a way so that the reader . - s

, exper:.tenceS' a flash of recognltlon, a reborn awareness of’
the reality of~he'1: ?wn be‘ing./ In this wajr, the similtaneous
expei‘lmentatlon with forms 1n Sheddlng may prompt. . N~
qde‘ht:xflcatlon in the reader. - . : CL

- . As she‘ en!tle'rs ‘an’affair with another woman in I”State of

” En;ergency". Stefan leses Ianguage)to discover her body on i

her own terms in a relatlon;hlp unpredicated by traditional

L

terms.- uords and deflnltlons lose their orlglnal power as .

‘Stefan searches for wholeness unspllntered by language, -

—_—

- culture or Convention. This chapter is pervaded by a tone
.- - I' . " - .
of fullness, warmth and-corzrgectionfas‘Stefan locates her

a0

.
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pody'é significance to self. All aspects of Bildung are’
synthesized in’ her acknowledgement of her physical being as
a crucial part 6f self; lThe chapter equxwith a poeﬁ to the
heroihe's lover in celebration of self and wholeness,
merging them with the revolutionary power of,writing.itself:
"Painting and /'writing to some exteﬁt offer tangible
guidelines, / it'is only because of these that we é;n
squive, / that we can attempt to transcend / the trggically
restrictivermeans’of cpmmgnication open to ug” (111).

Artistic endeavour in Shédding is a critical aspéct of the

quest motif. ‘She concludes by telling her lover, Fenna,

[

- that this poem is a more concise and effective means of

+

relatiqg;her feelings.’ Verbdlizationﬂof her emotians would

- -

ﬁavé ﬁaken'many.56Urs‘ Althoﬁgh langﬂage'is largely ..

ineffectual, and, for women, insufficient, we must use any

means we can find to enunciate our realities, "...not

— 'l

* perhaps to capture / our longings_ but to communicate them /

- not perhaps to live but to ‘suspend / me;ély surviving / for

.....

a few_hours“ (112). 1In Stefan, then, we are able to view

her metamorphosis from silence and spelling éo determined

‘_articulatidn of the fundamental self.

The last chapter-of Shedding, "Gourd Woran", is quiEe

. different. from the rest of the novel. ‘It centers on a
: charabter'dalledxclée'énﬁ is told  from the thirdlperson

‘point of view. iﬁ_ié_a fictiorial account that proves a

s aes e

- -"significant debarture’from the'prebiéﬁs firét-pgrson N

+

e




‘ 118

analysis. However, the tone of self-love, reflection and-

" wholeness is carried over frdm the preceding ch;ptqr, “Stéte
of Emergency". This chapter'illustrates Stefan's Bildung;
having achieved it, she is able to displace the character of
Shedding into a fictional Cloe. ‘The creation of a fictional
self also demonstrates further artistié experimentation.
Aligned with the rest of the novel, th{s chapter pinpoints ’

| the unity of body, mind and imagination in the writing‘€¢§?
process itself. ) ‘

N The most importaﬁt'function~of "Gourd Woman" is to
authenticate the reality of éhange, transition and
ﬁetamo;phésis, as much in the heroine as in tpe.pOQeIV "
itself. . Although the main chaﬁ?cter'ig different, stefan
démohstrates that the focus is the'samq,.as we see Cloé |
laboriousiy working on language,‘wyiting and coﬁmuﬁication.l
The joaney has thus coﬁe to an end; the circle is cémpleﬁe.
Cloe thinks: "“These numerous processés of assimilagion and
alienati&n must evolve in such a way that the signals
emérginé from  my head and gbing into the' typewriter
correspond'as closely to thé'origingl exéeriencg, though in
another form"®(116). Even as her character speaks, Stefan
inﬁovééés these forms. The dynamism and fluidi?y of../

Lo,

. . PR .2 ‘
Shedding,éﬂpport the elusive and  impressiocnistic’stages of
“ - : —

chaﬁge,-th;ning the text into a concrete articulation'of

-

L]

Stefan's journey. This is eloquently, iterated by Lhe

Qérotagonist's fictional'character atAthe'close'of-the novel,
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_ as her remarks on writing become a.licable to each heroine

— on self-quest:

) )
£ She didn't believe the claim that a book was . (
"finished"” only when each printed sentence could : '
& - be expressed in one way and no other. A bdok a
o process a piece of life, Cloe said to herself --

all changeable. {(117)

In this way, narrative and language in the contemporary

female Bildungsroman are used by modern women writers. to T

illustrate the difficulties of traditional texts, popular

and classical images, and language itself. 'In The Women's

L . Room and Lady Oraclp, French and Atwood introduce self- -
[
constious narrators t6, explore the problems of the wr1t1ng
. o~

process, subvertlng convention and violating stereotype to - -
Y . a1

render singular accounts of their heroines" 11ves. In The

Summer Before the Dark, language functlons as symbol in a

similar endeavour, break1ng down deception and falsehood in

self-reflection as well as soc1al c1rcumstances. In
‘s

. < Shedding, Stefan emphasxzes the development of her heroine

~{) as a process, attempting to revolutionize the focus and
Meaning of language, moving it closer to the reality of

- -experience. These texts all.achieve the process of the
protagonists' development through refraotion in language and

' ‘ narrative; :ey defying convention, they demonstrate the -

R problens inherent in woman's cohtrontatlon with both wrxtlnp

and-sgoiety, and,” as a-result, are able to more forcefully :§

- "-.delineate their ‘heroines' movement to Bildung.




. Conclusion

This is a journey, not a war, .
there is no outcome, };
1 renounce predictibns. & -
(Atwood, 1974, 75)

We shall not cease from exploration "‘.;
And the end of of all our exploring '
Will be to arrive where we started o
-~ And know the place for the first time.
(Ellot 48) :
. . ]
As this study has focussed on in/visibility, spatial .
imagery and narrative and language, the question must be . |
raised that if so many social constrictions exist along the-
heroine's path, can Bfldung ever be achieved? A N
. " ; . : R o )
. : , o
"successful™ Bildungsroman is one in which the individual N S
and spciety come to some sort of compromise. 'In most of the
novels examined here, no such harmonic resolution seems to o
occur. Indeed, the heroines must rail‘hgainst"the social
norm to obtain some measure of individual peace, and/or ° T

beceme isolated and alienated from the éoé&eties in which
-they live. Such erdings have prompted much criticism froﬁ~——
authors who see them as invalid- and unsatisfactory. Are
they unegtlsfactory or/Lnsatlsfylng? Pratt describes the _ .;Q

-~

contemporaryvBildunqsroman as a novel about ‘a heroine ‘'who is

"destined Por disappointment” (Rratt 29) and Linda,Howe
‘calls these novels'"narratives-bf survival® (ﬁowe-ll7—184).
«The resolutions of these novels, then, are-the focus

for much discussion on the validity of the contemporary
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"female Bildungsroman as a genre, when it. appears that,.

because of such contradictionsr-Bildung is quite impossible.

* Linda Howe, for example, criticizes Braided Lives for what

‘she views as its her01ne S questionable Journey -- and

—

castigates the choices allowed t0‘;%s heroine:

Her affairs with men and women only prove her
essential selfishness, for Jill uses people to
£i11l her own various needs: different needs,

., different people} She uses the death of her °
cousin to end an engagement to Howie, whom she has
known since childhood and loved through 300 pages.
.Poor Howie goes down without a strpggle before . her
consuming-need for independence. After all, Jill
‘has survived her parents, Detroit, a threatened: .

o shotgun marriage, self-induced .abortion, rape, her
' cousin's death; she is ;ot about to lose it all
fdf‘ﬁarriagel She wi be alone, to do her own .
thing, to explain herself to no one. (Howe 180- f

N .181)
N T -

Howe grants' us thF salient pieces of information which

comprise the plot of Braided Lives, but the light cast on

them is aspersive and-mocking. Moreover, this

‘interpretation of-the novel is faulty. Jill does not "use"

Donna's death to -break off her engagement; she does so

bé“ause Howie insists that she not be involved in feminist

— =~ \

\

activities mfter marriage. 3“4/ feels. respon31ble fo

reporting the doctor who performed the abortion from which

Donna hemorrhaged.- Marriage to Howie would .again result in

constriction and inh1b1tion of the beliefs that Jill has

come to hold and value. Howe s analysxs is also suspect

because it expresses many of the objections that have

3 already been voiced in theunovels by a watchful and critical




- | ' S 122

patriarchy. Key phrases in her criticism include "essential

selfishness" and "consuming need for independence," as

+

though such characteristics are in violation of the norm,

. and, in a woman, essentially unadmirable.

More criticism is levelled at French's The Women's

<

Room, a novel which candidly espouses feminist ideology. 8
Indeed, the feminist dimension in_&his novel, as in °

Piercey's.Braided'LiJe;? acts as a catalyst for movement, as

women of Mira's generation gradually gain the strength, and -

SN
courage, through the support and acceptance of other women, -5'&=

— -

to’ locate the1r Eaulty perceptlons and, change their lives. | ‘."_,

f -
Feminism, in Mira's experience, has g1ven-her Iicense, for : R
° : i C e . T

the first time, to look at herself released~from'the
. . ' o . _‘-‘ I .- N

trappings of the role by which she has been taught to define
: . 4 ¢ . ol
her being. <Karl finds fault with Ffench's.treatment of

feminism because her. "women abdicate power in favor of

personal peace; and yet acquisition of power aver themselves. .

is what they want" (Karl 427). Karl-believes !hat French'e

k]

v1ew is too subjective, and that the novel, from £ feminist

| -

——

perspectlve, QOlVéS nothing:.

What is incredible- about é&ch novels s that their
authors settle for so little ¥or their female
.- protagonxsts. ‘Their women, -once freed of .some' of
their “doom, do not move out into.the larger-world - - .
afd use their newly discovered power, the way )
“  their authors have. On the contrary, they seek . =
out . that small world -- the "wpmen's room”, in oo v
another sense from French's ---\as a haven.. (Karl -
_424) - Coo . . 7::%}
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5. *
Here“Karl nefers to the Mira who is self-exiled at the

end of The Women's Room. Admittedly, on the surface there

°

) appearssto- be no "satisfactory" resolution.” Mira has

remoﬁed herself from society, lives on the beach at Cape’

. *

Cod,/and,'by her own admission, is considered a madwoman.
She,-~ tbo, Hns reJected marriage as an opthn. Is this, too,

selfish and a sign of consuming 1ndependence? The =
) s ‘#-'.

circularity of. the text does seem . to indicate stasxs: we
find the same woman on the-beach at the close of the novel

_— : ~as,we did at tHe beginning.' But is it the same woman? The .

[

marrator and heroine have merged, show1ng that con901ousness

-

~has been’relocated and ex1sts in different space. The close

. ©  -of the novel*ind1cates an .active mind wh»cﬂ is still = L
_dissatisfied, st111 questionlng, and, in many ways,'still on
v self—quest. The last sentence of the novel, “But only the

tide rolls in“ (687) demonstrates that, at this time, Mira's .

U ~

S v selffexamination has gone as far as it can go and that she

has finally laid her ghosts to rest: She says: "It is . .

"~ . ] . "
. o . . N .

. over. It is_time to begin something new, if I can find the. ¢ : f

Lt ‘ ‘e

o f'~~ " . energy, if'I can‘find‘the heart”'(686). Thus, the

ff__ LT circularity of ths text 1s a metaphor for the rediscovery
. . _,,

.and realignment of the fundamental self, 'a self which has' ) : f;

'been divorced from and assigned value, by soc1al 1m9051t10ns.

Lessing s The Summer Before the, Dark receives simllar . *
: :

criticism for its” resolution, which involves Kagﬁ's return 4

home to her family after a summer alone. In fact, because-i l'.f

B i b L
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of its ending, this novel has been called a satire
(Cederstrom 131—145),Les the only physical sigf/of,Ka¢e's
internal transfiguration is ‘the wide band of grey in her .

hair, which she refuses to dye. Kennard also objects to the

. . A .
use of such an image to denote Bildung:

For all the feminist arguments against dismissing
images as trivial because they are associated
primarily wi?h~women or women's lives, there is

) surely some irony_involved in expressing Kate's

;- new life through something symbolic o}* the.
imprisoning domesticity of the old. he Summer
Before the Dark, then, is finally "a -confused

statement" confused, in part at least, because ~
Lessing has no alternative yet to some form of the ! )
two suitors convention. (Kennard 1617

> ‘ - ' ’ . - ) N . B ”. ..,. I' - ’9‘. . .

. N B e
This analysxs is dompletely implausible because it

n l

assumes that Kate Briown' s self-quest is predicated on the
two suitors conventién, that is, that her husband and
 Jeffrey Mexton are the crucial variable# in her movement to
Biidung.‘ Although they have integrai significance in her:

self-realization, their roles are somewhat peripheral to the f:ﬁ

magnitude of the dream sequence and Kate's'ownfintense-self—

~

exploration.. Rather, their importance lies in the heroine's .
3 *

-gradual awareness of the roles that, as a woman, she isﬁ ' -
s o
forced to re-enact.daily, both in public and private life.

It is fitting that Kate Brown returns home with a wide band
. . C . © e R
of grey in her hair, as her reclamation of self is not . BRI

expressed to strangers,‘but to_the very family which has ‘

-.chosen to define her by her roles as wife and mother.-‘The

.Summer éefore the Darkf finally, is not "a confused ~ . ','ﬁ
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. more intangible than® the acquirement of a finite number of

"death, and that it i@ the goal of twentieth-century women

(Duplessis 4). Pratt argues that the resolutions of

a novel which accents the value of transition, metamorphosis

. 125
statement” (Spacks, 1972, 369) because as the nanrator's

dégcription of Kate at the -beginning of the novel was

- < L

throdgh obligque-feference {as an attractive middle-aged
o o .

—

woman, a wife and mother) the description of the heroine at

the close of the novel is as jKate Brown, "illustrating that
Kate has_achieyed Bildunga

While Bildung is the acknowledged goal of these novels,
its .precise meaning is complex and problematic. .Sﬁales,

however, éxplains that Bildung is "...a total growth

fprocess, a diﬁfused Werden, or becoming, involving'something

lessons" (%,ales.l4). Thus,'Bildung‘may be seen as a

colmination"of'intense experiences which leéads the heroine

‘to a heightened sense of self. \ o L,
'Duplessis emphasizes that traditional nineteenth-

century endings for heroines 1ncluded either marriage. or

~

-writers,to expand the;options for women in society

4

contemporary female Bildungsromane are not "failures"

because of the 1solation which they 1nvolve, rather, that

the heroinef“is radically alienated by gender role norms

™

from the very outset" (Pratt 36), which concu:f w1th the

negative images of in/viSibility and space already examined.

In many-ways, the contemporary ﬁgmale Bildungsroman is’

~ En 1
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?‘¥ and mutability in the Wlife of the indivf%ual. The text
’ - 1itself is a script of the growtg process, and the resolution
g supports this claim. Friedan examines the course of the

heroine's journey in the female Bildungsroman -- from the

removal from family, to errors in choice, and finally to the

rejection of love and marriage as.possible alternatives --

e ‘ and concludes that:

The female :}terary figure who unsuccessfully e

. traverses this path shatters upon realizing her. Y

- : inability to break away; those who do succeed make
‘ : : choices which irreparably sever their bonds with
the social structure and propel them into a®life

without role models, a "conclusion" that is merely

. . another step in the process of ‘development.. o

e . [(Friedan 306-307) N - SRR

-~

AS the‘resolutions of these novels, then, are steps in

the development of their protagonists, they cannot be cited “? ?
as "failutres" because their endings have not yet Seep ’ -
L - written. -Duplessis compares the nineteenth-century romance
f’plot»and contempeorary writing by'women and concludes that

modern works reject and subvert the choices available to the

heroine while questioning the values of the system which o L

advocat@s such choices, and that these resolutions

\ \ ‘ultimately challenge the stasiﬁ and finality of the text: L
Writing beyond the ending means the transgressive
invention of narrative strategies, strategies that L
‘ .express critical dissent from dominant narrative. P
- These tactics, among them reparenting, woman-to-. . N
. . . woman and brother-to-sister bonds, and forms of ' )
the communal protagonist, take issue with the Coa
mainstays of the social and -ideological ' . RN
organization of gender,. as these appeéar in - . ° . -
L, .~ fiction. 'Writing beyond the ending...produces a.. = L
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narrative that denies or reconstructs seductive
patterns of feeling that are culturally mandated,
1nterna1$;,pollced, hegemonically poised.
(Duplessis, 5) -

s

In this way, as we have seen in the examination of .

naﬁrative and language, the resoluti ‘of contemporary

ﬁemale Bildungsromane are themselves transjtions, openings
s
/ .

@E}ch'allow the next wave\of choices to present themselves.

In Lives of Girls and WOmen, the character of Del is traced

from childhood th ough adolescence, unt11 the close of the
novel when she prepares to move outward 1nto the larger
wdrld, having succeszully rejected the stereotypes of

~gender. xhe heroine of Lady QOracle comes to recognize the

various schlsms.of self that she has consciously
-perpetrated, and, as she prepares to return to Canada,
renounces her multlple roles for- the essential self.
Similarly, the close of Stefan s Sheddlng focusses on the
character of Cloe, who is bathed in a light of self-love ;h
who attempts.to reclaim power ‘for wpmen thiough the
deconstruction of language. She emphasizes transition as
the novel closes, indicating that as her character's
development has not ended, neither has the novel which casts\
her.’as its heroine. Much of.the criticisn which deals with
the lesolutapns of these ahvels focusses on the hero;g\ﬂg
negk goal as a prlmary 1ndicator of the value of her growth'’

process. It is the grand finale, if you will, to her

experiences of victlmizatlon and powerlessness and, .,
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as Karl advocates, it is her responsibility to move into, ’n

that larger world and conquer it in some distinctive,day. .
. M amand . .
The heroine, then, is viewed as representative of all women,

-

: and while this is inarguably true of Mira in .The Women's

Room, the focus for any discussion of the Bildungsroman

should be the protagonist's individual developmené. The .

heroine's journey to Bildung, which has been‘so difficult to

»

achieve in terms. of the images examined here, and the

attendant factors of her class and value in patriarchal
. 2 N - N
L Society, is “perhaps the most heroic one of all" (Edwards
pet s e
49). The emphasis on plot as .an indication of success has |

4

also been addressed by Swales:

. Compared with the major exemplars of realisti'c
fiction, the plot. of the Bildungsroman, of course,
always tendS to feel somewhat feeble and half-
hearted. But in the context of its own narrative
implication, the a})legiance to story in the
Bildungsroman, however tentative, is quite

’ remarkable... ‘It allows the novel to toncern ~
T~ itself with a definition of experience which
. precludes any simple sense of finality, of ."over

: and done with". Of course, the notion of a goal

still has a place within human affairss Yet,
. ‘\ltlmately, the meaning of the growth process, of
— ) the Werden, is to be‘found in the process itself,
SN not in any goali:-whose attainment it may make “o. .
possible. The 'grasping for clarity and losing it, ; 2
the'alteration of certainty of purpose with a .
co A : sense of thg overriding randomness of living, SR S “
e ‘these are seen to be the very stuﬁﬁtgs human .
k p experience and such meaning and dis ction as men
[sic] are able to attain. [The Bildungsroman,
then, is written for the sake oOf the&F journey, and
\ ) . not for the sake of the happy ending toward which
T ‘ that Journey points. (Swales 33-34) :

r

-
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Not only are the heroines of .contemporary

Bildungsromane in conflict with their societies, but,

- - -,

because of the position of women in the patriarchy, they

have been conditioned to alienation from their essential

_selves.. Swales comments that "The obstacles facing them

have to do with the terms and parameters of human cognition"
- . - ﬁ-\

(Swales 165). The lack of closure in these ,hovels indicates

A"

that there is no "ending" because women's lives are still in

)

<

transition and that the choices available to them are ,

steadily increasing, while simultaneously emphasizing the

forces which have resulted in,guch élienatioh. In this way,

>
.

then, these resolutions exist in a continuum, a kind of :
extended dialogue in which the voices reverberate the . :
quality and depth of women's experience. , ﬁy‘pléging

emphasis on the individual these authors portray their = ..

M [

eroines sea ing ou eir own "satisfactor usi .
heroine; rch t th ‘ "satisfact " conclusions

The imposition of criticism which denounces the ‘

XS

contemporary female Bildungsreman because of. the Open;

. o o - : : : -
endedness of its resolution only ser;:;\ﬁp reinforce the ‘
- : ' .

premise that canventional 3tandards and value judgements

must indeed be subverted and even violated for women 56'

reach Bildung. Once the self has been reclaimed as Vvalid,

° . . .

only the world is left to conquer.

4
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. ) Endnotes : A
.'\.\ ) . ‘ . ‘- " . o . R
" Chapter 1 : , . e
“ 1The.disparity of perception'between woman and

ociety is explored by Gornick and Moran. Gornick .

stresses that this disparity is rooted in the
Self/Other dlchotomy and that because of the pervasive
‘social perception, a woman in “patriarchal society is
"onl.y &collectlon of myths (83)~

2pavis commehts that women have been alienated
from their bodies in literature as well as in reality
and that-menstruation has .long been ,considered’
forb1ddén~ n literature.. Stefan demonstrates that:.
“writing Off the self" means apprqprlating the power to
both speak and feel every area of’woman 's experience.

L4 -
” ——
. . N R . . -
,y . S

o \ Chapter 2 " o o
B N \ “

/ _ lsea Tuchman. on the economic history of separate’
spheres for men and women,as she examines the
1mpI¢cat10ns that such divisions have-.for contemporary
womén writers. . -

ST - 2For a dlstlnctlve 1nterpretatlon of women's -
-_.,[)~\ perception of and résponse to powerlessness, see )
n : Janeway, who notes that it *"has been a--constant and .
' ( : . profound part of their llves, not chosen but assigned" | o
(326) .. . o ) -,

P -+ 3pailey's "discussion of' the mascullne image in .
‘Lives of Girls and Women argues that the strongly
. T emphasized differences in experience between men and
’ women in the novel rather serves to strengthen Del's
androgynous nature -and foster her creativity (113). .
N - [ g
4Nager and Nelson-Shulman examine the variables
< which affect\a woman in public, from body language to
. actual har ssment, andwconclude that a woman in public Y :
~ : is treated by men as though, she were. ipvading inviolate .
— space (144-149). - - | y - . :

. SFor further reading on ‘lesbi@nism in both
traditional and contemporary literature, see Cook and
Faderman.

e
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Chapter 3
lsee Abel (1981), as she points out that such o

friendships and female bondings in contemporary women's
novels are used mainly as a means ‘for "representing .
alternative female life choices" (414). S
e o 2ps.language has been culturally and historicallnw
: appropriated by men, women's experience has been
largely male-defined. For further reading on the
effects of language on woman's role in society, see
g Lakoff and Spender. v

!p
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