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ABSTRACT

Ambiguous and Ambivalent Signatures:
Rewriting, Revision, and Resistance in Emma Tennant's Fiction

Jennifer E. Dunn D. Phil. in English
Balliol College Trinity Term 2006
While existing criticism of Emma Tennant’s work emphasizes its feminist agenda,
less attention has been paid to her rewriting of different narratives and discourses.
Tennant’s career has centered on challenging literary values as well as generic
categories, realist conventions, and gender stereotypes. Contrary to implications that
rewriting is “re-vision,” an “act of survival” that corrects or subverts earlier texts, this
thesis argues that Tennant’s characteristic resistance to categories also extends to the
work of rewriting and revision. Her texts suggest that the act of “writing back” is not
as straightforward as it may seem, but deeply ambiguous and ambivalent.

Developing theories of the “signature” that return the writer-as-agent to the otherwise
anonymous field of intertextuality, this thesis traces Tennant’s figurations of writing,
metafictional devices, and intertextual allusions to show how these relate to themes in
the fiction. Examining groupings of the texts from different critical perspectives,
each chapter shows how Tennant’s rewritings destabilize notions of originality,
identity, and agency, and represent political discourses and social progress in an
ambivalent way. While this thesis offers very specific insights into Tennant’s work,
the close readings also encompass broader themes, such as feminism and
postmodernism, the gothic, myths of home and exile, and the ventriloquistic

techniques of pastiche and biofiction. The arguments centered on her work contribute
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to the larger discourse on rewriting in two ways. First, in problematizing assumptions
that rewriting inherently strives toward progress or correction, this thesis argues that
rewriting can dramatize the ambiguity and ambivalence that haunt acts of resistance.
Second, in advancing challenges to the idea that intertextuality functions
anonymously, it argues that rewriting can return agency to the text by offering

representations of authorship that engage with literary and cultural history.
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INTRODUCTION

“One of the most modish expressions to have somehow crept in when people talk
about writing or art at all, is, ‘Is she original?’ and it’s absolutely meaningless. It’s
like saying somebody isn’t relevant” (Tennant, “Women Talking” 141).

Emma Tennant has made a career of rewriting other texts, and perhaps the wide range
of her source texts has caused her own fiction to be labeled in many different ways:
feminist and anti-feminist, gothic, magic realist, sentimental pastiche, postmodern,
and, in one case, parasitic. The variety of labels is as fitting as the one I choose,
“postmodernist,” since Tennant’s work insistently refuses categorization. Her texts
combine elements from many genres—high and low, fictional and factual—and are
self-consciously intertextual. A Tennant novel is often a frustrating read, since its
polyvocal structure creates a lack of closure and a complete suspension of authority.
Tennant’s narrators are always unreliable, not just because they are mad or morally
compromised, or because they are children, but because reliability is always
destabilized by the text itself. Tennant’s complex structures collude in misleading the
reader, since multiple narrative frames contradict and yet mirror each other, so that it
becomes impossible to fix the narrative in any one of the different realities it posits.
Even language is destabilized, as one signifier replaces another in Tennant’s endless
chains of shifting tropes. In many postmodernist texts, the process of representation
becomes the object of representation. In Tennant’s fiction, representation becomes a
gothic transgression of the border between real and unreal: metaphors take literal
form and come to life, while human subjects are transformed into texts, images, and

tropes. Yet, more than reversing real and unreal, Tennant disturbs the difference

between them, and this disturbance is troped through ambiguous figures that are



simultaneously real and unreal, often in more than one sense. Zombies, vampires,
doubles, and other undead figures proliferate in her fiction, but so do simulacra,
forgeries, and fraudsters that blur the difference between original and copy, authentic
and fake, depth and surface. As these tropes of the uncanny suggest,” this is a world
haunted by the past and the dead, but it is also Baudrillard’s world of simulations,
where “the real is no longer real” (13). In Faustine, the narrator Ella goes to England
to “find herself” and encounters instead a “druidical Disneyland” (124)° where
tawdry tourist attractions pose as monuments, and a doppelgdnger whose image is
repeated across a multitude of media forms (Warhol portrait, posters, photographs,
films, and video images). That this doppelgdnger is a ghost of sorts (Ella’s
grandmother turned back into her youthful self, or “Faustine”), a corpse encased in a
media shrine, begins to illustrate the complexity of Tennant’s writing. Her texts
expose many meanings behind any given signifier and explore how these meanings
shift and become interrelated. Tropes are layered upon tropes just as plots are layered
upon plots (texts upon source texts). Meaning, like identity confronted with a
doppelgdnger, is always at least double, and more typically multiple, contrapuntal,
and contradictory.

Although Tennant’s richly allusive novels lend themselves to what Kristeva
calls the “banal” exercise of source identification (Revolution 60), I am more
interested in the multiple, shifting text produced by Tennant in rewriting her sources.
In this sense, I subscribe to Kristeva’s definition of intertextuality as operating

through “transposition”:



If one grants that every signifying practice is a field of transpositions of
various signifying systems (an inter-textuality), one then understands that its
“place” of enunciation and its denoted “object” are never single, complete,
and identical to themselves, but always plural, shattered, capable of being
tabulated. (Revolution 59-60)
The collapse of differences, the constant (Derridean) deferral of meaning, the
explosion of signifiers into a multitude of unstable signifieds, troped through
vampires, simulacra, zombies, etc.—all of this might be understood as “the passage
from one sign system to another” that occurs in rewriting, first between texts, and
then as a self-consciously repeating process within the new text. Particularly
concerning the real and unreal, this destabilization of meaning and representation lies
at the heart of Tennant’s self-conscious, intertextual fiction and is, this thesis argues,
one example of the way rewriting generates profound ambiguity and ambivalence.
Another way, however, is also suggested by these tropes and goes back to the
question of problematized origins—and problematized originality. As Said argues,
the writer “thinks less of writing originally, and more of rewriting” (World 135).
Tennant’s undead and simulated figures, like her resistance to stabilized meaning or
categorization, raise questions about whether rewriting is a process of “animation” or
“mortification” (Favret 64), Barth’s “literature of replenishment” or “literature of
exhaustion.” The question of influence, the relationship with the past, and especially
with the literary past, cannot be ignored. Rewriting emanates from somewhere, and
usually from the margins. Feminist and post-colonial writers and writers of color
may challenge existing texts through subversive or corrective rewritings, using

parody, mimicry, displacement, delegitimation, and/or other techniques.’ Rich offers

the useful formulation of “re-vision” as “the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh



eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction.” For Rich, reading and
writing again, with a difference, is “an act of survival” (18). Understood as revision,
rewriting with a corrective agenda implies agency and a telos. Ostriker, discussing
women poets’ rewriting of myth, argues that the new poems are “corrections” and
“retrieved images of what women have collectively and historically suffered; in some
cases they are instructions for survival” (215).

Yet, this is at odds with theories of intertextuality, as Nancy K. Miller has
pointed out with reference to Barthes:

when a theory of the text called “hyphology” chooses the spider’s web over

the spider, and the concept of textuality called the “writerly” chooses the

threads of lace over the lacemaker, the productive agency of the subject is

self-consciously erased by a model of text production which acts to foreclose

the question of identity itself. (“Arachnologies” 271)
Kristeva’s formulation of intertextuality is founded upon post-structuralist notions of
the “death of the author” and of his or her “work.” The post-structuralist insistence
on “texts” and “intertextuality” corresponds with postmodern theories about art and
reality that similarly dismiss notions of essence, fixed meaning, and originality.
Baudrillard argues for a “hyperreality” in which there is no real or original because
the real, the original, has been already been replaced by copies. Jameson laments the
“reduction” of meaningful language into jargon-laden discourses, and argues that this
new order is signified by the proliferation of pastiche: imitative “speech in a dead
language,” or “blank parody” (“Logic” 17). Lyotard, meanwhile, argues that grand
narratives no longer hold, and that “[m]ost people have lost the nostalgia for the lost

narrative” (41). The proliferation of simulacra in a commoditized, depthless world,

the loss of self-justifying explanatory narratives, the echo chamber of voices and



styles in Jameson’s “imaginary museum of a now global culture” (“Logic” 18): all of
this characterizes Tennant’s fiction. Indeed, these schizophrenic aspects of the world
provoke some of the terror and anxiety in her narratives. Yet, much of her texts’
impact derives from what Jameson calls the postmodern sublime: the unimaginable
“network of power and control” giving rise to paranoid conspiracy theories, which is
the “impossible totality of the contemporary world system” (Jameson, “Logic” 38).
This paranoia about hidden forces at work points to a paradox. While Tennant
portrays a world overrun by simulation and exhausted by fakes, the texts she rewrites
loom large over her characters’ lives—characters who invariably exist on the
margins. Women, children, single mothers, servants and descendents of slaves,
orphans, cast-off mistresses, exiles, freaks, secondary characters, and minor authors
are her subjects: the people who live and suffer invisibly in a reality professing social
progress but still in thrall to old-fashioned values. There is a contradictory
consciousness here. On the one hand, Tennant’s texts insist on the fictionality or
superficiality of discourses, attested to in their constant transformation of meaning
(discourses, texts, stories, signifiers) into shifting surfaces. On the other hand, they
evince fear and rage on behalf of those haunted by the old stories, fear and rage
founded on a belief that stories will repeat themselves and so become “real.” (As the
following chapters show, this process is variously attributed to supernatural forces,
the momentum of social “progress,” the persuasion of images, or secret powers with
political interests). Despite its emphasis on the artificiality and constructedness of
discourses, Tennant’s fiction exhibits persistent anxieties about determinism and

repetition. Patterns of repetition and entrapment abound: narrative frames within



frames, claustrophobic architecture, mirrored images, recurring scenes, etc. The
processes of biological and creative reproduction are problematized, as prevalent
tropes of incest, rape, and illegitimacy suggest. As a result of this major contradiction
running through the fiction, Tennant’s characters oscillate between moments of
exhaustion and revival, capitulation and subversion, entrapment and transcendence.
As is typical of Tennant, the difference is never clear for long.

For Hutcheon, such double-voicedness is part of the paradox at the heart of
postmodernism. Although Hutcheon’s discussion of “historiographic metafiction”
theorizes a specific aspect of postmodern literature (its relationship with history), her
broader assertions are relevant to mapping out the relationship between rewriting and
the past more generally, and between rewriting, predecessor texts, and literary history
more specifically. This thesis will work from Hutcheon’s claim that “[o]ne of the
lessons of the doubleness of postmodernism is that you cannot step outside that which
you contest, that you are always implicated in the value, you choose to challenge”
(223). Hutcheon’s understanding of postmodernism’s doubleness is quite different
from the view espoused by Jameson, Lyotard, and Baudrillard, which implies a
radical break with the past and a loss of absolute meaning, manifested in Jameson’s
depthless pastiche, Lyotard’s fall of grand narratives, and Baudrillard’s simulacra.
Tennant, while exploring a world reduced to surface and artifice, at the same time
represents how powerfully and persistently the written past still means. As the
following chapters show, a postmodern rupture of meaning into limitless
intertextuality, and the inexorable influence of that which is rewritten, are not

separate but simultaneous possibilities.



I have said that this relates to origins and influence, and this thesis will argue
that whenever origins are complicated in the text, whether on a level of plot,
structure, or language, this points back to a complicated—that is, at least
double—relationship with inter-textual origins, or with Tennant’s source texts. As
discussed in Chapter I, Friedman has made efforts to reconcile theories of influence,
such as Bloom’s and Gilbert and Gubar’s, with theories of intertextuality.® This
move takes its cue from earlier feminist criticism, such as Nancy K. Miller’s
“arachnology” approach, which “overreads” representations of writing to uncover
“the conditions for the production of literature” (“Arachnologies” 275), and
Showalter’s questioning of the “assumption that women writers either imitate their
male predecessors or revise them and that this simple dualism is adequate to describe
the influences on the woman’s text.” Showalter argues that we must recognize the
“double-voiced discourse” that is women’s writing (“Feminist Criticism” 265-66),
and her point is relevant to how we read rewriting. After all, rewriting is a form of
citation, and citation is always paradoxical and double-voiced. Texts that use
epigraphs or allusions acknowledge the authority of cited sources, but do so in a self-
authorizing move. Like parody, rewriting that corrects or subverts another text also,
unavoidably, upholds the importance of that text.” The double-voicedness of
rewriting surfaces within Tennant’s texts in her play on double, triple, and multiple
meanings, in metaphors of doubling, and in multi-layered, multi-generic texts.
Emphasizing this point may seem like stating the obvious, but I do so because a

“simple dualism” persists in Tennant criticism, as explained in detail in Chapter I.



Using Miller’s method of overreading as developed by Friedman, this thesis
posits that the signature of Tennant’s text is one of ambiguity and ambivalence.
Tennant’s rewritings are not straightforward feminist corrections, but profoundly
ambivalent about “progressive” discourses and movements, including feminism. Her
fiction is postmodernist in the sense that it is self-reflexive and insists on the
fictionality of discourses, but it is also anxious about the power of those discourses,
and the harm they may do. Uniquely, Tennant’s texts both rewrite other texts and
offer a representation of rewriting. They suggest that while rewriting can be
liberating, it can also lapse into dangerous perpetuation. The texts’ infinite play on
meaning potentially restores agency, enabling subjects to refuse inscription or
incorporation into pre-written stories, but it can also become “a system of one-way
and dead-end signs” (The Bad Sister 127),® “an uninterrupted circuit without
reference of circumference” (Baudrillard 6) pointing nowhere precisely because it can
point anywhere at all.

In the first chapter, I establish Tennant’s publishing history and analyze her
reception from 1963 to the present to show that Tennant’s work has been categorized
as either a failed feminist correction of earlier texts, or a purely subversive
articulation of marginalized experience. From here, I raise two points that will be
discussed throughout this thesis. First, the positioning of subversion and perpetuation
as mutually exclusive categories glosses over the necessarily ambiguous and
ambivalent nature of literature that writes against but also reproduces established
traditions. Second, criticism of Tennant’s fiction makes problematic assumptions

about the role of the rewriter, locating Tennant in a one-way dynamic of influence in



which existing traditions and texts exert authority over later writing, so that its
originality and position of resistance are negated or reduced—even as the texts
destabilize the very notions of originality and resistance. In overreading the texts, I
argue that Tennant’s persistent figurations of writing and use of ambiguity and
ambivalence function as the signature of the rewriter, dramatizing the conflicts that
haunt her fiction, constructing a problematic voice of the other, and revealing hidden
power structures in postmodernism.

In Chapter II, T analyze intertextual strategies in Tennant’s early work,
focusing on her “poetic novels” Wild Nights (1979) and Alice Fell (1980). Using one
of Tennant’s early essays on feminism as a template, I outline how the texts’
dialogism allows them to rewrite official versions of history into a narrative in which
the previously marginalized or textualized female subject becomes an active and
writing agent. Dialogism, however, also develops into a polyvocal text—an “inter-
textuality,” as Kristeva calls it—as Tennant’s rewriting of history shifts from a realist
to a non-realist account. In her “final” version of this history, Wild Nights, Tennant
destabilizes the difference between factual and fictional accounts of history, presents
the female agent in an ambiguous way, and reveals ambivalence about challenging
existing discourses.

In Chapter III, I examine Tennant’s The Bad Sister (1978) and Two Women of
London (1989), “exact” rewritings, respectively, of James Hogg’s The Private
Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824) and Robert Louis Stevenson’s
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). The chapter begins by

criticizing assumptions about the gothic that have been applied to Tennant’s fiction,
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and offering a definition of Tennant’s gothic poetics as operating through
simultaneous repetition and transformation. These texts advance what Sedgwick
identifies as the gothic’s primary conflict of destabilized identity (Coherence 12-13),
and explore the loss of self-possession through play with language and simulacra.
Yet, Tennant’s destabilization of self and other extends beyond the existential or
psychological conflict of the individual to challenge distinctions concerning
oppression, resistance, and subversion. As these two novels show, while the return of
the repressed and the articulation of oppressed subjects are powerfully disruptive
forces, they are also deeply conflicted ones—ones whose subversions are ambivalent
or ambiguous, and even regressive.

Chapter IV examines three novels of the 1980s: Woman Beware Woman
(1983), Black Marina (1985), and Faustine (1991), all of which rewrite several
primary source texts at once. I analyze Tennant’s regendering of myths (and
narratives with the status of myth, such as The Tempest (1611) and the Faust
narrative) as dramatizing ambivalent and repressive responses to feminism and the
ethos of postmodernity. The exile’s mythologizing of origins, the return of hateful
mothers and fathers, and the socio-economic forces, hidden beneath a facade of
inclusion and equality, help reshape old myths into new ones with violent and chaotic
conclusions.

The last chapter turns to Tennant’s later work, her pastiche sequels to novels
by Jane Austen and Charlotte and Emily Brontg, and her pastiche biofictions of
Thomas Hardy and Henry James. 1 show that Tennant’s use and representation of

ventriloquism and plagiarism allow her to explore how literature is shaped by gender
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and generational differences, commercialism, and exploitation. Tennant’s pastiches
play with the surface, yet also animate “speech in a dead language,” destabilizing our
understanding of genre and ethics, and of the “real” and “unreal” elements of
representation.

Critics have primarily focused on Tennant’s representations of women and her
use of gothic tropes; some have mentioned her intertextuality in passing, but few have
explored this aspect of her fiction in any depth. To date, there is no focused,
extensive examination of Tennant’s rewriting; there is also no extended general study
of the fiction.” This seems unusual given Tennant’s prolific writing career, which
spans more than three decades, and her personal and professional connections with
writers such as Angela Carter, J. G. Ballard, and Ted Hughes. It is also surprising
considering the unique direction of Tennant’s career, which has focused on rewriting
but in a variety of ways. In writing this thesis, I offer the first extended examination
of the fiction. This is one reason why Chapter I establishes Tennant’s publishing
history and examines the texts’ critical reception in detail. While later chapters offer
very specific insights into Tennant’s themes and strategies, my close readings also
situate her work in relation to the postmodern gothic, as a literary response to
feminism, and as an exploration of marginalization in postmodernism. Although I
focus on one author, my discussion also develops existing arguments about
intertextuality and influence. In problematizing assumptions that rewriting inherently
strives toward progress or correction, I show how rewriting can dramatize the
ambiguity and ambivalence that haunt acts of resistance. In advancing challenges to

the idea that intertextuality functions anonymously, I argue that rewriting can return
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agency to the text by offering representations of authorship that engage with literary
and cultural history. These points are part of the larger, second project of this thesis:
to contribute to the ongoing critical discourse on rewriting, a discourse to which

Tennant herself has contributed in such “original” and intriguing ways.

' T use the term postmodernist instead of postmodern to highlight the texts’ self-
reflexivity. Brian McHale offers a detailed survey of the self-reflexive elements of
gostmodernist fiction in Postmodernist Fiction.

Freud describes the uncanny’s combination of familiar and unfamiliar (heimlich and
unheimlich) as stemming from repressed anxieties, and he includes doubles,
automata, and dead bodies as examples of the uncanny (14: 335-76).

} Baudrillard uses Disneyland, CA to illustrate what he means by “simulation of the
third order”: “Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that
the rest is real” (12).

* Bhabha defines mimicry as a mocking, menacing strategy that uses its own
ambivalence to challenge colonial discourse: mimicry “repeats rather than re-
presents” and “problematizes the signs of racial and cultural priority, so that the
‘national’ is no longer naturalizable” (125). Mimicry is discussed in Chapter 4.
Displacement and delegitimation (DuPlessis 105-22) are discussed further in Chapter
2.

> See Barthes, “Theory” and “Death” and Foucault.

® For a detailed overview of integrative approaches, see Clayton and Rothstein.

7 “To parody is not to destroy the past; in fact to parody is both to enshrine the past
and to question it” (Hutcheon 126).

8 New York: Coward, 1978. Subsequent references are to this edition.

? Tennant’s work has been discussed in two unpublished theses (Babinec, Johnson),
but was not the sole focus of study.



CHAPTER 1

REREADING REWRITING:
TENNANT’S PUBLISHING HISTORY,
CRITICAL APPROACHES TO THE TEXTS,
AND READING FOR THE SIGNATURE

“Too many reviewers think in categories” (Tennant, Interview with Olga Kenyon
184)

1. TENNANT’S PUBLISHING HISTORY

THE EARLY WORK: 1964-1982

Tennant’s early career was characterized by experimentation. Between 1963 and
1976, her writing could be classified as satire, science fiction, or surrealism, but from
1978, with the publication of The Bad Sister, her fiction has been marked by a genre-
blending, intertextual style that resists categorization. With the exception of her first
novel, the critically unsuccessful satire The Colour of Rain (1963),' all of her early
texts were non-realist. In The Time of the Crack (1973), a gigantic crack splits
London in two, leaving an unlikely medley of Playboy Bunnies, psychoanalysts, and
feminists wandering through the wreckage.” The Last of the Country House Murders
(1974) takes place in a future when a government-staged murder mystery unfolds into
an eccentric family drama and social revolution. In Hotel de Dream (1976), the
tenants of a seedy boarding house encounter each other as Amazons and dictators in
their dreams, while a novelist struggles with characters who argue about their plot
lines. All three texts use absurdist imagery and stereotypical characterization, so that

their surreal landscapes operate as a satirical, misshapen reflection of social roles and

mores.
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These novels earned Tennant some praise for her “Lewis Carroll technique
applied to H. G. Wells material” (“Great Divide” 661) and “escapist delights” (Pryce-
Jones 31), but they were firmly relegated to the category of minor fiction. The Last of
the Country House Murders was called a “minor” satire and a “farrago” offering “few
insights into England as it is or may become” (Clark 102), while The Time of the
Crack was described as “too wild to be fully effective” (Hill 14). Reviewing Hotel de
Dream, Korn suggested: “Emma Tennant is quite explicit about the impossible
blendings she describes and this explicitness robs the paradoxes of their surprise and
much of their charm” (“Road” 871). Yet, later reviews singled out Hotel de Dream
as a strong example of Tennant’s experimental style. A review of the 1978 paperback

13

edition admired Tennant’s “true journeys into the grotesque” (Moorehead 11) and a
review of the 1983 edition called the novel “an exceptionally polished and high-
spirited example of off-the-ground writing” (Craig, Rev. of Hotel de Dream 711).
Belated praise would characterize the reception of these early texts. At the time of
publication, The Time of the Crack was described as “rather amateurishly written”
(“Great Divide” 661) yet in 1985, a different review suggested that Tennant “knows
how to provide the exact detail” to make the plot “readable” and “satisfactory”
(Barnes 15). These reappraisals of the 1980s reflect the turnover in critical opinion
resulting from Tennant’s founding of the successful literary magazine Bananas,
which she edited from 1975-78.

Tennant declared the magazine’s agenda in the first Bananas anthology: “to

introduce to as many readers as possible a selection of lively new writing by known

and unknown writers” (Bananas 8). (“Known” writers included Ted Hughes and
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Angela Carter; “unknown” included Sara Maitland.) The magazine was
unconventional in most respects: production was erratic (ceasing completely while
Tennant wrote two novels); it used an unusual red and black tabloid format; and its
layout changed, variously including fake advertisements alongside contributions,
artwork, poetry, fiction, interviews, and essays. Reviews were positive and granted
the magazine (and two anthologies of its material) a disturbing appeal that was
difficult to categorize. One reviewer described it as “radical, black, surreal, avant-
garde, camp, decadent” (Ryle 156) while another wrote: “so much accomplishment,
so much mere febrility. It’s unamiable, not to be ignored, and profoundly unsettling”
(Korn, “Bananas Book™ 13). Tennant received credit for the magazine’s success.
Nye argued: “Of all the current crop of literary magazines, Bananas, edited by Emma
Tennant, is probably doing most to ensure that the real right thing does not go
unrecognised” (8). Ryle also credited Tennant for “eliciting and publishing work that
might not otherwise have seen the light” (156).> The success of Tennant’s editorial
practice seemed to advance her reputation as a novelist. Long after 1978, when
Tennant stopped editing the magazine, interviewers listed Bananas among her literary
achievements. She gained publicity in major newspapers, beginning with a 1978
profile in The Times, “A Case of Less Bananas and More Books,” in which she
discussed her experiences as an editor and writer. The profile presented her as a
dedicated, hard-working novelist, and reviews of her new books corresponded with
this image of serious literary endeavor. Reviews were also longer and more frequent,
often identifying Tennant’s literary influences and suggesting affinities with well-

regarded contemporary writers.
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Tennant’s next three novels, The Bad Sister, Wild Nights, and Alice Fell,
combined fantasy with lyrical prose, symbolic imagery, and non-linear narrative
structure, and emphasized sensation and impression over action. Of the three, The
Bad Sister has the most action-driven plot. Based on James Hogg’s The Private
Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, it begins as the “editor’s”
investigation of a murder case but evolves into a supernatural mystery centering on a
radical feminist named Meg. Different versions of the events are revealed through
the editor’s collected reports, newspaper articles, and interviews. In contrast to this
factual evidence is the journal of prime suspect and possible schizophrenic, Jane
Wild, which gives an account of doppelgcdngers and supernatural forces. These
conflicting narrative frames work to destabilize the boundary between logical and
imaginary possibilities, leaving the narrative open-ended. Contemporary reviewers
were confused by this: “Plain understanding is hard to come by” (Gillott, Rev. of The
Bad Sister 10); “in the area of the supernatural, a writer cannot, as [Tennant] does,
clutter the story with too many themes and preoccupations” (Redmon 41). On the
other hand, Morgan felt The Bad Sister’s “jagged, shifting cinematic quality [. . .] is
of its time” (817). Karl Miller agreed—“Emma Tennant writes about a modern
fanaticism”—and noted critical bias against gothic fiction:

Critics have long been able to seem high and mighty by looking down on such

Gothic things as the tempter, the captor, the escaper, or the second self [. . .].

The trick is to make out that the tradition is popular, subliterary. (“Ladies in

Distress” 24-25)

While some reviewers were frustrated or discomforted by the text’s unconventional

and confusing mix of real and unreal, Morgan read the novel’s “nightmarish

ambiguities” as part of Jane’s quest for a lost female power (817). As with
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Tennant’s earlier texts, later reviews of The Bad Sister were more accepting: a 2000
review of Travesties, which included The Bad Sister, suggested that audiences would
“relish the shifting perspectives that give [Tennant’s] writing peculiarity”
(Montgomery 18).

Whereas The Bad Sister initially met with resistance, Wild Nights was
immediately upheld as a work of innovative and evocative force. Told from the
perspective of a child narrator, the narrative has no plot but recounts a cycle of
seasons, family life, and the magical atmosphere of childhood in the Scottish Borders.
Patricia Beer called the book a “witch’s eye view of the world” (14) and another
reviewer wrote:

this is an enchanting book that recalls both Angela Carter at her wildest and

weirdest and the witty surrealism of Leonora Carrington. For Miss Tennant,

one of the most original writers to emerge in recent years, it marks her second

coming-of-age as a rare fantasist who writes like a witch. (Elliot 12)

The next year, Alice Fell was also praised for its “beautifully measured and graceful”
symbolic prose” (Rumens 1250). Bernard Levin wrote of the novel: “This is
language used by someone who knows what it can do, and has freed herself of the
restraints imposed by a duty to the expected” (42). Like Wild Nights, the story does
not follow a conventional plot. Instead, it employs highly symbolic and stylized
narration to portray the childhood and “fall” into adolescence of Alice Paxton in the
1950s and 60s, whose family serve in the country house of the Old Man. Sutherland
read Alice Fell as an allegory of Britain’s fall from empire, a “de casibus theme, the
fall of great men and old orders” hastened by Alice’s birth on the eve of the Suez

crisis (17-18). Levin compared Alice Fell to George Orwell’s political allegory,

Animal Farm (1949), for telling two stories: the historical account of cultural and
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generational turnover in Britain, and the “poetic story of new life that forces itself
into the world” against “an old world that is too set in its ways to survive the conflict”
(42). Although both Wild Nights and Alice Fell were noted for their innovative style
and approach to childhood, there was some uncertainty about their status as “novels.”
Sutherland noted the brevity of Alice Fell and called it an “experimental game”
“compact with virtuosity and various kinds of literary trickery. It requires an intense
reading which, if protracted, would exhaust” (17-18). Rumens also wondered if
Tennant’s “stylizing” and “mythicizing” cost the text the depth of character intrinsic
to the conventional family saga (1250). Another reviewer felt Wild Nights was too
whimsical and wished for “this talented writer to stop practising, and set herself some
harder theme” (Duchéne 76). And yet another felt it “was ultimately unsatisfactory as
a novel” (Gillott, Rev. of Wild Nights 10).

Queen of Stones (1982), a female version of William Golding’s Lord of the
Flies (1954), seemed to answer to these concerns by offering a clearly delineated
narrative and more developed characters. As Shrimpton wrote, “this novel represents
a change of style. The lyricism is carefully attributed to appropriate characters within
the actions. And there is much literal, and directly apprehensible, plot” (42). Queen
of Stones was a watershed for Tennant in two respects. First, it was a critical success.
The December 1982/January 1983 issue of the London Review of Books featured a
large photograph of Tennant on its cover when Queen of Stones was published. The
caption inside read: “Her new book has caused some to think of Bloomsbury.” The
review by Bann called the book a “curious achievement” and said “you must imagine

that Virginia Woolf has rewritten Lord of the Flies,” referring to Tennant’s Woolfian
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descriptions and interior monologues (10). Although there are arguably Woolfian
elements in Tennant’s previous texts, this was the first time anyone had drawn a
stylistic comparison to Woolf, renowned for her experimental narrative techniques.
Woolf is also regarded as a feminist, and like Tennant, prioritized female perspectives
and relationships in her fiction. Bann drew attention to the feminist overtones of
Queen of Stones, calling it a “demythologizing book” about girls, in contrast to
Golding’s “mythologizing” boy-centered Lord of the Flies. In her review, the writer
Angela Carter delved deeper into the feminist aspects of the book, noting the friction
between its different narrative levels:
Tennant supplies formal documentation on her main characters—psychiatric
reports on one, an account of an exorcism on another. But the cool prose of
these interjections of adult (often male) authority makes only the more
mysterious the girls’ relations with one another because, since they are girls,
they are a mystery to themselves. (21)
In opposition to these “formal,” “male” explanations, Carter identified other modes of

> &

storytelling used to narrate the girls’ “perilous journey towards puberty”: “an antic
Greek chorus of six-year olds” and “echoes of fairy tales of danger and initiation” that
culminate “murderously in historical romance.” Carter interpreted the text’s
proliferation of generic forms and piecemeal structure as a specifically feminist mode
of representation deconstructing the discourses that chart female development. This
marked the second aspect of the turning point for Tennant’s reputation. Carter’s
reading and Bann’s review show that Tennant’s now recognizable style—intertextual,
fantastic, structurally complex—was being read as an effective narrative (feminist)

strategy, rather than offhand structural devices. This contradicted earlier valuations

of Tennant’s “games” and “whimsy,” opening her texts to new interpretations.
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Reviews of Queen of Stones initiated a marking out of Tennant’s revisionist feminist
subtext and agenda of innovative representation. This was also demonstrated in the
developing vocabulary used to describe Tennant’s work. In her review of Queen of
Stones, Feinstein wrote:
Emma Tennant belongs by now among that small band of novelists who are
recognizably always and only themselves. But she has more than one mode:
there is the visionary, child’s magic of Wild Nights, which remains my
favourite of those of her novels which run as deep and slow as poems. And
then there are novels like The Bad Sister, which change registers from the
matter-of-fact narrative voice at the book’s beginning to the hypnagogic
fantasies of the central figure. (8)
Shrimpton had identified Tennant’s “customary manner” as the “dangerous medium
of psychological poetic prose” (42). In 1980, Bernard Levin had called Alice Fell
Tennant’s “latest dream” (42). All these comments implied that Tennant’s texts
centered on the recesses and symbolic operations of the psyche. This is in keeping
with words recurring in reviews in the early 1980s and beyond, such as gothic,
imaginative, poetic, evocative, psychological, and numerous synonyms. Although
some critics continued to object to Tennant’s oblique plots, minimal characterization,
and reliance on device, after 1982 these aspects of the fiction were recognized as part
of Tennant’s idiosyncratic style and approach to representation, allowing other critics
to look beyond craft to the fiction’s increasingly feminist subtext.
DEVELOPMENT OF THE FICTION 1983-1989
Tennant’s output was prolific during the 1980s and 1990s. In addition to publishing
seventeen novels between 1983 and 2003, she also published short stories and

children’s books, wrote a screenplay for BBC1, and published three memoirs. Her

novels ranged from thrillers such as Woman Beware Woman to class satires such as
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The House of Hospitalities (1987), from pastiche such as The Adventures of Robina
(1986), written in the style of Defoe’s Roxana (1724), to gothic novels, including Two
Women of London. All of these novels continued the exploration of female
perspective and identity central to The Bad Sister and Queen of Stones, using female
narrators and focusing on female relationships, adolescence, and family roles.

Of the 1980s texts, Two Women of London best represents the continuation of
earlier themes and the development of new ones over the decade. It is an adaptation
of Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde set in
Notting Hill in the 1980s. The narrative attributes the split psyche of Ms. Jekyll/Mrs.
Hyde to the opposing pressures of patriarchal capitalism and feminism, while
condemning Thatcherism as a throwback to Victorian values. Tennant uses her
characteristic multi-media structure (video, phone messages, editor’s commentary,
and other documents) to offer a fractured view of the novel’s events, which center on
Mrs. Hyde’s murder of the Notting Hill rapist. This recreates Stevenson’s structure
of letters, diaries, and reports. However, Tennant reverses an important aspect of
Stevenson’s plot. Whereas drugs transform Dr. Jekyll into his hideous alter ego, in
Tennant’s novel they restore Mrs. Hyde to her younger and more attractive self, Ms.
Jekyll. The dilemma in Stevenson’s text is located in Jekyll, who struggles to
overpower a repressed and immoral aspect of his identity. Two Women of London
relocates the conflict in Hyde, and by tracing her split identity to social conditioning,
expands the moral battle of the individual into a political, sexual, and social struggle
spread over an entire community. The many female characters are almost allegorical

figures, standing for the division of women into distinct roles: loving mother, slattern,
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sexual object, and feminist. In this way, the text represents a movement toward
broader social critique, and toward more foregrounded intertextual relationships.
As aresult of this move, reviews focused on the text’s relationship with
Stevenson’s novel. Kemp called the story “smartly artificial™:
The ostentatious fakery of its present-day reproduction of a Victorian model
derisively parodies the phoniness of Thatcherite claims to be doing the same.
In this inventive reshaping of a famous shocker, the crime the author’s finger
points at has been politically perpetrated. (“Suitable Job”)
However, Games criticized the text as an empty imitation:
[Eliza Jekyll] is trapped, too, inside a degenerative piece of writing—fresh
and original-looking on the outside in its smart Faber jacket, but continually
degenerating on the inside into corruption, to be rescued only by the
temporary and ever less effective elation of pastiche. Poor Eliza. Gazing out
of her window, longing for the fresh air of artistic inspiration, she shudders as
she senses another debilitating wave of mimicry: the Gothic spoofery, the
murder mystery, the feminist romp, the common room binge [. . .] the brittle
and repressed self-consciousness (Anita Brookner on acid), melodrama a la
Bronté a la Thatcher. (29)
Comparisons with Stevenson cast 7wo Women of London as the inferior text: “There
is none of the delicious mystery or suspense of the Stevenson novel” (Brandmark
viir). These reviews reveal continued concern about the texts’ ability to stand their
ground as novels. Like reviews of the earlier fiction, some reviews of Two Women of
London imply that Tennant’s explicit play with borrowing and device reduces the
depth of her own plots and characters. This points to a new concern emerging in
these reviews: the question of originality.
Tennant’s reputation grew in the 1980s, despite persisting uncertainty about
how her work should be categorized. Alongside regular reviews of each new book

were interviews in literary journals and collections and reissues of her earlier books.’

This rise in visibility and esteem was due to a certain amount of cohesion and
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innovation across her fiction, a recognizable style and collection of themes that stood
out from other contemporary writing. Interviewers realized this. As early as 1983
Haffenden asked Tennant about her interest in “states of temperament and sensation”
and “interweaving levels of narration and association”:

JH: It might be said that in investing so much in sense-impressions you make
style the thing which alone validates the novel. The critics have rightly
observed—and mostly with a good deal of appreciation—that you are
meticulous in conveying feelings, and yet that such a procedure can become a
mannered end in itself.

ET: I think it can’t go on forever [. . .] there can be no excitement if you
carried on repeating metaphors. Virtuosity for itself would go dead. (“John
Haffenden Talks” 38)

Tennant used interviews to justify the unconventional aspects of her work and explain

her themes. Discussing her Scottish background and the trope of the double, she told

Haffenden:
The double first came into the English language through Scotland [. . .] it
inspired first Hogg, then Stevenson; and since that time many other
writers—including Edwin Morgan, and Karl Miller in Cockburn’s
Millennium—have written very interestingly on the split in the Scottish writer.
(39)

About The Bad Sister, she added:
I’'m looking at a situation where the male poet had a muse who’s obviously
female, and at Virginia Woolf’s remark that it is very difficult for a woman
poet or writer to co-exist with another woman—because if the muse is female
then there are two unpleasantly warring women in the same breast. [...] Jane
Wild is desperately trying to invoke a male muse, which has never existed in
history. (39)

Tennant situated her work in a Scottish as well as a feminist tradition, but also

presented herself as a writer challenging those traditions: “I was also trying [. . .] to

write a female double, which I think has not been attempted before” (39). Despite

aligning her approach with Virginia Woolf’s ideas about the female artist, Tennant
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took care to discourage feminist readings of her novels, drawing attention to the
problematic feminism portrayed in The Bad Sister and insisting that Woman Beware
Woman was “not a text to do with women in our time” (41). What she did
emphasize, intentionally or not, were her widely ranging artistic interests and
influences. In the Haffenden interview, she discussed Bufiuel, Graham Greene,
Henry James, science fiction writers Michael Moorcock and J. G. Ballard, Freud,
Proust and the inspiration she found in Prosper Mérimée and Bruno Schultz. She
would cite a similarly wide range of influences in later interviews, and told Kenyon in
1989: “I think my relationship with language is that I like to plunder from anywhere I
can” (Interview with Olga Kenyon 176).

Although interviewers in 1986 and 1989 explored Tennant’s intertextuality
and influences, they specifically framed Tennant as a “woman writer.” Yet,
Tennant’s responses revealed a changing and sometimes ambivalent attitude toward
feminism. In 1986, when Monteith asked about being “a woman and a writer,”
Tennant was wary of “ghettoisation”:

[. . .} a kind of self-consciousness, which I think is important now, also has its

bad side, and can make women closed off from other things that are

happening, and from other perceptions, in the world, and closed off by men, in

a bad way by identifying themselves—it seems to me—too much as being “a

woman writer.” (“Women Talking” 119)

Asked the same question by Kenyon in 1989, she denied her work was feminist:

I must be the only one whose sales haven’t increased, partly by always

jumping into different categories, from one genre into another. IfI’d been a

feminist woman writer like Angela Carter . . .

Yet, she also revealed an awareness of the feminist movement:

I think there can be no woman writer around who doesn’t feel that if it hadn’t
been for the Women’s Movement, they might well find themselves in the
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position of Sylvia Plath. One can use it as a help and bulwark, that’s what the
whole Movement is for. It supports me as an individual and a writer.

She even described its influence on her work:
I think one’s got to try to find oneself as a woman if you want to create. I read
a great many books such as The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins
Gilmore [sic], The Female Malady and lots more. They have all helped me to
write by showing me how we’ve been classified in patriarchal society.
(Interview with Olga Kenyon 184-186)

Tennant also told Kenyon that “my approach is different in every novel” (175):

I feel the point of writing for @ woman is to take, magpie-like, anything they

please from anywhere, and produce a subversive texts out of the scraps; out of
patriarchal or any kind of material they can get in their beaks. (176, emphasis

added)

Here Tennant located the subversive aspects of her texts—satirizing society through
fantasy, creating a female double, questioning myths about girlhood—within a
feminist agenda of revision and rewriting, even as she remained wary of being labeled
a “woman writer.”

When Tennant’s name began appearing in literary criticism, it was under the
rubric of women’s writing. Randall Stevenson considered her fiction in a discussion
on “New Women” writers and argued The Bad Sister’s strength was its critical
examination of “women’s place” and “the divided vision which has become a
frequent feature of women’s writing” (160). He also described the novel as “Gothic”
and an “extreme, disturbing treatment of ‘two-women-in-one’” (159). In her 1989
study, Contemporary Women Novelists, Alexander offered a similar reading, and
compared Tennant’s work with that of Angela Carter (20). The same year, Palmer
offered a more theoretical interpretation of Hotel de Dream and Alice Fell,

developing an analysis of Tennant’s feminine as “the buried ‘unconscious’ of the
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patriarchal order” (Contemporary Women'’s Fiction 77). While Stevenson,
Alexander, and Palmer all mentioned Tennant’s intertextual forms and literary
influences, their analyses focused on her images of women and use of fantasy as tools
in a feminist critique of gender roles. In the next decade, reviewers and literary
critics alike would further explore and question the feminist elements of Tennant’s
work. The ambiguity of Tennant’s feminism, along with growing academic interest
in her fiction, would bring the debate on her fiction into a more controversial arena.
NEW DEBATES 1990-PRESENT
Tennant began the 1990s with Sisters and Strangers (1990). Subtitled 4 Moral Tale,
it relates the seven ages of woman through Eve’s appropriation of different roles,
including prostitute, trophy wife, romance novelist, and astrophysicist. The narrator,
Grandmother Dummer, declares her tale “a fairy story for grown-ups” (8),” but her
motivation in telling the story is to reveal that fairy tales are built on the “lies” men
use to categorize and control women. Reviewers disagreed on the soundness of the
book’s feminist ideology. One reviewer called the novel “patronising” and “the kind
of book that gives women’s writing a bad name”:
The upshot of Tennant’s lengthy parable appears to be that the world run by
men is a bad place and that women could [. . .] do a better job. Leaving aside
the obvious fallacies in this well-worn argument, it remains to be asked who
the whole thing is aimed at. Even confirmed feminists may find the book’s
self-congratulatory assertion of female superiority hard to take. Others will
simply be confirmed in their prejudices. (Koning)
Another also suggested the text’s politics were too simplistic:
[...] the ideological baggage is just too heavy for the flimsy fiction and, like a
fat goose with clipped wings, it is hardly surprising that the novel fails to take
off. Considering Tennant’s ready ability for irony and ingenuity, and despite

the wide spacing of the text on the page, it is disappointing that there is so
little to read between the lines. (Wright)
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Yet Seymour praised Tennant:

The only feminist novelist who can stand comparison with the wit, lyricism

and force of Angela Carter is Emma Tennant. It is no surprise that the first

book to match up to the impact of Carter’s extraordinary The Passion of New

Eve [...] is Tennant’s Sisters and Strangers. [...] Back in 1977, Carter can

hardly have supposed that the feminist novelist of 1990 would not be

preaching to the converted. Regrettably, it is still necessary for Emma

Tennant to point out that little girls who learn to believe in Prince Charming

are being given the wrong kind of ambitions.

However, Seymour also found fault with the text’s too liberal “revisionist history,”
and its basis on a categorical demonization of men.

The rhetoric central to the grandmother’s lesson recalls the radical feminist
values problematized in The Bad Sister. In Sisters and Strangers, the reappearance of
those values as the basis for establishing a women’s history may operate to parody
such extreme views (as implied by Grandmother Dummer’s name, which also
suggests du mere). The success of Tennant’s irony is less important here than critics’
expectations that Tennant would produce an ambiguous rewriting of Eve’s story, a
tale to read between the lines. Critics’ negative reaction to the simplistic political
message offered by Sisters and Strangers highlights the importance of Tennant’s
earlier resistance to categories and straightforward interpretation. The publication of
Sisters and Strangers also begins to raise questions about rewriting, shifting the issue
of stylistic originality into a political and moral debate: how to include marginalized
viewpoints without violating historical record? What is the difference between
fiction and history? When do rewriting and revision go too far?

Faustine, a female-centered version of the Faust tale, raised similar

complaints. When the narrator Ella returns to England hoping to be reunited with her
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grandmother Muriel, she discovers that Muriel has been transformed by
Mephistopheles into the preternaturally youthful Lisa Crane: media magnate, sex
symbol, and 1960s icon. Lisa’s global brand of post-feminism—disguised as self-
empowerment—is no more problematic than her daughter Anna’s feminism. By way
of a women’s printing press, Anna subverts the patriarchy with which Muriel/Lisa
colludes. Mother and daughter become political opponents and, eventually, romantic
rivals, while Ella becomes the victim and legacy of the self-indulgent “liberating”
ethos of the 1960s. Unsurprisingly, reviews of Faustine differed, reflecting the text’s
unclear political message. Barbara Hardy found the novel’s “negation” of politically
active women “depressing,” but conceded that “some feminists will value the book’s
devastating analyses of woman as commodity, reduced and reified” (21). On the
other hand, Mullen felt the novel was an intentional critique of feminism: “A feminist
herself, [Tennant] knows better than anyone how to debunk the loonier fringes of the
sisterhood” (50). These different opinions reflect Faustine’s ambiguous
representations of feminism. The text explores women’s different desires and
destabilizes which are morally right and socially progressive as sexual liberation
becomes bound up with a new age founded on the devil’s commercialism. Unlike
Sisters and Strangers, Faustine does not endorse a feminist agenda so much as
undermine and confuse several different political views at once. Reviewers’ attention
to this indeterminacy contributed to a developing discourse on Tennant’s rewriting, a
discourse that encompassed feminist strategies but was not only about feminist
politics. As some reviews of Faustine show, there was a developing sense that

Tennant’s fiction worked to question paradigms and discourses more generally.
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Craig called Tennant “among the most inventive scutinisers of myths around”
(“Unmaking” 24) and A. N. Wilson wrote Tennant “has always found that myths and
fairy-tales could speak for her, or rather, perhaps, after she’s shaken them up, that she
could speak for them” (43).

Yet, the question of “speaking for” was central to surfacing concerns about
the problems of rewriting, problems exemplified in the reception of Tess (1993). In
Tess, Tess Durbeyfield’s little sister Liza-Lu finds herself speaking for all women in a
revision of Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891). This modern-day Liza-
Lu interweaves the story of a 1950s-1960s Tess with the speculative tale of Hardy’s
life and the history of the Dorset landscape. From these main narratives come stories
of the relationship between sisters, family secrets, Hardy’s misogyny, the potential for
fiction to become myth, and, centrally, the history of women’s oppression. Liza-Lu
adopts the moralizing tone of Sisters and Strangers, and some critics mocked Tess’s
similar “old-fashioned, obvious feminism”:

This sort of tone might have been just the thing for the late-Seventies coffee

table feminism of the stripped-pine drawing rooms of Notting Hill and

[slington, but times have changed and too much of this sort of stuff only

impedes the appreciation of the best of the book. (Foulkes 45)

Birch argued:

This feminist interest in viewing cultural pillars from an oblique angle and

unearthing the lost tales of women that were once deemed too trivial to

preserve preoccupies many women writers—Elaine Feinstein, Angela Carter,

Michele Roberts—and it requires irreverence and flamboyance, rather than

po-faced outrage, to carry it off. (31)

Like Two Women of London, Tess was compared unfavorably to its predecessor:

“Thomas Hardy’s Tess, as an example of the real thing in literature, shines through

this fashionable trammeling” (Pavey 37); “It is just a pity that the strands of
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Tennant’s Tess do not come together as tightly and effectively as the strands of the
noose around Tess’s neck” (Foulkes 45). And some critics were outraged by
Tennant’s representation of Hardy:

[Tennant] contrives to indict Hardy’s misogyny for her own invented

excesses. She hangs her case on a highly speculative and partial view of his

infatuation with a real-life Tess, happily sliding from fact to metaphor to
brazen it out. Who knows what Hardy’s sins were? This is a glib piece of

iconoclasm. (Matthews 62)

As with Sisters and Strangers, the possibility that Tennant’s narrator is unreliable or
presented ironically is swept aside because of the more controversial questions the
text raises about literary integrity, truthful representation, and challenges to canonized
texts and authors.

These issues continued to shape Tennant’s reputation in the 1990s, becoming
more significant with the publication of several literary sequels, the memoir Burnt
Diaries (1999), and The Ballad of Sylvia and Ted (2001), a creative reconstruction of
the Plath-Hughes marriage. All provoked controversy. The sequels, written in
imitation of Jane Austen and Charlotte and Emily Bronté respectively,® were a far cry
from the complex, inventive rewritings of earlier years. One reviewer wondered why:

Tennant should be engaged in what, when it comes down to it, is nothing

more than literary ventriloquism. For despite all the fancy arguments about

intertextuality and knowing pastiche, the fact is that writing sequels to
fabulous best-sellers represents a commercial and artistic safe bet. (Hughes

44)

Specific objections centered on Tennant’s sensational plots and unrealistic characters
(her representation of Austen’s Emma as bisexual, for example), and her faulty
reproduction of other writers’ syntax and tone: “Tennant’s own style is nothing like

9, <6

Austen’s”; “Irony . . . is all but absent” (Nokes 23). More general outcry concerned
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the idea of interfering with canonical texts. In a review of Pemberley, Cusk
wondered “why it is that we must turn into a soap-opera something which for almost
two hundred years others have been content to call a masterpiece” (19). Such
objections amounted to a new construction of Tennant’s fiction. Whereas the
“sequels” of the 1970s and 80s were upheld as “daring” and “ambitious,” the Austen
sequels were mockingly described as “meddling” and formulaic. The reaction was
often condescending: “Like previous ‘classic progressions’ by Tennant, [Emma in
Love] confirms that nowadays the real danger to dead authors isn’t the malicious
biography but the avaricious sequel” (Grylls).

“Danger to dead authors” was a motif for Tennant in the 1990s, from her
portrayal of Hardy in 1993 to the kiss-and-tell contents of Burnt Diaries in 1999.
This memoir of an affair with Ted Hughes met with acrimonious criticism, and was
followed by outcry over The Ballad of Sylvia and Ted. In a review of the latter,
Kemp denounced all of Tennant’s work:

Emma Tennant’s novels have often been parasitic, drawing sustenance from

other authors’ works. Over the years, she has offered updated versions of Dr

Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Tess of the D’ Urbervilles [sic], Lord of the Flies, the

Faust legend and James Hogg’s 19™-century [sic] shocker, Confessions of a

Justified Sinner. Three of her books have been extensions of novels by Jane

Austen. The Ballad of Sylvia and Ted takes this tapeworm tendency a stage

further by not merely attaching itself to other books but leeching onto real-life

figures. (“Too Much”)
Many critics felt Tennant had gone too far, and labeled Burnt Diaries and The Ballad
of Sylvia and Ted as an attempt to profit from Hughes’s recent death:

Emma Tennant [. . .] began as a serious novelist, turned to catchpenny ideas

such as sequels to Jane Austen novels, and has now hit rock-bottom by selling

her joyless memoir of her affair with Ted Hughes. [...] We all know by now

that the lives of good writers add little to our appreciation of their work—the
only possible excuse for such betrayal. But [. . .] Hughes’s wife and his two
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children are still alive. That consideration is swept aside by Tennant. She

convicts herself of moral shallowness in having the affair, in the way she

writes about it and in writing about it at all. [Burnt Diaries] is a book Emma

Tennant should not have published. (May)

It was testimony to the force of Hughes’s reputation that at least one critic blamed
Tennant for having the affair as well as writing about it. In interviews post-
publication, Tennant justified Burnt Diaries: “There has been so much mythologising
of Hughes,” she said, “First he was a murderer—now he has been canonised, he’s a
saint. I just hope that my account is a valuable part of putting together the Ted
Hughes jigsaw” (“Mistress™). At least one reviewer agreed with Tennant: “when is
the appropriate time to publish unflattering portraits? The longer the images of
victimhood and saintliness endure, the more savage will be their eventual and
inevitable demolition” (“Seedy Twist” 5).

Artistic value, literary recycling, challenging myths, originality and imitation:
these were the preoccupations shaping Tennant’s publishing history and reception,
particularly in the 1990s. Debate over feminism and intertextuality in the later texts,
especially the controversial feminist history of Sisters and Strangers and Tess and the
ventriloquism of the Austen sequels, concentrated these issues, distilling their
underlying question: where are the borders? When does revision lapse into mere
imitation? At what point does the challenge to existing myths and values become a
violation? What is the difference between “serious” writing and literary vogues? The
1990s marked new directions in the fiction as well as changes in Tennant’s
reputation. Paradoxically, these changes reveal what is consistent about the reception

of the work. First, there is a growing orientation, within the texts and in reviewers’

assessments, toward feminist themes. Tennant has always foregrounded female
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characters, and has also written about feminists and the women’s movement. This is
probably why early academic criticism categorized her foremost as a feminist/woman
writer. Second, critics began to explore the question of originality and imitation in
relation to Tennant’s work. While this issue emerged most explicitly amidst the
controversies of the 1990s, it is also relevant to the earlier texts. Tennant was first
characterized as a minor writer, then as an experimental innovator, then as a feminist
fantasist, and finally, as an innovator-turned-imitator. If reception in the 1990s
blurred the boundary between innovation and imitation, it also revealed that perhaps
the line was always blurred. For if the revisionist history of Tess can be read as
Hardy pastiche, then The Bad Sister can also be read as pastiche of Hogg or the
gothic.

There is a particular dynamic underlying the arc of Tennant’s publishing
history and the two issues just outlined. The positioning of Tennant’s work within a
debate about the originality of literary rewritings suggests that reviewers read
Tennant into a specific model of influence, one in which literary predecessors exert
control or authority over later writers. In this relationship the later writer is assigned
a passive role of reception. Influence

presumes a source, an origin, an agency that flows into or acts upon another.

At work in the concept of influence is a hierarchical, subject-object binary in

which one is the actor, while the other 1s acted upon. Agency belongs to the

originator; passive reception and transformation to the other. (Friedman 152)
Reviews reveal an assumption of this model of influence in their assessments of how
successfully Tennant “carries on” particular genres, how faithfully she represents

history or literary figures, and how her texts compare with the “original” texts she

rewrites. The outrage provoked when Tennant’s revisions “go too far” imply a belief



34

that she has transgressed the rules of a literary tradition or The Literary Tradition.
Always, these assumed transgressions center on Tennant’s “unrealistic” or “fantastic”
additions to an accepted version of a text, truth, or discourse. Thus, Tess’s
demonization of Thomas Hardy is dismissed as “iconoclasm,” and its revisionist
history as a feminist cliché. The feminist context of Tennant’s rewritings is not
irrelevant here: at least one reviewer revealed a certain amount of sexism in his
condemnation of Tennant, though not Hughes, for entering into an affair. Questions
of taste and timing aside, it does seem that a powerful Hughes myth was in place, and
resistant to the counter-version of that myth offered by Burnt Diaries. Although there
are other elements at work here, such as craft (Sisters and Strangers is arguably a less
inventive rewriting of the Eve story than Faustine is of the Faust story), it is perhaps
worth considering if resistance to Tennant’s rewritings on the grounds of taste and
artistic merit mask a deeper, ideological resistance to rewriting in general, or to
feminist revision in particular. Yet, if forces of conservatism are at work here, there
is always potential for that to change. Tennant’s early fiction was initially deemed
technically inferior, but revalued relatively quickly. In academic criticism, at least,
there has often been a more open-minded attitude toward Tennant’s fiction. Such
criticism reverses or challenges the positions in the model of influence outlined
above. As art critic Baxandall argues:
If one says that X influenced Y it does seem that one is saying that X did
something to Y rather than Y did something to X. [...] If we think of Y
rather than X as the agent, the vocabulary is much richer and more attractively
diversified: draw on, resort to [. . .] adapt, misunderstand [. . .] emulate,
travesty, parody [. . .] master, subvert, perpetuate [. . .]. Most of these
relations just cannot be stated the other way around—in terms of X acting on

Y rather than Y acting on X. To think in terms of influence blunts thought by
impoverishing the means of differentiation. (59)



35

A growing body of academic criticism focuses on Tennant as an active force
reshaping the texts of her predecessors, and attempts to measure the scope of her

rewriting through a wide variety of approaches and discourses.

2. CRITICAL DIRECTIONS

During the 1990s, the expansion of academic criticism on Tennant’s fiction coincided
with her rising visibility, as her fiction began to be included in literary surveys.’
Most critical enquiries develop ideas and questions not fully explored in the reviews
discussed above, and can be divided approximately into feminist, postmodernist,
gothic, and Scottish approaches. Often these approaches overlap, since they all seek
to contextualize how and why Tennant rewrites. Both feminist and postmodernist
interpretations assimilate Tennant’s gothic tropes to a broader political or aesthetic
motivation to write “new stories.” Critics identifying Tennant as a modern gothic
writer acknowledge the feminist and postmodern implications inherent in rewriting a
genre already characterized by sexual themes and self-reflexiveness. Most of these
approaches assume the texts’ feminist subtext, and several of the articles discussed
below distinctly place the fiction in the context of women’s writing. A less clear-cut
and relatively new approach, however, concerns the Scottish dimension of Tennant’s
work.

TENNANT AND SCOTLAND

Tennant’s national status is somewhat ambiguous. She descends from Scottish
aristocracy and spent her early childhood in the Borders, yet has lived in London
throughout her writing career.® She has rewritten texts by Scottish writers (Hogg and

Stevenson), but also by English writers (Hardy, Austen, the Bronté&s) and Europeans
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(Polish writer Schultz and French writer Mérimée). Her work has been included in
both British and Scottish fiction studies, although in some Scottish studies, she has
been called an “Anglo-Scot” (Alexander, “Contemporary” 630-32) or
“internationalist” (Hagemann 45). Her texts clearly engage with Scotland’s literary
history and landscape: The Bad Sister, Wild Nights, and Two Women of London, for
example, all feature Scottish characters and settings. Yet, only a few critics have
specified the Scottish aspects of Tennant’s work beyond a cursory identification of
her literary sources and family ancestry.

In 1984, Malzahn provided a close reading of Wild Nights in his study of
contemporary Scottish novels. He argued that Scottish fiction typically deployed an
“inside/outside dichotomy:”

“Inside” on this plane refers to “the centres of authority,” a position that is

reserved almost exclusively for adult males. On the “outside” are those

excluded from authority, barred from the centres of power by the biological
facts of their sex or age. It is significant that Scottish novelists not only show

a preoccupation with conflict between figures of these respective categories,

but also tend to favour the latter by making a woman or a child their fictional

hero, and their consciousness the vehicle through which reality is interpreted;

interpretation implying in this case frequently a fundamental challenge, a

basic criticism of rules, roles and values. (158)

In Wild Nights, this dichotomy is dramatized by the opposition of adult and childhood
world-views. The text’s child narrator offers a fantastic counter-reality to “‘the too-
restricted life’ of a Border gentry trapped in their domestic seclusion” (166).
Observing that the narrator’s “intermingling of fact and fantasy” dominates the
narrative, Malzahn writes:

[. . .] the reader is never allowed to be quite certain of anything, neither if a

given statement is a fact, a metaphorical interpretation of fact, or pure fancy,
nor in the latter cases, whose interpretation or whose fantasy it is. [...] the
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structural confusion created by such means leaves the reader with an ultimate
lack of fixed points from which to decode the narrative. (167)

Malzahn argues that the text endorses this child’s viewpoint “as anything but inferior
to a normal, rational interpretation of the world; the narrator derides her father and
mother for the limitations such a view imposes on their understanding” (168).
Malzahn was not the only critic to identity Tennant’s emphasis on
imagination as a Scottish trait. In a 1993 essay on Scottish women writers, Anderson
wrote that Wild Nights creates “a fantastic Scotland of the mind” (“Listening” 181)
and in 1997, Alexander noted that Scotland “becomes for [Tennant] a country of the
mind, and a powerful source of myth” (“Contemporary Fiction” 631). Unlike
Malzahn, however, both critics connected Tennant’s imaginative Scotland with her
representation of women. Although Malzahn discusses representations of women
elsewhere in his book, he barely examines the roles women play in Wild Nights.
Describing the narrator’s witch-like Aunt Zita, he reads her magical powers as
representative of “selfish extravaganza and fulfillment,” and her death—she is burned
at the stake by an angry mob—as the punishment for her transgressive desires (164).
Yet he also negates her death, calling her “supposed killing” a “transition from a
flesh-and-blood character charged with symbolical significance [. . .] to the mere
symbolical object used in a seasonal ritual” (167, emphasis added). Reducing Zita to
an untrustworthy (because childlike) fantasy of the narrator, Malzahn restores the
authority of the “normal, rational interpretation of the world” he proposes the text
problematizes. If Scottish novels reverse an inside/outside dichotomy, and Wild
Nights follows this pattern by prioritizing a child’s imaginative perspective and

criticizing an adult’s logical one, what does it mean that Zita (an outsider as a woman
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and witch) is punished by being killed into the symbolic, becoming “a human effigy
rather than a human being” (167)? If Wild Nights is an exception in its ultimate
restoration of “inside” authority, Malzahn fails to say so. And his discussion poses
another conflict. He observes that the personalities of Zita and the narrator
sometimes “appear to become interchangeable” (167): in this way the text’s central
characters blur the border between childhood and adulthood, disrupting the structural
boundaries of Malzahn’s inside/outside dichotomy altogether. Yet Malzahn fails to
address the possible (feminist) implications of this. Is Zita destroyed not for her
“selfishness” and “extravagance” but for her ambiguous status between adult and
child, and between real and unreal? Is her presence too disruptive to notions of a
coherent, stable, linear reality? If we trust the narrator’s viewpoint, Zita’s arrival
heralds physical changes in the family’s ancestral home, and the appearance of
ghosts—consumptive “daughters of the house” “coughing in four-poster beds” (12).
The supernatural reality that Zita initiates is frequently coded as female: Zita is
associated with domestic spaces and nature, with witchcraft and highly charged
female sexuality, and with the ghosts of female ancestors. Is Zita a return of the
repressed—-a liberated, taboo-indulging other to what Malzahn calls the family’s
“Bronté-an world of stagnation and secret, unfulfilled longings” (166)? If so, her
death at the stake, which marks and punishes her as a witch, is an eradication of a too
disruptive, feminine other. Malzahn neglects these underlying gender tensions
although his discussion hints at them, particularly in his awareness of the relationship
with “Bronté-an” precursor texts, such as Jane Eyre (1847) and Wuthering Heights

(1847) that use similar gothic tropes in representing women’s experience.
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Alexander and Anderson, however, directly address the connections between
the texts’ Scottish context and representation of gender roles. Anderson traces the
Scottish quality of Tennant’s fiction to its doubles:

The experience of exclusion or marginalization, and the sense of being a

divided self, are strongly present in some Scottish writing. If male Scottish

authors have had to contend with difficulties generated in part by a

problematic relationship to national identity, language and literary tradition,

for Scottish women this experience is compounded by gender. [...] Against
this background, we may see the interest of some women writers [. . .] in the

experience of social and internal conflict and in life at the margins.
(“Listening” 171)

She argues that Tennant uses “Scottish scraps”—Scottish texts and tropes, and a
Scottish sense of division and marginalization—to explore women’s sense of
displacement and fracture (“Listening” 180). Anderson explicitly aligns this kind of
revision with the challenge posed by écriture féminine to “the idea of the ‘unified’
self”’: “If doubleness is a feature of [The Bad Sister] it is a doubleness that splinters
further, as if Tennant, like Hélene Cixous and Catherine Clément, is unpicking binary
oppositions to reveal plurality” (“Listening” 177). Alexander also discusses
marginalization as both a Scottish and female experience, observing that in interviews
Tennant “reflects on the colonised condition of Scotland, and on the sense in which
women’s exclusion from power places them in a similarly colonised position.”
Approaching Tennant from this context, she argues that her texts employ Scottish
dualism to dramatize “woman’s tension between powerlessness and rationality” as
“dangerous and destructive” (“Contemporary Fiction” 631). Anderson reads The
Bad Sister’s Meg as a manifestation of such tension, a representative of “the
subconscious, the ‘world below the surface’” and the consequences for the

“repression of a woman’s ‘wild side’—with its creative aspect.” She poses Meg as an
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representation of the “contradictory forces at work in the female subject” (“Listening”
178). Both critics imply that ambiguity is a central Scottish and feminist quality of
the texts. Anderson aligns this “rich plurality” with a feminist rebellion against the
dominant (“inside”) order of meaning and language:
According to Julia Kristeva, a woman is “an eternal dissident in relation to
social and political consensus, in exile from power . . . ”, and taking up
Kristeva’s idea of the experimental writer as another form of “dissident”,
some critics comment on the shared impetus of women and experimentalists
“towards marginalization and indefinition; they are in a condition of ‘exile’
from a centred identity of meaning and its claims to a totalized law or truth.”
(“Listening” 172)
She also notes recurring references in The Bad Sister to “translation” and writes:
It had been suggested that Freud used the term “Ubersetzung”, or translation,
to describe transposing all the hard work of the unconscious. Word play and
challenging puns have their place in [The Bad Sister] which explores the
unconscious and which is, moreover, implicitly critical of the “received” use
of language [. . .]. (“Listening” 180)
Anderson’s and Alexander’s connection of Scottish and female experience with a
sense of being colonized and marginalized has obvious parallels with post-colonial
subjectivity. Tennant’s puns and Scottish sense of doubleness are similar to the post-
colonial strategy of mimicry, which also uses ambiguity and double-voicedness to
undermine colonial discourses. Although critics such as Anderson and Alexander
have recognized that Tennant’s different kinds of doubleness relate to women’s
condition as exiles or colonized subjects in their own culture, this recognition is
typically theorized in psychoanalytic terms as a return of the repressed. Often, this

return of the repressed is read as a purely subversive force, one that is either

resolved/banished (as Malzahn argues), or embodies rage/otherness to achieve a
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corrective critique of patriarchy (as Alexander and Anderson suggest). Although
Alexander and Anderson touch on the post-colonial situation of Scottish and/or
female identity, they assimilate Tennant’s plurality into an unambivalent feminist
critique. This means that the ambiguities in Tennant’s fiction—especially as they
relate to Scottish identity and to rewriting other texts—are resolved and categorized,
leaving no room for political ambivalence and negating the very same plurality
pointed out by Anderson. This type of approach, which suggests that Tennant uses
Scotland as a trope for women’s social situation, demonstrates how easily the Scottish
dimension of the fiction has itself been marginalized as it becomes “colonized” by
feminist interpretations. This insistence on assimilating the texts into a corrective
agenda prevents critics from theorizing Tennant’s ambiguity and ambivalence in
relation to rewriting. In contrast, Boehnke has drawn attention to the Scottish context
of Tennant’s work, and to the doubleness of texts that write back to the canon:
every refraction of the canon is also in some ways a reinforcement of that
canon. This aspect achieves particular relevance in the Scottish context,
where the establishment of a national literary canon is still going on [. . .] so
that this reinforcing element is arguably as important as the subversive one.
(66)
While Boehnke’s point about simultaneous reinforcing and subversive elements is
useful, his argument ultimately assimilates this “double refraction” into a positive
narrative about canon formation and inclusion. He concludes, “fragmentation,
multiplicity and ambiguity should not be seen as something negative or destructive,

but rather as positive, liberating and constructive” (67). This formulation of either/or

repeats the problems discussed above, and, while moving toward a theory of
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rewriting, ultimately simplifies ambivalence (of rewriting, of post-colonial literature)
in favor of making an inclusive gesture.

FEMINIST APPROACHES

Like Anderson and Alexander, other critics tend to interpret Tennant’s rewritings as
feminist critiques of gender roles and images of women. The majority of Tennant
criticism is directed toward dissecting these critiques. Amy Levin analyzes
sisterhood and identity formation in The Bad Sister and Wesley discusses Tennant’s
constructions of female adolescent psychology. Both critics emphasize the corrective
element of the texts’ relationship with existing literature. Levin argues that The Bad
Sister exposes the conflicts of female relationships repressed in realist texts (122-28)
while Wesley suggests that Tennant invokes “the ‘ghosts’ of other stories” to show
that “girls, too, have secret lives worthy of fiction” (188). Other critics believe that
Tennant’s critique is primarily addressed to social structures and discourses. Sellers
poses a psychoanalytic interpretation of Tennant’s split identities, arguing that her
feminization of the double is a critique of society’s abjection of the feminine. Schmid
offers a similar analysis of social pressures in her article on Tennant’s “Sister Hyde”
(1997). Yet other critics focus on Tennant’s representations of sexuality: Palmer
discusses Tennant in three of her studies of representations of lesbianism'® and
Patricia Juliana Smith includes Tennant in her study Lesbian Panic in 1999. In many
of these writings, Tennant is compared to other postmodernist female writers,
including Angela Carter and Fay Weldon; in an article on Tennant’s narrative

strategies, Birat identifies an earlier model in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928).
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Although all of these critics identify the fiction’s feminist subtexts and locate
Tennant within a tradition of women’s writing, they disagree on the success of her
critiques. Birat argues that Sisters and Strangers undermines its political point:

[. . .] Eve will become a novelist herself. But as novelist she is unable to do
anything but reproduce her own situation by writing love stories in which
women play a subordinate role. Grandmother Dummer finally reveals that she
herself is Eve. [...] The story and the moral of the story, which is that Eve
can have and tell no story of her own, are essentially at odds. [...] Emma
Tennant, while [attempting] to foreground the problem of the authority of any
text, ultimately subverts this intention by refusing to allow Grandmother
Dummer to establish a text of her own. (39)

Patricia Juliana Smith claims that the narrative inversions of Two Women of London
lessen its impact as social critique:

[. . .] Mrs. Hyde is not the subversive homoerotic creation of a sexually
repressed female imaginary but, rather, is a result of male heterosexual
domination and interference [. . .]. In this manner, what had been an allegory
for social and sexual duplicity in [Stevenson’s text] (and thus open to a range
of encodings) becomes ultimately a somewhat strained metaphor of multiple
personality disorder emblematizing women’s socioeconomic woes that
effectively bars further interpretation in Tennant’s revision. (167)

In 1989, Palmer voiced her first objections to The Bad Sister:

[Tennant’s] treatment of women’s community and lesbian relations contains
elements which are downright prejudiced and offensive. She sensationalizes
them, identifying them with a lurid world of witchcraft, violence, drugs and
sado-masochism. In this respect, she does contemporary feminism a
disservice, reproducing the misogynistic stereotypes of femininity popularized
by a phallocritic culture. The novel illustrates, very disturbingly, that the
association of lesbianism with vampirism and violence, which is a feature of
certain nineteenth- and twentieth-century novels, continues to flourish [. . .] in
serious fiction (Contemporary Women's Fiction 143).

This was a view Palmer reiterated in 1990 and 1993. In her 1999 study, Lesbian
Gothic, Palmer develops her argument that Tennant’s gothic tropes relegate the
lesbian to an abject position, although Palmer also acknowledges the text “adopts a

viewpoint that is ambiguous and difficult to define” (32). In Lesbian Panic (1997),
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Smith objects to Palmer’s negative interpretations and argues that Tennant’s portrayal
of lesbianism is more complex than homophobic vilification:

The Bad Sister is, inevitably, implicated in the values of The Confessions

of a Justified Sinner, an “historical form of representation” that, as [Eve]

Sedgwick has observed, is [. . .] inherently and inevitably homophobic in its

mechanisms. (172)
Palmer’s readings overlook the potentially ironic dimension of this intertextual
relationship, instead condemning The Bad Sister as a throwback to nineteenth-century
morals. As Smith implies, however, the text’s alteration of Hogg’s constructions is
also a means of writing back to their sexist and homophobic elements:

Palmer fails to note that there are other representations of lesbianism and

feminism in the novel, representations that function as markers of stability in

the ever-shifting dreamscape of Jane Wild’s wanderings. (172)
Although Palmer’s negative analyses are the exception in feminist criticism, the
contradictions between her interpretations and those of Smith stage a debate about the
role of the writer who rewrites. Whereas Palmer constructs Tennant as a passive,
unknowing recipient through whom the mores of an earlier text and era are
perpetuated, Smith defines Tennant as an active force displacing the biases inherent
in Hogg’s text. Palmer’s view evokes a relationship of influence where the authority
of an “original” writer is “passed down” to and impressed upon future generations. In
this case, the second writer, Tennant, is implicated in upholding canonical forces and
authority—emphasized by Palmer’s suggestion that Tennant unconsciously promotes
homophobic stereotypes, as if saturated with Hogg’s biases. Here, Palmer’s dynamic
of influence is one-way, dependent on a linear version of literary history in which

new generations are unable to change or reverse the past. Smith’s view, on the other

hand, both reverses and expands the relationship of influence, locating authority in
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Tennant as she undermines and usurps the authority of a canonical text. The dynamic
of influence in this case is two-way and multiple. It is interesting that Palmer, in
arguing that Tennant perpetuates a problematic poetics of gender, reinstates some
well-worn binaries of sexuality herself: that of the receptive, passive female
penetrated and molded by an active male agent/artist (echoing the Muse-Artist
conceit that Tennant explicitly rewrites in The Bad Sister), and that of the
authoritative male (however objectionable his authority) and the babbling, incoherent
female. These constructions are also implicit in negative reviews of Tennant’s
rewritings, especially reviews of Tess and Burnt Diaries. Smith’s reversed dynamic
of influence, in turn, displaces these stereotypes by also attributing authority to the
rewriter, thereby placing the female author and her male predecessor on more equal
terms. Thus the debate about rewriting and the perpetuation of particular stereotypes
points to a broader and deeply politicized one about canon, literary history, and the
authority of discourse.

POSTMODERN READINGS

Recycling literary material is part of postmodernism’s own rewriting of narrative
conventions and literary values. The mingling of different forms, particularly those
of “high” and “low” art, is one common feature of postmodern writing. Through
unexpected juxtapositions, intertextuality, and metafictional devices, postmodernist
fiction often calls attention to the fictionality of the literary text, and by extension, to
the fictionality of the discourses—Lyotard’s master narratives—that inform the
stories literature tells. In this way, postmodernist fiction is deconstructive, but

ambiguously so: derivative, circuitous, yet playfully creative, it embodies both what
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Barth called first a “literature of exhaustion” and then a “literature of replenishment.”
Ambiguity extends to the themes of postmodernist fiction, with its blurred
distinctions between real and artifice, history and fiction, and narrative and game.
That Tennant’s fiction generates similar ambiguities is evident in reviews of her
work, but it was not until the 1990s that critics became more interested in the
resonances of Tennant’s particular postmodernism(s), beginning with Indiana’s thesis
about Tennant’s “hyperfiction.”'' Indiana argues that hyperfiction
has its true roots in the picaresque literature of the 18" [sic] century, which
chronicles ghastly events with sardonic detachment and tends to dispense with
‘sincerity.” Its material is often the flotsam and jetsam of popular culture,
aporias of mass media, the junk of disposable civilization. Pastiche and
parody are at home in the hypernovel. (204)
Feminist critics defined Tennant’s work as a corrective righting (writing) of social
wrongs against women, but Indiana is less interested in didactic import than in
Tennant’s freewheeling revelations:
Tennant likes distancing devices, interjections that cast doubts about the

evidence presented. As a great refashioner of myths, Tennant lets us know
whose filter is on the lens.

The effect is often one of observing a second reality behind the
carnivalesque surface [. . .]. Tennant doesn’t want to be understood
didactically, or simply, since her prodigious talents include a bemused knack
for spotting the complexities in simple things, contradictions between the real
and the apparent. (211)

Indiana’s metaphor of using a filtered lens to see through borders, assumptions, and
surfaces attributes a special perspective to Tennant’s rewritings: sight, insight,
“revision.” Widdowson, however, identifies this revisionary quality as having a

olitical function, allowing us to “access the unknown in ‘knowable communities’
p )

construct a history which is otherwise inarticulate” (8). He explains:
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[Two Women of London’s] literary allusions and jokes; its constant references
to philosophies of “doubleness” and “otherness”; its multiple narrators; its
purported use of a video-film as one form of “trustworthy” narration;
centrally, the fact that the book is [. . .] a revision of an earlier text: all must
draw our attention to textuality, to narrative, and to the potent fictions they
construct—fictions, for example, which define, categorise and position us as
binary opposites, of profound ideological force, in “real life” too: as
“respectable/evil”, “lovely/hideous”, “good citizen/bad citizen” [. . .].
Were Dr Jekyll/Mr Hyde real? Are Ms Jekyll/Mrs Hyde? Such is the
mythic force of text and narrative that the answer must be: yes—they are as
real as we are in our social, sexual, racial, ethical subject-positions: it is just
easier to see their fictionality. (11)
Widdowson’s thesis is entirely relevant to the “hidden history” of female experience
Two Women of London superimposes onto Stevenson’s model, and to the position of
a writer challenging the mythic power of certain texts and stories. In his article on
rewriting, Connor also argues that Two Women of London’s repetition and reversal of
Stevenson’s text enacts an unveiling: “In feminizing Stevenson’s version of the split
male self, Tennant actually compels attention to the ways in which the apparently
absent female is in fact present in his story:”

By making the doubling [of her characters] take place between the two

versions of women offered by Stevenson—the degraded and the

idealized—rather than within the single person of a man, Emma Tennant

makes manifest the latent anxieties about gender that are encoded within Dr
Jekyll and Mr Hyde. (83-85)

Although Connor argues that 7wo Women of London revealed the biases of
Stevenson’s text, he concludes that the text failed in its revisionist efforts:
“Stevenson’s fear of reversion into the female resurfaces as a fear of reversion in the
female into pure and unrepresentable ‘evil.” In reversing Stevenson’s premises,
Tennant reverts to them” (86). Again, the debate about rewriting and perpetuation, or
revision and reversion, emerges. Although these critics, like the feminist critics

discussed above, posit Tennant as an active force reworking existing texts and
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resisting influence and authority, the question remains whether it is a successful
revision or a failed one. Does Connor overlook the irony of Tennant’s strategies in
the same way Palmer overlooks the irony of Tennant’s lesbian and feminist
caricatures? Given Widdowson’s and Indiana’s arguments about the text’s revelation
of hidden histories and artificial constructs, Connor is perhaps too hasty to take the
text’s reversion at face value as a lapse of principle. Looking more closely, we can
see that the text’s reversion does dramatize another hidden, and unpleasant, version of
women’s history: that of women’s collusion in their own and others’ oppression, the
thin line between a monstrous, damaged woman like Jekyll/Hyde and her friend Jean
Hastie, a morally upright mother and scholar who shares Jekyll/Hyde’s initials, is
obsessed with Jekyll and Hyde’s relationship, and eventually fosters Hyde’s children.
It 1s Jean Hastie, not Eliza Jekyll or Mrs. Hyde, who closes the text, and does so by
ventriloquizing Hyde. After Mrs. Hyde evades the authorities and escapes to the
Continent, Jean presents Hyde’s final statement, a shopping list that ends with the
word “KILL.” Unlike Stevenson’s Mr. Hyde, who is safely banished through Jekyll’s
suicide, Tennant’s Mrs. Hyde lingers on, both as a criminal at large and a hidden side
of Jean Hastie. Connor, as Palmer does with The Bad Sister, neglects the text’s many
doubles—signposts to its double meanings and ambiguous representations.

GOTHIC TRANSFORMATIONS

Criticism of the 1980s had described Tennant’s fiction as gothic, and this approach
was developed in the 1990s with the inclusion of Tennant’s novels in gothic fiction
surveys such as Punter’s The Literature of Terror (2: 1996), Palmer’s Lesbian Gothic

(1999), and Cavallaro’s The Gothic Vision (2002). Punter’s analysis of Tennant’s
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short story “Rigor Beach” identified it as an example of the “new ‘female Gothic™”
and centered on Tennant’s patterns of inversion, thus calling attention to the story’s
relationship with an earlier gothic tradition (159)."” “Rigor Beach” depicts a sexual
encounter transformed into a necrophilic fantasy. Protagonist Ingrid kills her lover
and then decorates his body, creating a beach landscape on his corpse where she plays
out her daydream of a seashore holiday. Noting the theme of blankness in modern
gothic writing by women, Punter writes:
[Tennant and others] have sought [. . .] to produce an image of woman as
blank, as impossible of inscription. If the only message which phallocentrism
can inscribe on women is a message of hate [. . .] then the woman’s body and
soul must become resistant to inscription. (Literature of Terror 2: 192)
“Rigor Beach” features a blank female body projected onto the canvas of her lover’s
corpse:
[Ingrid] has found a body into which to inscribe her own picnic, a way of
slowing the sands of time, of building sandcastles, of evading the sandman, all
the tropes of sand are here used and reused, used as useless; again there can be
no desire [. . .] there can be no aim because desire is transmitted direct into the
suffering but dead body which is, naturally, the inner death from which the
heroine has already suffered. (Literature of Terror 2: 159)
The lover’s body is redoubled, inverted terrain: the site of Ingrid’s fantasy is also the
mirror of her own blankness and inner decay. Punter also argued that the “extreme
brevity” of “Rigor Beach” was a “decayed” version of the gothic tale (such as Poe’s),
a narrative “in which almost nothing is known by the end that has not already been
known from the outset” (159). The narrative’s inverted course mimics Ingrid’s dead-
end fantasy, since its conclusion offers no resolution—no progression of events or

explanation for Ingrid’s act—only the corpse deteriorating into an ever more putrid

state, so that the stench of its “landscape” permeates Ingrid’s home with “the smell of
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the sea,” “the rotting weed” (“Rigor Beach” 238). Ingrid’s act blurs the boundary
between desire and violation, evoking a gothic deterioration of life and sex into death
and necrophilia. The text’s horror is two-fold, provoked first by the instance of
Ingrid’s transgression/regression, and second by the text’s maintenance of a mirroring
structure of degeneration. Punter’s reading thus implies that Tennant’s gothic creates
a cycle in which subject and her narrative are locked in stasis, lost in repetition and
self-reflection. This recalls Morrow and McGrath’s analysis of Poe’s borderless
fiction:

In such a tale climate, landscape, architecture, genealogy, and psychology

seem to bleed into one another until it is impossible to distinguish a figure

from its metaphors. The coalescence of all these elements sets in motion a

process of regression, decay, a collapsing back into a state of primal unity—a
death. (x1)

Transgression, inversion, regression, transfiguration: the crossing of borders is a
theme of modern gothic fiction, but also characterizes its relationship with earlier
gothic texts. Anderson argues that the characteristics of the gothic genre make it
ideal source material for revision: “that Gothic, itself arguably a parodic form, is so
easy to parody also makes it attractive in an age of parody and pastiche” (“Emma
Tennant™ 118). She claims that Tennant’s novels:
may be seen in a Gothic fictional tradition, deliberately exploiting its potential
subversiveness, yet making visible ‘the socially and politically conservative
discourses coded into traditional genre conventions, self-consciously
reworking Gothic to explore the construction of femininity, the importance of
the visual, and the dominance of the ‘male gaze.” (“Emma Tennant” 118)
Anderson concludes that Tennant and other modern gothic writers “use tradition yet

remake it, playing seriously with Gothic” and

may be seen in the context of postmodernism, although criticising its
reduction of the past to images. Their concern with power structures and with
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female identity is informed, to differing degrees, by feminist ideas and theory,

both using and interrogating ideas of ‘sisterhood’, literal and metaphoric.

(“Emma Tennant” 127-8)
In this light, Tennant’s “perpetuation” of problematic stereotypes, as in The Bad
Sister, can be interpreted as a “serious” strategy of parody. Critical analysis of
Tennant’s rewriting of gothic conventions typically follows this pattern, finding in her
gothic tropes a metaphor for contemporary social conflicts concerning women.
Walker argues that “The Bad Sister transposes Hogg’s story into the twentieth-
century world of sexual politics” and claims that “the larger object of Tennant’s satire
1s patriarchal society’s fanatical worship of consumerism as Hogg’s subject is
fanaticism in religion” (144). Anderson writes that Tennant uses the gothic’s focus
on the visual, psychological, and sexual “to explore the construction of femininity,
the importance of the visual, and the dominance of the ‘male gaze’” and reveal
modern society’s “damaging attitudes to women” (“Emma Tennant” 117-18). In
contrast, Palmer criticizes Tennant’s texts for perpetuating the gothic’s stigmatizing
association of lesbians with vampirism, and for “reproducing the misogynistic
stereotypes of femininity popularized by a phallocritic culture” (Contemporary
Women’s Fiction 143). She argues: “In utilizing Gothic conventions to interrogate
the phallocentric representation of women as Other, [Tennant] falls into the trap of
reproducing and re-enforcing homophobic and misogynistic stereotypes rather than
challenging them” (Lesbian Gothic 38). Palmer’s arguments, like Connor’s and
Patricia Juliana’s Smith’s reading of Two Women of London, implicitly compare the

quality or “success” of Tennant’s texts with those she rewrites. If the gothic offers

negative representations of women, Tennant offers even more negative ones; if
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Stevenson creates a powerful allegory of duplicity, Tennant creates a confusing and
inelegant metaphor. This method of comparing Tennant’s texts to her predecessors’
shifts the focus to evaluations about didactic value and craft, and fails to theorize the
intertextual relationship between texts.

All of these interpretations stem from different views of rewriting—as
corrective/disruptive challenge, social critique, or imitation—but they pose the same
problems. First, these approaches marginalize the many ambiguities and conflicts in
Tennant’s texts. Critics who read Tennant’s fiction as an uncomplicated continuation
of an established tradition do not attempt more than a cursory examination of the
changes Tennant makes to the texts she rewrites. For instance, as Connor points out,
Two Women of London reverses the original Jekyll-Hyde relationship. Stevenson’s
Jekyll is the protagonist’s real personality; Tennant’s Jekyll is a performance, a side
effect of drug use. Of course, this reversal plays with the ambiguity surrounding the
innate or original self in Stevenson’s text: his Hyde is represented as the inner self
“hiding” within Jekyll, an evolutionary throwback to pre-civilized origins. Similarly,
in Two Women of London, it is never clear whether Eliza Jekyll or Mrs. Hyde is the
“original” identity. But Tennant’s plot change does undermine what becomes a clear-
cut morality in Stevenson’s novel, its division of Jekyll and Hyde into exclusive
categories of conscience and depravity. In contrast, Two Women of London reveals
that morality, motivation, and blame are frequently contingent, dependent on social
circumstances. Some characters feel Eliza Jekyll’s behavior is as reprehensible and
dangerous as Mrs. Hyde’s murderous rage. At the same time, Hyde is presented as

both an irrational criminal and a victim of classism and sexism. The problem of
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evil’s location—in Hyde, Jekyll, or the rapist who haunts their neighborhood?—and
its nature—inherent or circumstantial?>—circulates through the novel but is never
resolved. This lack of closure is reflected in Tennant’s transformation of Stevenson’s
ending: Stevenson’s Jekyll decides to kill himself in order to destroy Hyde, but
Tennant’s Hyde escapes prosecution by leaving the country. Even if the novel’s
mystery, the cause of Dr. Crane’s death, is solved, the evil possibly represented by
Hyde is never contained or reconciled. These changes to the original plot generate
ambiguity reflected in other levels of the text: its imagery of overlapping spaces,
characters’ conflicting opinions, double meanings and word play, and the structural
undermining of narrative authority and resolution—all elements which the critics
discussed above fail to explore fully. To read Tennant’s fiction as a straightforward
repetition (or unintended perpetuation) of themes and prejudices from earlier texts is
to erase these instances of difference and transformation. Meanwhile, dismissing
ambiguity as a “bar to interpretation” simplifies multiplied meanings to a technical
flaw, and overlooks repeated tropes of gothic obscurity and doubleness in a text that
both “obscures” and “doubles” its precursor. Further, to trace “what is gothic” to the
replication of authoritative generic conventions is to approach intertextual strategy as
source study in a schema of one-way influence, and not as a process of transposition
in Kristeva’s sense, a constant shifting of meaning. This is not to say that Tennant’s
fiction does not relate to the issues of the debate on influence, or that we should
always validate what Smith sees as flaws of execution. But to accept these rewritings
at face value is to run the risk of reducing them to mere imitation. This not only

strips Tennant’s texts of authority, originality, and meaning before they can even
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begin to destabilize such notions, but also neglects entirely the double- or multi-
voiced quality of rewriting.

This leads to the second problem with the critical readings above, which is
that they ignore or overlook Tennant’s intertwining of gothic conventions with
representations and tropes of reading and writing. For instance, both The Bad Sister
and Two Women of London include mysterious, illegible manuscripts in the style of
early gothic novels, where such documents often center on inheritance and family
secrets. In later gothic texts, such as Dracula (1897) and The Strange Case of Dr.
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, this trope is used again in the form of letters, diaries,
newspapers articles, and other official documents, to lend an artificial authenticity to
the text. In Tennant’s novels, this convention appears in updated form as videotapes,
phone messages, interviews, and “expert” reports collected and presented by the
texts’ editors. Although each account centers on the events at hand—in both novels,
a case of murder and mistaken identity—they offer conflicting information. Further,
each individual account contains yet more texts. Jean Hastie’s journal, for example,
an important piece of testimony in the Jekyll/Hyde case, includes observations of
Mrs. Hyde alongside notes for Hastie’s research project, a book on theories of
original sin. Similarly, Jane Wild’s journal in The Bad Sister, central evidence in the
Dalzell case, is prefaced by excerpts from Tsvetaeva’s “Insomnia,” refers to Conrad’s
novel Chance (1913), alludes to fairy tales, and refers throughout to signs, films, and
advertisements. This story-within-a-story framework is a typical convention of the
gothic novel, and is associated in Tennant’s texts with the difficulties of reading—of

locating and stabilizing meaning. The instance of another gothic convention, the plot
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device of the dream sequence, assists the transformation of
reading/interpreting/seeing into writing/creating/imposing meaning. While watching
a film, Jane Wild begins to see her memories played out on the screen. The reality of
the cinema is transformed into a Scottish hillside where Jane attacks her half-sister;
the scene foreshadows Jane’s later crime in the “real” world, determining the
outcome of her text, the journal, and Tennant’s text, The Bad Sister. Passive viewer
in one theatre, author of new stories in the other: the consumption of meanings is
transformed, via a gothic dream-like scene, into the writing of meanings that
transform reality’s landscape. In both The Bad Sister and Two Women of London,
other gothic conventions, including secret passages, underground or claustrophobic
spaces, doppelgdngers, and ruinous landscapes are similarly intertwined with such
transformations, and with the reading, writing, and even destruction of texts. In both
novels, the shifting nature of meaning, the difficulties of interpretation and
articulation, center on the question of identity and character. Who is Mrs. Hyde?
Who is “the bad sister?” Who does Jane become? In both novels, the protagonist
undergoes a journey to find herself; in both novels, she is accessed from a distance,
through layers of texts, and it is unclear what sacrifice and endpoint this journey

entails—what it means and what she, ultimately, might mean.'?
3. AMBIGUOUS AND AMBIVALENT SIGNATURES: A MODEL FOR
READING

If existing criticism does not fully account for indeterminacy in Tennant’s texts, how
do we read Tennant’s rewriting? The texts’ ambiguity is apparent in the tropes of

doubleness in the texts, but also in these figurations of writing, reading, and
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interpreting, which draw attention to the fictionality of all fiction, the textuality of
text. Anderson notes: “Novelists who both use and criticise past art, who both work
within and abuse convention, risk being implicated in the models they employ.
Displaying self-awareness [. . .] is one countering strategy” (“Emma Tennant” 118).
Anderson raises Irigaray’s point about women’s writing strategies. Irigaray writes:
To play with mimesis is thus, for a woman, to try to recover the place of her
exploitation by discourse, without allowing herself to be simply reduced to it.
It means to resubmit herself [. . .] to ideas about herself, that are elaborated
in/by a masculine logic, but so as to make ‘visible’, by an effect of playful
repetition, what was supposed to remain invisible. (124)
Anderson points out that in Two Women of London Hyde kills the supposed rapist
with the handle of an umbrella that is decorated like a parrot’s head, “that arch-
mimic” which “makes visible” the text’s “‘doubled’ and ambiguous nature” (“Emma
Tennant” 119). As Anderson argues: “The real mimic is Tennant herself, whose
double-voiced response to Stevenson’s ‘master-text’ is deadly serious in its gendered
themes, yet shot through with satiric humour” (“Emma Tennant” 121). The parrot,
like the text’s many doubles, is a signpost, the text’s signature—not of the “Author”
Emma Tennant, but of a double-voiced agency which articulates Stevenson’s text
again, twice, through imitation as well as inversion. In “Rigor Beach,” this agency
surfaces in Ingrid’s “writing” of her fantasy on the body: gothic but inverted gothic,
an image of herself that, as Punter argues, is also a resistance of inscription, a blank
with doubled meaning. Other texts call attention to writing, interpretation, and
rewriting more explicitly. The Bad Sister, for example, directly refers to Hogg’s text

and incorporates a multiplicity of texts, centering on Jane’s journal. This is headed

by the Tsvetaeva poem “copied” by Jane on the flyleaf:
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In my enormous city it is night
as from my sleeping house I go out (46)"

The blank spaces in the poem are repeated in Jane’s journal as her narrative makes
inexplicable leaps and turns. The journal is also marked with references to reading
and writing: Jane repeatedly feels she is being “translated” and describes herself as “a
new genetic pattern like a neon sign in cuneiform” (54). Jane is being “translated,”
“read” by the editor, who “edits” the documents to “write” a text of his own. His text
counters Jane’s and makes The Bad Sister, as one critic put it, “completely slippery”
(A. Levin 31). Jane’s journal remains a blank to the editor. Of the poem, he writes:
“what it signified to her I don’t know” (44). His uncertainty is repeated at the end of
the novel, where he considers Jane’s supernatural version of events, but finally
substitutes a less plausible but more “logical” explanation. The implausibility of his
conclusion, and the fact that it fails to solve the murder case, forces attention to the
journal’s blanks once more: reading between the lines, is there a second meaning?
This trickery might be coded as a gothic trope, and there are grounds for
categorizing all of Tennant’s texts as gothic, since many of them allude to gothic
novels, employ conventional gothic tropes, and impel the destabilization of borders
that is the gothic’s hallmark. But even if the texts’ ambiguity can be reduced to a
gothic trait, it also applies o the gothic genre: as Anderson and Punter show,
Tennant’s revisions interrogate traditional gothic paradigms. So Tennant’s texts are
gothic and anti-gothic. In this way, her gothic is not merely an updating of themes,
but a strategy. Gothic texts do not pass through an anonymous writer, such as
Barthes’s scriptor (“Death” 145), but are actively selected and transformed, and

transformed in a specific historical, cultural, gendered, and embodied way. The
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ambiguity of the texts, theorized in gothic and Scottish readings as a specific literary
strategy, and at least implied as such in feminist and postmodernist interpretations,
points to an agency manipulating intertextuality rather than an anonymous pawn in an
endless field of texts, or a passive recipient subject to the influence of predecessors.

If the texts resist models of influence as well as poststructuralist theories of
anonymous intertextuality, how do we read Tennant’s revisions? Friedman supplies a
useful model for reading in her adaptation of Nancy K. Miller’s method of
overreading. Friedman concurs with Miller:

The writer is not just a figure, a trope as ideological construct. A “subject”

already exists before he or she is reconstituted (again) in a text. That subject

sets in motion and plays some part in the textual process of his or her own re-
making. (147)

Neither critic debates the central tenets of Barthes’s and Kristeva’s formulations of
intertextuality: both Friedman and Miller agree that the death of the author, as
authoritarian and sole source of the text’s meaning, is “long overdue” (Miller,
“Arachnologies™ 271). Both also agree “there are always other words in a word,
other texts in a text” (Friedman 147). What they problematize is the erasure of the
subject who writes with agency, and the imposition of anonymity as an essential
quality of all writing.

The postmodernist decision that the Author is Dead and the subject along with
him does not [. . .] necessarily hold for women, and prematurely forecloses the
question of agency for them. Because women have not had the same
historical relation of identity to origin, institution, production that men have
had, they have not, I think, (collectively) felt burdened by roo much Self, Ego,
Cogito, etc. Because the female subject has juridically been excluded from
the polis, hence decentered, “disoriginated,” deinstitutionalized, etc., her
relation to integrity and textuality, desire and authority, displays structurally
important differences from that universal position. (Miller, Subject 106)
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Using a metaphor of web (text) and spider (writer), Miller poses her model of

arachnology that combines connotations of influence with those of intertextuality:
By arachnology, then, I mean a critical positioning which reads against the
weave of indifferentiation to discover the embodiment in writing of a
gendered subjectivity; to recover within representation the emblems of its
construction.
[...] Arachnologies, thus, involve more broadly the interpretation and
reappropriation of a story, like many in the history of Western literature that

deploys the interwoven structures of power, gender, and identity inherent in
the production of mimetic art. (“Arachnologies” 272)

Miller’s practice of overreading is one of “reading for the signature”: “to put one’s
finger—figuratively—on the place of production that marks the spinner’s attachment
to her web” (“Arachnologies” 288). Miller defines the “representation of writing”
loosely: in her analysis of the Arachne myth in “Arachnologies,” she examines
weaving as an act of writing and signature, and women’s tapestries as texts.
Overreading Two Women of London, we find a metaphor of writing in Jekyll’s parrot,
which functions as a signature of doubleness in the text and points to a network (a
“web”) of figurations of writing and intertextuality, but an intertextuality that is, as
Clayton and Rothstein put it, “an activity, one centered in an embodied and gendered
agent, not a shifting field of references” (29).

Outlining the “the ‘death’ and ‘(re)birth’ of the ‘author’’ in critical debates,
Friedman hypothesizes that:

Psychoanalysis would suggest that the suppression of the author in

poststructuralist discourse of intertextuality would lead to a return of the

repressed. The debate about intertextuality, in other words, may have a

‘political unconscious’ [. . .] a narrative about the repression and insistent

return of agency and the author within and through language. (161)

Friedman does not seek to restore the author as “Author,” but rather to point to “the

return of the signature and historically specific subject into the discourse of
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intertextuality” (173, emphasis added). In this way, she expands the applications of
Miller’s theory:
For Miller, women writers and readers are gendered subjects in history who
partake of this ‘deliberately oblique’ political intertextuality.

Miller’s “political intertextuality” offers a model, I want to argue, for
reading the political in the textual and the intertextual not only in women’s
writing, but also in men’s writing; not only in white writing, but also in the
writing by people of color; not only in “first world,” but also in “second
world” and “third world” writing. (Friedman 159)

Although Miller’s “arachnology” can be problematic, as I discuss in the next chapter,
her method of overreading, especially when expanded beyond the context of women’s
writing, as Friedman has done, has useful applications for the interpretation of
rewriting. The chronology of Tennant’s reception reveals that her texts have been
underread—both in the sense of not read thoroughly and in Miller’s and Friedman’s
sense of not read for the signature. The remaining chapters of this thesis overread

Tennant’s rewriting in a way that returns the signature to her texts, but that also

accommodates and more fully explores the texts’ ambiguous and ambivalent agency.

! Published under the pseudonym Catherine Aydy. Submitted for the Formentor
Prize in 1964, but denounced by judge Albert Moravia as “a symbol of the decadence
of British writing today” (“Emma Tennant” 422-23).

2 Titled in later editions as The Crack.

3 Not all reviews were positive. Ryle also felt the magazine lacked “editorial
coherence” and another review called the Bananas anthology “dispiriting” (“Short
List Memoirs” 40).

* Faber issued paperback editions of The Crack in 1985, The Last of the Country
House Murders and Hotel de Dream in 1986, The Colour of Rain in 1988 and The
Bad Sister and Woman Beware Woman/Wild Nights in 1989. There have been two
recent anthologies of Tennant’s work: Travesties (1995) and The Bad Sister: An
Emma Tennant Omnibus in 2000. Both included The Bad Sister and Two Women of
London.

> London: Grafton-Paladin, 1991. Subsequent references are to this edition.
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® The Austen sequels include Pemberley: the Sequel to Pride and Prejudice (1993), An
Unequal Marriage: Pride and Prejudice Continued (1994) Emma in Love: Jane
Austen’s Emma Continued (1996), and Elinor and Marianne: A Sequel to Sense and
Sensibility (1996). The Bronté sequels are Adéle: Jane Eyre’s Hidden Story (2002)
and Heathcliff’s Tale (2005), a sequel to Wuthering Heights. 1 consider these texts
alongside Felony: The Private History of The Aspern Papers (2002) and Tess (1993)
in Chapter 5.

7 See for example Bradbury 388, 444; Hagemann 36-46; and L. Sage 618-19.

® Tennant’s first autobiography, Strangers: A Family Romance (1998) describes her
childhood in the Borders and the Tennant family’s mock gothic home.

’ New York: Harcourt, 1979, 12. Subsequent references are to this edition.

10 “Contemporary Lesbian Feminist Fiction,” Contemporary Lesbian Writing, and
Lesbian Gothic.

'! Tennant was mentioned briefly in Patricia Waugh’s 1989 study, Feminine Fictions:
Revisiting the Postmodern (24).

12 «Rigor Beach” first appeared in Bananas 1 (Jan/Feb 1975): 15-16 and in 1991 was
anthologized in Revenge (Saunders) and The New Gothic (Morrow). Subsequent
references are to Morrow.

1 1 explore these questions further in Chapter 3.

"* The lines Jane copies out are from Marina Tsvetaeva’s “Insomnia,” first published
in 1923 and translated into English in 1971 by Tennant’s friend and Bananas
colleague Elaine Feinstein (Tsvetaeva 16).



CHAPTER 11

EMERGENT SIGNATURES:
TENNANT’S FEMINIST HISTORIES

“Until we can understand the assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know
ourselves. And this drive to self-knowledge, for woman, is more than a search for
identity: it is part of her refusal of the self-destructiveness of male-dominated
society.” (Rich 18)

399

“[. . .] alonging for escape, and a terror of it [. . . ]’ (Tennant, “Rise of Capitalism”

178)
For Nancy K. Miller, Rich, and other feminist critics, writing is linked to the survival
of the self-determining subject, and especially of the woman writer: the very act of
writing establishes or reclaims agency. As Miller suggests, this is especially true for
those who are “decentered, ‘disoriginated,” deinstitutionalized, etc.,” such as women,
for whom the postmodern transcendence or loss of history and power does not
necessarily apply. When texts represent “the so-called crisis of the subject,” Miller
argues, “that performance must then be recomplicated by the historical, political, and
figurative body of the woman writer” (Miller, Subject 107). But what happens when
one writer “borrows” from another writer’s text(s)? Is subjectivity then doubly
complicated? I would argue that in the situation of rewriting, it is not the crisis of
subjectivity, but rather the question of agency and its relationship to writing that
becomes foregrounded and recomplicated. This can be read in the double-voicedness
of Tennant’s texts, which transforms itself over her work into an unstable multiplicity
of meaning and a poetics of ambiguity and ambivalence.

Miller’s approach suggests a certain parallel with narratives that refocus

attention on the marginalized to offer a different version of events, as in Jean Rhys’s
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Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) or Angela Carter’s rewritten fairy tales in The Bloody
Chamber (1979). In her discussion of women’s rewriting of myths, DuPlessis names
this strategy “displacement:” a shift in attention “to the other side of the story” that
keeps the original tale intact, but replaces its representations of women with new,
more positive ones (108). Miller’s arachnology, like Rich’s “re-vision,” has a similar
effect. Like displacement, overreading and revision guarantee a narrative of
emergence or triumph, since by definition they bring to light what has been hidden
and articulate what has been silenced. Both strategies restore agency where it has
previously been denied, or at the very least, act as a mouthpiece for those who cannot
speak. In this way, the new stories produced by rereading and rewriting are
assimilated into a recovery project wherein the very acts of reading and writing again
are identified as a positive, corrective outcome. This overarching narrative of
progress (the fight for “survival™) leaves little room for ambiguity and uncertainty,
and perhaps even less, for the ambivalent subjectivity of the subjects being spoken for
or recovered.

In her discussion of rewritings of myth, Purkiss points out that recovering
female viewpoints to create more positive role models or narratives within existing
discourses fails to truly challenge those discourses. In terms of feminism, this can
mean succumbing to the reverse sexism that Tennant parodies in her depictions of
delusional, rhetoric-driven radicals, and to the dangerous “ghettoisation”-by-gender
she discusses in interview (“Women Talking” 119). Purkiss argues that rewriting can
instead “extend to complex engagements with the very place of myth in literature”

and myth’s status “as a buried truth of culture” (445). DuPlessis argues that rewriting



as “delegitimation,” in contrast to displacement, achieves an “active rupture of a
narrative order” informed by and emphasizing the recognition that “stories are
ideologies that shape our sense of reality—indeed, that stories themselves can
colonize” (112). An effective delegitimation of discourses would problematize their
status by revealing the contingency of their truth and power, rather than simply
shifting truth and power to “the other side of the story.”’ But displacement is more
complex than it seems: it does not merely replace one narrative with another, but
obscures (represses) the fact that it upholds exactly what it seeks to dispel.
Delegitimation, therefore, acknowledges its own double-voicedness in a way that
displacement (although it is double-voiced) does not. I labor over these differences
not to reinforce Purkiss’s hierarchy of rewriting strategies in which delegitimation is
understood to be “more subversive” and therefore “more progressive” than
displacement (such a hierarchy misses the point of delegitimation and collapses the
two strategies into a matter of degree), but to point to the double-voicedness of both
strategies.

While Tennant’s fiction undeniably focuses on women’s experience and
criticizes patriarchal oppression, her narratives do not always restore agency to
female figures or offer a positive counter-narrative to problematic stories. More
significantly, they challenge notions of progress and recovery, not least in their
chronological confusion, which suggests a traumatic collapse of past and present, and
in their lack of narrative closure, which refuses a teleological endpoint. Tennant
frequently ironizes whatever counter-stories her text offers, transforming

displacement into a delegitimation of all discourses. If we approach Tennant’s
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rewritings as a delegitimation of patriarchal discourses, we should not ignore the way
they also destabilize their own (feminist) subversions. If we approach the texts as
displacements, we should not interpret their outrage and anger entirely at face value,
but understand they are also a mask concealing (thus pointing to) a range of anxieties
and political ambivalence. In undoing one repression, displacement effects another.
In this way, Tennant’s rewritings foreground and play with what Bakhtin calls
dialogism and Kristeva renames intertextuality. Dialogism is “the epistemological
mode of a world dominated by heteroglossia” (the multiplicity and interaction of
discourses), where “one’s own words” are at least double-voiced, “half-ours and half-
someone else’s”:
[. . .] not so much interpreted by us as it is further, that is, freely, developed,
applied to new material, new conditions [. . .]. More than that, it enters into an
intense interaction, a struggle with other internally persuasive discourses.
[. . .] The semantic structure of an internally persuasive discourse is not finite,
it is open; in each of the new contexts that dialogize it, this discourse is able to
reveal ever newer ways to mean. (Bakhtin 345-6)
According to Bakhtin, this is especially true of the novel, which is structurally and
functionally a dialogic genre. Characterized within by heteroglossia, it also acts as a
centrifugal force dispersing or “decrowning” existing official discourses.” The novel
is “hybrid”:
an utterance that belongs, by its grammatical (syntactic) and compositional
markers, to a single speaker, but that actually contains mixed within it two
utterances, two speech manners, two styles, two “languages,” two semantic
and axiological belief systems. (305)
In her reworking of Bakhtinian dialogism, Kristeva emphasizes that Bakhtin poses a

relational model in which “literary structure does not simply exist but is generated in

relation to another structure.” This model is based, Kristeva argues, on Bakhtin’s
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“conception of the ‘literary word’ as an intersection of textual surfaces rather than a
point (a fixed meaning), as a dialogue among several writings” (Desire 64-65).
“Literature,” or “the novel,” becomes “the literary word” (Kristeva sometimes uses
“the poetic word”) while “dialogue” is renamed “writing:”

Bakhtin [. . .] does not see dialogue only as language assumed by a subject; he

sees 1t, rather, as a writing where one reads the other (with no allusion to

Freud). Bakhtinian dialogism identifies writing as both subjectivity and

communication, or better, as intertextuality. (Desire 68)
Dialogue, or “writing,” is always bound up with reading, in a process Kristeva names
“intertextuality:”

The rext is therefore a productivity [. . .] it is a permutation of texts, and

intertextuality: in the space of a given text, several utterances, taken from

other texts, intersect and neutralize one another. (Desire 36).
Kristeva’s theory of intertextuality maintains Bakhtin’s concept of the novel as a site
of converging discourses, but subtly alters the meaning of some of his terms. Thus,
Bakhtin’s centripetal and centrifugal forces become, respectively, “monological” and
“dialogical.” The presence of both “dialogical space and monological space” in the
novel lends it its “ambivalence.” The dialogic novel becomes the “poetic word” that
is “polyvalent and multidetermined” and, like Bakhtin’s “decrowning” novel,
“adheres to a logic exceeding that of codified discourse and fully comes into being
only in the margins of recognized culture” (Desire 65).

With rewriting, the dialogic interaction of discourses, or the ambivalence of
texts, is foregrounded because the dialogue between two texts/authors is
foregrounded, and because the text that rewrites is itself double-voiced (explicitly

parodic, ironic, punning, or mimicking, and/or implicitly ambiguous, haunted by

meanings it seeks to repress). Rewriting, at least for Tennant, is not as
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straightforward as displacement, but that is because displacement is not as
straightforward as it pretends to be. Bakhtin’s dialogism and Kristeva’s
intertextuality inform my approach in this chapter, and allow me to find in Tennant’s
texts a different story about emergence, progress, and empowerment from those
identified by earlier reviews and criticism. It also allows me to illustrate that
Tennant’s rewriting operates through simultaneity and contradiction, and through the
ambiguity and ambivalence I call her signature. Thus, while I follow Miller and
Friedman’s method in tracing the emergence of a (subversive, female) writing agent
in “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman” (1971), Wild Nights, and Alice
Fell, 1 do so to emphasize the ambiguity and ambivalence of this emergence, rather
than reading it as a positive, progressive process of recovery.

The first section of this chapter establishes how Tennant uses intertextual
strategies in an early essay, “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman,” to
displace and delegitimize a patriarchal version of history. I show how Tennant offers
a countering feminist narrative, but finally destabilizes the efficacy its corrective,
revisionist agenda through the emergence of a writing agent with an ambiguous
voice. In the second section, I examine Tennant’s representation of the female
subject in her novels Wild Nights and Alice Fell to show how these texts repeat the
story told in “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman,” yet advance and/or
complicate it through contradictory representations of emergence and repression.
Finally, reading these three texts together, I uncover a composite narrative that
rewrites historical progress and individual self-determination through a poetics of

ambiguity and ambivalence.
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1. INTERTEXTUAL STRATEGIES

DIALOGIZING HISTORY IN “THE RISE OF CAPITALISM AND THE FALL OF WOMAN”
Mingling autobiography, historical account, and fiction, Tennant’s essay posits the
“Family Business” as an analogy for the rise and fall of “Capitalism.” Rereading
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century primary sources, Tennant investigates the
growth of a patriarchal consumerist society. She quotes John Tennant’s description
of the family’s eighteenth-century Glasgow home:
The dining room was large [. . .]. Solidity had been the aim of the decorator,
and se had made a bull’s eye. The mahogany tables, the pillars [. . .] and the
mantelpiece betrayed no weakness, no infirmity of delicacy anywhere. [. . .]
The only other room which was used was the smoking room. [...] This
small room retained an unmistakable odour of stale cigar smoke [...]. (174,
emphasis added)
She looks at the family tree, and notes its exclusion of women:
The all-male family tree starts with the apparently celibate John Tennant, born
in 1725, and continues, like the ghosts who appeared on the Heath to
Macbeth, in single file; presumably we are meant to sketch in the woman [sic]
as best we can. (175)
A 1906 letter to The Times after Charles Tennant’s death also makes no mention of
wife or daughters: “He created in turn a fortune, a family, and a country home” (175,
emphasis added). Tennant finds an apt symbol for the intertwining of patriarchy and
capitalism further in “Tennant’s Stalk”, the factory smokestack erected in 1841. She
reproduces the Mirror’s description of that year:
... when completed it will be elevated upwards of six hundred feet above
high water level [. . .] and will be an object of magnificent simplicity. It will
present to the traveller a landmark of colossal dimensions. The Stalk will be
about the height of the great Pyramid of Egypt. (176)
Twenty years later, the 1861 Official lllustrated Guide to Glasgow describes the

Stalk’s continuing domination of the city landscape:
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In looking to the south-west we take in Langside, where Queen Mary lost her
kingdom, and the ruin of Crookston Castle, beneath whose walls she rested in
feverish anxiety while her sad fate was being sealed. Turning our eyes to the
north-east, we are confronted with the mammoth Stalk. This huge monster is
continually pouring his sooty treasures into the region of the clouds. (176,
emphasis added)
The Stalk, as Tennant notes, “remained one of the chief landmarks of the City for the
next eighty years,” a symbol, like the masculine design of the family dining room and
the all-male family tree, of centralized male power: “Seldom can man have celebrated
the omnipotence of his phallus with such gusto” (176).

Tennant’s main purpose is to discover why, in the mid-twentieth century, a
daughter of the family remained ignorant of the family business’s workings:
“Brothers and male cousins grew up and became ‘tired after the office.” I still knew
nothing; and had to go back a century to find out why” (173). Tennant’s investigation
of her family’s history develops into a broader evaluation of capitalist institutions and
the gender roles imposed by them. The factory, which employs more women but
pays them less than men, and its school, which teaches boys and girls “to go into the
world very differently prepared to perform their parts on its stage” (177), limits
working women’s opportunities:

Had the education [at the factory school] enabled the girls to escape their

future as women labourers, they would have had either to become

industrialists themselves or to disappear, like the women of the middle
classes, into a limbo of silent dependence. It goes without saying that neither

course was open to them. (177)

The only female name Tennant finds in the family records is that of a factory worker,
Robina Arrol, who was also John Tennant’s mistress. John Tennant’s mother forbade

their marriage: “it was only for that—there is no record of Robina distinguishing

herself in any way, or even of having any control over the factory—that she is
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remembered” (177). The institution of the middle-class family, such as that of the
factory owner, dictates the alternative of “silent dependence” for the non-working
woman, an existence characterized by degrees of helplessness:
Her only interest was what accrued from the shares invested in by her
husband; and her only power over it was to spend it on dresses and smelling

salts. Fainting fits became de rigueur [. . .] vapours and hysteria were only to
be expected. (178)

In evaluating these institutions, Tennant uncovers another account of capitalism, a
narrative of female power and desire in an economy of repression and
marginalization. The historical texts that write the rise of capitalism into a narrative
of social progress are written by and about men, and link male power inextricably to
the forward march of history. But Tennant inserts into this history women-centered
commentary. She notes that in 1861, John Duguid Milne wrote about the listlessness
of middle-class women:

[. . .] there is something far from satisfactory in the position of women in the

middle ranks. [...] there is entailed upon her a constant sense of alienation

from society, and the still more oppressive sense of a purposeless existence:
[There has] arisen an estrangement of the mind and character of the sexes

[...]. (178)
Tennant retorts:
anxious though he was that the women of the middle classes should join in
Industry, because Industry was Progress [. . .] Milne was unable to see that it
was Industry itself that was the cause of their troubles. (178)
Tennant notes William Acton’s comments in his Functions and Disorders of the
Reproductive Organs: “the majority of women (happily for them) are not very much
troubled with sexual feeling of any kind” (185). Tennant observes that this is Acton’s

only examination of female sexuality; the rest of his study is devoted to men. She

draws out the ramifications of this centralization of male sexuality: women are
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divided into good wives “happily” lacking sexual feelings and “indefatigably sexy
courtesans” serving men (185). The lure of financial security and the shame attached
to excess sexuality prevent the “good” women from seeking a potentially freer life as
a mistress or courtesan: “They allowed themselves to be categorized as ‘good’
women, and in return for a smell of the mounting capital [. . .] they died in childbirth,
suffered from the vapours and were bored” (185). But the good women are not what
they seem: their only power linked to capital, they use it to gain a foothold in the
system:
So the “good” women stayed at home, and became tyrants there. There was
no other way out; and no woman has described the process so well as Ivy
Compton-Burnett. Her ancient matriarchs, at the time they appear in her
books at the end of the nineteenth century, are as old as the Industrial
Revolution itself, and having been dehumanized by it proceed to practise the
most subtle sadism on their families and dependants. They may have owned
shares; but they have had no share in life in the outside world. Their creative
instincts have turned to petty tyranny; the distributing and withholding of
inherited capital their only power. (186)
Thus, the good wives become both victims and “Monsters [the industrialists] had
created in their homes” (186). Thus, Tennant’s commentary runs, women are split
into good and bad: “The good woman became increasingly a consumer: her home
stuffed with useless gew-gaws and whatnots [. . .]. The bad woman, although she
managed to squeeze jewels and carriages out of her protector, became commodity”
(187). But this system means all women are both consumer and commodity. They
must participate as consumers for any kind of happiness or security by “buying”
it—bargaining with “protectors,” filling their homes with goods. Yet they can only

obtain such forms of happiness from men who “protect” and essentially control them.

In this way, Tennant’s counter-narrative shows how capitalism, while facilitating
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progress for the (wealthy) male, turns women into powerless objects, owned goods
providing the industrialist with his needs for happiness: a wife to run his household
and bear children, a mistress for sexual pleasure, and cheap labor for his factories.
The counterpoint of the two voices in the essay—pro- and anti-capitalism—form a
dialogue of different worldviews. This dialogism broadly characterizes the essay: the
tension between the two tones provides its plot and themes.

Tennant’s use of a dialogic structure to displace the discourse of “Capitalism”
also incorporates a delegitimation of generic categories assumed to be factual or
reliable, such as historical or biographical accounts and primary sources, that shape
history (“History”) into a “truthful” discourse. Tennant’s “essay,” like many of her
novels, contains traces of different texts. Some of these traces are specific and
explicit, such as Tennant’s quoting of newspaper articles, novels, personal accounts,
letters, and travel guides. Others emerge from the essay in less explicit ways. Itisa
biographical and historical text, but it is also fictional, shaping history into a plot,
historical figures into characters, and locations and events into tropes. Alongside the
presentation of actual historical documents, we find fictionalized representations of
history. Writing about the all-male family tree, Tennant attempts to fill in the blanks:

[...] we can dole out some shameful vices as well as a little intelligence here

and there, or skill with the needle. There might be a mad first wife in an

upper room, like Mrs. Rochester. Or a deformed male firstborn child, a threat
to primogeniture, kept fed and cleaned in a sealed-off wing by distracted and

numberless daughters. (175)

Describing the great Victorian homes, Tennant offers a different view from that of her

ancestor, John Tennant:

By the late Victorian age houses [. . .] were known as Shangri La and
Balmoral. Goblins and other figures of nightmare fantasy started to appear on
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the front lawns, reflecting the half-child, half-fairy existence of the woman
who lurked behind the lace curtains. Architectural adornments suggested
Indian palaces, elephants’ feet marched into the hall to hold the umbrellas.
The man returning from the office would find himself in an outpost of the
British Empire; what his wife thought as she co-habited with the tiger’s head
and dusted the Assegai has never been recorded. Like a slave in Rome, she
watched the spoils of the subjugated countries in silence. Her status was
nearer theirs than her master’s. (181)
Tennant also alludes to books by and for women:
Travel books for women of the mid-nineteenth century reflect a longing for
escape, and a terror of it: the most surreal, written by the only woman to
penetrate to the heart of Mount Athos, begins, ‘First I cut off my breasts, then
was rolled from head to foot in a rug.” (178)
She quotes Mary Shelley’s account of the dream that inspired Frankenstein (1818), in
which Shelley sees a “student of unhallowed arts” bring a corpse to life and then fear
his creation—a monster Tennant calls this “terrible Machine” (183). Shelley’s dream
about the anxiety of creation paradoxically takes creative form in Frankenstein. In
that novel, Frankenstein does not destroy his monster, but the monster destroys
Frankenstein’s wife. Tennant calls Shelley’s description of her body—"lifeless and
inanimate, thrown across the bed”—a “prophetic vision of woman’s struggle to exist
in the Machine Age; and her death at its hands”; sixteen years after Shelley’s dream,
“the Monster had come to life: the Industrial Revolution was under way” (184).
Tennant’s inclusion of these fictional texts creates a dialogic element in the essay
between a discourse of historical truth and a discourse of the imagination. This
binary is associated with other oppositions: between real (verifiable, tangible) and

unreal (unseen, suggested at), acknowledged and repressed, high and low, male and

female. Her inclusion of fictional texts creates a female counter-narrative of
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subjugation, regression, and repression that displaces the male narrative of self-
assertion and progress.

TRANSPOSITIONS: FROM HEROINE TO WRITER

It is significant that this fictional, low, female counter-narrative is specifically coded
as gothic. Alongside Tennant’s Stalk, protruding into the skyline, we see “Langside,
where Queen Mary lost her kingdom, and the ruin of Crookston Castle, beneath
whose walls she rested in feverish anxiety while her sad fate was being sealed” (176).
The image, taken from a guide to Glasgow, juxtaposes the modern industrial world
with the old feudal one. In the context of Tennant’s essay, the juxtaposition becomes
a literal one of construction and ruin, protrusion and burial: healthful, progressive
male industry contrasted with the “feverish” female facing death. The image of
Queen Mary is a gothic one: “feverish anxiety” has connotations of madness and/or
disease (dis-ease), and the “ruins” “beneath” which her fate is “sealed” recall a tomb.
Tennant’s description of the Victorian house with its “figures of nightmare fantasy”
reflecting the life of the woman within is an image of the gothic domestic space, with
its baroque, emphasized surfaces concealing a repressed and horrifying reality. In her
imaginings about the family tree, Tennant alludes directly to Mrs. Rochester, Bronté’s
gothic madwoman in the attic, and describes “numberless daughters” caring for a
deformed infant in a “sealed-off wing.” Enclosed and/or secret spaces are gothic
tropes, as are secrets centering on taboos such as incest, deformity, and madness.
Tennant’s reference to Compton Burnett’s “ancient matriarchs,” like the reference to
Mrs. Rochester, is an allusion to deformed femininity in particular, and to gothic

novels’ association of deformed physiognomy with evil. Tennant’s quotation of
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significant passages from Frankenstein draws out its classic gothic themes of
transgression and violence, particularly violence to women. The excerpt from a
women’s travel guide, depicting a woman mutilating herself in order to reach Mount
Athos, again suggests transgression (traveling where woman are not allowed) and the
violent punishment that may accompany it. The travel guide, Tennant argues, reflects
women’s “longing for escape, and a terror of it,” invoking the gothic, which generates
terror through the mix of fear and awe that is the sublime.?

Miller’s point about the “body of the woman writer” is pertinent here. It 1s,
after all, because of Tennant’s subject position as a woman that she “knows nothing,”
and therefore begins rereading and finally rewriting history. The essay’s dialogism is
harnessed to this gendered context, and becomes a narrative of emergent female
agency achieved through rewriting. At the center of Tennant’s new history of
capitalism is “Woman,” the “heroine” of the essay, transformed from textualized
blank (the daughter who knows nothing, a nameless space in the family tree) to
retextualized heroine (the madwoman in the attic, the victim of Frankenstein’s
monster), to the novelist who engenders such transformations (Shelley, Bronté,
Compton Burnett), and finally to the agent taking over the narrative and her own
subjectivity: Tennant, who goes from knowing nothing to writing everything, from
heroine to writer. But this positive counter-narrative is strewn with other female
bodies, too: interred, decaying bodies, confined bodies, deformed bodies, gothic
bodies. These gothic tropes code the text’s displacement as a “low” counter-narrative
to official histories: Tennant’s counter-version of history is not factual but imaginary,

not told through reliable primary sources but through the conventions of fiction, and
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popular, women’s fiction at that. This other story is symbolized by trite, fantastical
décor and organic (even rotting) natural landscapes, not by solid classical architecture
and technological machinery of “colossal” proportions. Yet, these tropes, particularly
the gothic ones, also point to the hybridity and dialogism inherent even in Tennant’s
countering narrative. The woman in the travel guide is key to this, since her
mutilated body concentrates the gothic’s mingling and juxtaposition of opposing
emotions (fear and awe, “terror” and “longing”), and manifests the grotesque that
Stallybrass and White identify as the “transcoding” of those “[p]oints of antagonism,
overlap and intersection between the high and low” that “provide some of the richest
and most powerful symbolic dissonances” in a given culture (24-5). The grotesque
reveals that the underside of repulsion and horror is desire: “These low domains,
apparently expelled as ‘Other,’ return as the object of nostalgia, longing and
fascination” (191). The proliferation of tropes and figures of the “low” in Tennant’s
text illustrate how “what is socially peripheral is so frequently symbolically central”
(Stallybrass and White 5): the phallic symbol of Tennant’s Stalk, the tokens of
imperialism at the heart of the industrialist’s home, and many gothic female bodies
dominate this historical/cultural landscape, showing that progress is also conquest
and subjugation of sexual and racial others.

Tennant’s dialogizing of the history of capitalism thus foregrounds the
“contradictory nature of symbolic hierarchies” (Stallybrass and White 4). This
complicates the essay’s narrative of displacement as a means to agency, since that
narrative also becomes double-voiced, as seen in the essay’s conclusion: if the high

and the central is intertwined with the low and the marginalized, the reverse is also
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true. Tennant’s final image depicts capitalism transformed from the “March of
Progress” into an illogical and self-defeating cycle:
But the race can get out of hand. Woman-as-consumer is told by men what
she must consume. Men race against each other to sell it to her. And a
moment comes—the circle i1s complete—when the salary of the man just
won’t stretch. He is selling her the goods and providing the money to buy
them at the same time. What can the woman do? Of course: we can see the
answer in Godard’s film of suburban Paris, Une ou Deux Choses que Je Sais
d’Elle [sic]. She can take up part-time prostitution! And the husband,
returning to his modern flat in the evening, will gaze wonderingly at the new
stereo . . . can another man have spent some of HIS salary on that? (1 88)4
This final vision of “Capitalism” is one of regression, of a system falling apart. It
opposes earlier images in the essay: the Tennant mantelpiece which “betrayed no
weakness” and the industrialist-as-God with his massive machinery. But it is also
ambivalent. If “Capitalism” is clear about its own victories, and the central role of
male creative prowess in its success, Tennant’s conclusion is undecided about where
triumph lies. Has the woman in this scenario outwitted her husband, finding an
advantage in her double role as mistress and wife? Or is she doubly perpetuating the
ownership of women? Does her husband assert himself, imposing “HIS” authority as
the Final Word? Or has the system already engineered his downfall, with the
woman’s lover usurping his place? The narrative voice mockingly ventriloquizes the
husband, but the unclear message destabilizes even that mocking voice. Is this
parodic, or does a patriarchal voice really close this text, silencing/repressing a
female-centered gothic narrative as it is supplanted by another male text claiming to
know a thing or two about women? Here, dialogic double-voicedness becomes

something more complicated: ambiguity and ambivalence that overflow tone and

structure to shape the essay’s final plot turn of plot, the outcome of history itself.
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Ultimately, “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman” is not a narrative about
capitalism but a narrative about the way narratives get written. Tennant’s explicit
agenda is to reread the story of capitalism: she “had to go back a century to find out
why” she knew nothing. In the course of rereading, she uncovers a gendered dialogic
tension and by outlining this dialogue of masculinist and feminist history, she begins
herself to rewrite the story: not only countering the “truths” of “Capitalism” with
other meanings, but countering ways of telling and knowing meaning with other
ways. This revisionist project would work as a simple juxtaposition of “male” and
“female” history and language were it not for its final ambiguities, which ultimately
defer meaning and closure and suspend the text in the process of transformation
(transposition). In the end, her story is not about (or not only about) a feminist gothic
counterpoint to masculinist history, but about the way one language, narrative, or text
can overtake another, how sign systems are endlessly transposed into different ones.

2. REPRESSION AND REWRITING IN WILD NIGHTS AND ALICE FELL

Although taking very different form from Tennant’s “historical” and “biographical”
essay, Alice Fell and Wild Nights are also about history. Alice Fell is set in a country
house during the 1960s. Alice Paxton’s birth in 1957, on the night the Suez Crisis is
announced, initiates a new life in the house of the Old Man, one marked by seasonal
cycles, power struggles between genders and generations, and Alice’s series of “falls”
from infancy to childhood and adolescence. These falls into new phases replicate
Alice’s fall into Wonderland and her journey through the looking glass in Lewis
Carroll’s stories (as discussed below, Alice Fell also represents a mirror scene), but

also allude to “low” genres, such as children’s stories, fairy tales, and nursery rhymes
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to create a counter-narrative to “high” artistic, philosophical, and psychological
discourses that tell the official version of history.” Wild Nights is also set in a country
house, isolated in a northern valley at mid-century, where an unnamed child narrator
chronicles the tension between the adults around her. The child’s viewpoint attributes
a magical quality to everything, so that animosity between relatives is played out as
the tempestuous shift of seasons, and the powerful personality of her Aunt Zita
creates fantastical, physical changes in the house. Here, as in Alice Fell and “The
Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman,” ghosts from the past haunt neglected
rooms, and the landscape takes on symbolic resonance, playing out repressed events
and emotions. The passion conveyed in Dickinson’s poem “Wild Nights” (1891)
erupts through Zita’s magic, disrupting the repressive, ordered world of the North.
But, as discussed below, Wild Nights also recreates the hesitancy in Dickinson’s
poem: the lines “Were [ with thee” and “Might I but moor” (emphasis added) suggest
intense desire and its frustrating deferral. As in Schulz’s The Street of Crocodiles
(1934), which inspires Wild Nights,’ this weird, wonderful, magical world has a dark
underside that prevents fulfillment and joy. “At the heart of the malevolent,” Cynthia
Ozick writes in an essay on Schulz, “crouches the father” (225). The same father,
though his malevolence is less obvious and less personal, crouches at the heart of
Wild Nights.

At the center of both novels is the heroine emerging from the ways of the past
into self-awareness and self-assertion: in Alice’s case, she struggles against a future
predetermined by the old order, while in Wild Nights, the narrator’s magical Aunt

Zita counters the repressive life of the north with excessive, uninhibited flights of the
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imagination and the unconscious. Although writing does not figure as explicitly in
these texts as it does in “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman,” allusion,
reading, weaving, fantasizing, acting, and other tropes do represent the “texts” that
haunt these novels’ houses, and the possibility for their revision. In Alice Fell, for
instance, the Old Man repeatedly finds comfort in a tapestry depicting his female
ancestors:

The Blue Women had been such a time without freedom that their faces and
limbs, once sewn in supple lines, had grown stiff and brittle. A group of
young women they had been once [. . . ] who had sung at the piano downstairs
and been worshipped from afar, and even then the freedom of their age taken
from them and the tapestry closing round, the exact place allotted mercilessly
in the petit point, with live children and dying children in bright colours [. . .].
There was no way of knowing [. . .] whether the Blue Women could feel the
shock of a birth of a child in the house. (23)3

The Old Man wants “nothing to disturb the silence and calm of the Blue Women” and
for the new life embodied in Alice to remain on the other side of the house. But the
presence of the child does have an effect on the tapestry, on the way the women
“feel” and on the way the Old Man “reads” it. When Alice’s toy woolen ball rolls
into the room, the women look at it with knowledge of Eve’s fall, and with their own
desire for temptation:
[The ball] hung innocently above them, in the shape of an apple. But they
already knew that it brought trouble—from the other side of the house, from
the new womanhood that had burst out there—and the women stirred, uneasy
in the embroidered glade. They had been there too long, and had fulfilled too
many expectations: of langour, repressed desire, and maternal devotion; and
they reached out their hands to the woven fruit, as if they wished it would fall
to them, and reveal new knowledge. (25)

When the Old Man witnesses Alice’s “first fall”—into an underground bomb shelter

that locates her childhood in the context of a paranoid post-war reality—he finally
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accepts “the reality of her being in the world,” and names her Persephone. This
instigates his new understanding, figured through a rewritten landscape:
[He was] made thoughtful by the great confusion of things around him all
happening at the same time: the cater-wauling on the downs that was birth-
shriek to the new age, the end of him and the end of the line ushered in by a
child that was female and, despite the changes he could see coming so clearly,
unlikely to have any other choice than that of falling. (32)
Acknowledging Alice’s also existence causes him to reread the tapestry. Where
before he had seen only “silence and calm,” now there is loss and repression:
He no longer knew if the women in the tapestry [. . .] had also fallen, from
lack of fulfillment, lack of love or ambitions realised, into their attitudes of
woven despair. (33)
Where before the Old Man had disassociated the daughters of the Blue Women, his
relatives Molly and Pam, from the tapestry, now he sees the generations of women as
being connected:
He saw [. . .] that Molly and Pam had fallen too in their effort to be
independent, to be new. Their faces were hollow with children refused.
Under the bright shingle, their mothers’ minds raced, and tossed them against
the cliffs of insecurity, domestic catastrophe, divorce. And on their slim legs,
as they danced, and fell, and drank and smoked, the tides of the years’
fashions went up and down, in hemlines that had more meaning than their
lives. (33)
Alice’s birth affects the meaning of even this woven depiction of the old world: like
the spring landscape outside, it reflects a new story for women, for good or bad—and
a story that includes women. In Wild Nights, the house itself serves as a kind of
changing text, “written on” and reshaped differently by its inhabitants, and read by
the narrator as a story of the dark past and its hold over life in the north. Although

these figurations of reading, writing, and textuality differ, and vary widely even

within each text, Tennant’s two novels can be overread as different versions of the
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story told in “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman.” In all three texts,
Tennant uncovers a dialogue of patriarchal and feminist histories, a past where
women’s desires are repressed and their lives shaped by prescribed roles, and a
possible future where the repressed can return to free desire and allow women to
write their own stories.
THE RETURN OF THE REPRESSED I
In both Alice Fell and Wild Nights, the heroine figures the return of the repressed. In
Alice Fell, the Old Man wants to ignore Alice’s birth but cannot:
The Old Man, despite his efforts to sit in distant rooms or to forget the coming
of the child altogether, was caught by it in the end. For the moon, in going
into Mrs Paxton’s room, and down into the fork of the ash tree, was reflected
that night into the Old Man’s bedroom window. Before he could wake
properly and stop it, he saw the film the Moon played: in light conducted from
the ash tree, the spool of the birth was played relentlessly [. . .]. (18)
Just as Alice’s presence forces a rereading of the Blue Women tapestry, it also
restores a previously repressed female order to the house, upsetting patriarchal
domination. The Old Man’s dominance is first upset by the midwife, who ignores his
pleas for service and displays seemingly magical forms of power while helping Mrs.
Paxton give birth:
Mrs Grogan laughed when she was asked to produce ice. She was doing
different things with water: drawing hot clouds from the kettle which turned to
tears on the walls, pressing towels damped with the precious hot water,
folding newspapers that took a sudden boldness at the water’s touch. [...]
Mrs Grogan flung open the kitchen door before leaving.
“Go and get it for yourself,” she said. (10-11)
Mr. Paxton’s role is also diminished. As Mrs. Paxton gives birth, Mr. Paxton paces

by the river and feels “his absolute lack of necessity” (15). The landscape becomes a

changed text he cannot read:
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Mist took away the borders of the river and changed it to sea.

Mr Paxton looked out in expectation. [...] He was the last man who
could read the writing of the old world. Mud under his feet changed to sand,
and the reeds, dipped in the ink-black sea, wrote for him on the white sand.
The floating strands of mist took the messages out over the water again, and
still Mr Paxton peered, hand over his eyes, a man lost at sea in the mist. (15-
16)

He is locked out of the bond, forged in childbirth, that physically and psychically
connects mother and daughter so they seem to be one:
Mrs Paxton saw a fairy feast, tightly enclosed behind her red, throbbing eyes.
[. . .] Inthe clasp of her body, she felt feet tramp through halls where the roof
was pulled down and down. Soon the roof would come right down on the
tables, and crush the metal spoons, and then she would be shot out, like a
woman from a cannon, into the void. (13)
This new world, centered on Alice, is an all-female one shaped by Mrs. Paxton’s
body and its own order of time. Alice’s waving fingers “couldn’t even move in time
with Mrs. Paxton’s clock, which measured a day completely at odds with the child’s”
(19). Her eyes follow the woolen ball hanging on her cot, “the white sun which rose
in the east at the last bar of the cot, and set behind Mrs Paxton” (19). She “woke
every hour to new days, and dreamed through them, and then plunged into night
again, making a calendar with whole months that would never be recalled, and
anniversaries between each suck at the breast” (24). This new time marks both the
new maternal order of the house, and the new culture burgeoning outside it:
At this time, when England was trying to hold on, to keep what remained to it
of the imperial dignity of the past, the first beat of a new sound came over the
downs and the Old Man stood aghast at the window. He heard wailing, and a
totemic beat, as the first sound of men brought up not to fight came in its loud
lamentation from the woods. (26)

The ghosts of the house, remnants of the old order, are edged out. “The immortals,”

preserved in the Old Man’s childhood scrapbook, “rose” and “transformed the house,
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just as they had formed the new age into which they had been born” (38). Freud,
Lenin, Joyce, Picasso, and others
walked in the house, and the shadows from the ash tree outside came in the
first rays of sun of the new spring and made libraries and laboratories, and
orchestras in the creaking of the old house and the tossing of leaves on the ash
tree outside, as they grew and unfurled in the sun. (38)
The “immortals” go immediately to Alice and stare “in great perplexity into the crib.”
But when the Old Man stops reading his scrapbook, they disappear into history again:
They might never have been heard of by the Paxtons, and certainly there was
no mention of them in the paper Mr Paxton brought his wife [. . .]. They
might have been a figment of the Old Man’s imagination—but the house was
nervous with them when they walked in it—and it seemed they had a fear that
the child would destroy the world they had made around them. (39)
As spring arrives, Mrs. Paxton and Mrs. Grogan’s daughter Ella clean the house,
dismissing “Freud’s pinstripe trousers” and Picasso’s “mass of angles” (49), and
making a “great round nest of the house. Mrs. Paxton made the nest by pressing
herself against the walls as she scrubbed [. . .] and with her breasts pushing and
battering the obdurate corners into shape” (51).
But the men in the house cannot tolerate this female-dominated atmosphere.
Mr. Paxton dislikes “all this circularity”: “[h]e felt he would never escape the
roundness,” the swollen, overflowing river, and “the house like a balloon” (52). In
this rounded, female, spring world, Mr. Paxton comforts himself with visions of
linearity:
He knew the long ridges of cloud in the sky would in the end curve, and that
the world was a sphere, but he preferred to deceive himself, to imagine those
long strands of cloud going on into infinity, parallel lines which would march

him far from the maternal order, the terrible roundness of life in his ruined
house. (52)
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He decides to obtain “the child he deserved and had expected, a twelve-year old son”
(45). He hires a boy named William, and together they build a “fortress,” a platform
for pageants and plays, in the garden. This construction work undoes Mrs. Paxton’s
power over the house: “[w]ith every nail that went in to the scaffolding, she heard the
grim, square ending of the house she had tried to build” (5§8). The round nest for
mother and daughter is transformed back into straight lines, into a “fortress”
containing Alice. This allows the Old Man and Mr. Paxton to envision the wedding
of Alice and William, the Old Man’s “likely successor” (59). To pass the time until
the wedding can occur, the time during which Alice will grow up, the Old Man builds
a dollhouse with effigies of the future couple. This impending reality of Alice’s
marriage changes the world created by the mother-daughter bond:
[Mrs. Paxton], too [. . .] looked forward to the wedding of William and Alice.
Her own nest, which she had tried to stick from earth and saliva, and the
glutinous tears from her eyes, had failed completely. At that time, all she
wanted was to see her daughter grow up and go away. And she, too, tried to
dispose of this time—by looking into the pages of magazines for brides, and
trying to forget the failure of her nest [. . .]. (60)
The father’s triumph coincides with Alice’s final glimpse of her mother’s power:
[. . .] she watched a line of sunlight come into the scrap of mirror [. . .] and fall
on Mrs Paxton, distant and minute by the boiling kettle. The sun moved on to
the mother, a strong yellow beam [. . .]. Then it went altogether [. . .] and
Alice’s mouth still gaped open at her mother standing there: at the power of
the woman with the phallus of the sun between her legs; the woman who had
carried two deaths in her, her own and the child’s. (64)
As soon as Alice recognizes power (the phallus), Mrs. Paxton’s rule ends; her power

dissipates and both she and Ella become “like funerary statues set to stare out over

water at sand” (65).9
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Over the early years of Alice’s childhood, both the Old Man and Mr. Paxton
fight to contain and control her. The Old Man invites his cousin George to stay.
Puppeteer, toymaker, and designer of trompe-I’oeil patterns, George imposes
complex decorations and “elegant emblems” (72) over the house. He draws Alice into
a world of elaborate games, where she is spellbound by his powers:

In the days of later summer, George had almost completely triumphed over

the house and the progress of the child, and there was a sense of waiting for

the scream, for some sound from her, to show she was still more than one of

the automata constructed by George [. . .]. (73)

Ella watches Alice to see if she will play messy games and break plates as she used
to, if she will “read the broken china pages, the blue scrolls and leaves in utter
innocence of what she had done,” but

whether she was in or out, she appeared hardly to know the difference. She

had been taught to walk with care, and nothing broke as she went past. [...]

Alice obeyed each law that had been set out for her. (73-74)

George

began to take precautions to ensure that Alice would never change, would

never be able to go into the next stage of life. He laid out her days in a

hopscotch, with whole squares vanishing as she hopped over them, and nights

coming up in a black dust on the chalk. [...] She didn’t know that she might
never leave George’s clasp and that she would try to do so. And that was his
battle, his determination to keep her forever in his rules. New wonders were

invented—and she took to them with delight. (74)

Unable to return her to a messy, bodily infancy, Mrs. Grogan instead attempts to
“drag her into maturity, away from the Egyptian games that sprang up in every room”
by educating her about sex (83). But it is the turn of summer to autumn that brings

Alice out of George’s control and into a growing awareness of her (soon-to-be

sexualized) physicality. As the nights grow longer, the shadows of George’s puppets
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joined together—until they were all one, and every jerking limb or pointing
shoe had sunk in altogether—in a mass grave of shadows, the night coming up
in the earth from the other side of the world. Alice took her mother’s hand
and went indoors. (86)

As winter approaches, George’s games take on gothic, predatory undertones: “On

these sudden dark evenings, with the wind moaning in the passages, [Alice] was

afraid to run alone in the Old Man’s part of the house” (86). Angry at being

abandoned, George punishes Alice by jumping out at her from dark corners to

chase her until the screams brought Mr Paxton running with a broom. Perhaps
the Old Man’s cousin knew what he was doing when he entered into the wind
and came moaning after her in the passages. Or he may have thought one
game as good as another. But when he caught her, she screamed. (87)

Once George’s spell is broken, Alice becomes disobedient, in the first sign of

adolescence. She pierces her ears, sneaks into town, and gives William “long

glances” (93). Mr. Paxton disapproves of this new, sexually aware Alice. He catches

Alice and Ella dancing to music from the radio, but

there was nothing he could do about the secret, alien dancing. Nor could he
stop his daughter from smiling at him with red lips, lips as red as the holly
berries Mrs Paxton saw as she slept, dreaming of the childhoods of winter.

Mr Paxton saw a face in snow-white powder, and red, red lips. He scowled
back at her [. . .]. (95)

Meanwhile, no one can hold back the changes outside the house:

New ideas and sciences kept the Great Men at a distance. [. . .] they thought
they might be properly dead now, overtaken by this new age they would never
be able to understand. Mrs Grogan frowned at tales of cloned people and
infants that would spring from test-tubes. Even babies would no longer be
delivered in the usual way. She walked less firmly than before, for she too
was unsure if the world would have a name for her, in a few years’ time. (96)

Mrs. Paxton falls asleep by the road one day, and soon

her vision of the old Christmas in the house as it had always been, since the
Old Man’s father and mother lived there [. . .] soon faded and was gone. The
guitars that could be heard when the wind was in the north were plugged in
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now. [...] Beautiful, moving pictures gave a fashion display of war,

suffering and pain that Mr Paxton could summon [. . .] with a prod of his

finger. He liked the TV pictures—but he had no wish that his daughter should

dance to the new music. (94)
A hedge of thorn grows around the house, which Mr. Paxton cannot cut down. Like a
fairy tale princess in a tower, Alice watches from the attic for a sports car. Five years
later, it arrives and Alice leaves with the driver, Joe, for the “magnetic circle of Soho”
(177). Colored in vivid red that contrasts with the blue of the old family tapestry,
troped through low fairy-tale imagery that displaces the high discourses of the
house’s Victorian and modernist ghosts, Alice’s desire emerges against the forces that
wish to make her another daughter of the house. Like that other Alice’s fall into a
topsy-turvy Wonderland, the falls in Tennant’s novel situate her protagonist within
different systems of logic, rules, and power while simultaneously symbolizing their
fall as the world outside the house changes.

In Wild Nights, the return of the repressed is embodied in Aunt Zita. When
Zita visits at the end of summer, “there were changes everywhere”:

The days outside, which were long and white at that time of year, closed and

turned like a shutter, a sharp blue night coming on sudden and unexpected as a
finger caught in a hinge. The house shrank; the walls seemed to lean inwards

[...] (9
Zita sends autumn leaves flying everywhere, “leaves like scraps of torn cloth on the
floors at Aunt Zita’s feet, aisles and pews of the cathedrals choked with them, as if
the roof had blown off and they had settled in the ruin” (26). Her presence is marked
by the “power of wind,” which “choked the burns with leaves and silenced the
dynamo” that provides electricity to the house (47). The narrator’s mother cannot

understand why the lights dim:
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My poor mother! She still lived in the age of cause and consequence, of
foreshadowings and outcomes, and she couldn’t see the connections between
Aunt Zita and the fading lights. (15)
She is also blind to the fire that surrounds Zita—“as she was continually consumed
and resurrected by the flames she lived bloodlessly amongst them” (14): “Her fire
was like one of those natural but magical phenomena, the wandering flame on a
march. But my mother and father [. . .] fetching paraffin lamps, saw nothing at all”
(15). Zita brings a different order to the house, rewriting the landscape and “pull[ing]
back the past” (21): the sibling bonds and rivalries of previous generations, old family
scandals, and hints of paganism and witchcraft rise to the surface of life in the valley.
This creates an atmosphere oscillating in time between the post-war years, the
Victorian era, and a more ancient age. Autumn becomes a season of fantastic,
midnight entertainment as ghostly maids dress Zita in gowns while “the north wind
waited outside her window, as fat as a full pillowcase, a broad, icy back which would
take her to every country, to every ball and caf€, to anywhere she could stave off her
boredom” (20). At these balls are “follies and the ruins of temples and a wild glade
where Aunt Zita could summon up the fire spirits if she felt in the mood” (27). In the
valley, Zita writes new boundaries and marks, blurring the border between the world
of the living and dead:
Already the mists were coming down, first in thin furls separated by purple
strips of heather, so that the base of the mountain seemed to be detached from
the ground and to have become a great tapestry, a menacing wall-hanging
striped with flares of dim purple. Beyond this fabric was the land where Aunt
Zita’s family lived. (35)

She speaks with her dead relatives in “vowels and inflections” that are “far away and

incomprehensible” to the narrator (34), reviving the “clubs” she once formed with her
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deceased elder brother, where they liked to “speak in secret languages” (42). She
changes the landscape from a summer setting to an autumn one, with storms that
leave “the stones on the square grey houses clearly demarcated, as if a child had gone
over them in the night with a white pencil” (46).

Meanwhile, the narrator’s Uncle Ralph, an engineer and scientist building a
device to make the house rotate, avoids Zita: “He feared the effect she could have on
his machines, with her casual, wonderful powers, and he had run from her room once
[...] in terror at her methods” (19). He refuses to eat the food brought to him,
claiming Zita

had turned it to frogs when he had taken it in, and he had had to throw it out
again. Of all things, Uncle Ralph most hated metamorphosis. He believed
only in science—so did my father—and the two of them would spend days on
end in Uncle Ralph’s ticking room. (20)"°

Zita usurps the mother’s power in the household, bringing her own childhood back to
life:

Already, as they ate [. . .] her old playmates, were arranging themselves in the
house in her schemes and patterns [. . .]. Some of the rooms, which had
seemed boundless to Aunt Zita as a child, were now taking on gigantic
proportions and were filling with the animals and several-headed monsters of
her early dreams. My mother was no longer in control of her own home, of
the house she had been told was her home since her marriage to my father.

(16)
She also brings back the history of the family’s ancestors. On her arrival,

[pJale women, known only to Aunt Zita, would be found coughing in four-
poster beds [. . .]. The money that had built the great revolving house, and the
iron dust in the air, and the thick curtains and sinuous drapery which had more
vigour than the women who lived among them, had killed the daughters of the
house. (12)

The dimmed rooms bring back
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the tedium of the long evenings of the nineteenth century. Caught in their

unchanging lives, the daughters of the house played the piano, and coughed,

and read poetry aloud in dying voices. Nothing could ever happen to them.

Boredom tapped at the window. (17)

Just as Alice’s birth highlights the Blue Women’s boredom and uncovers their secret
desires, so too does Zita’s presence allow forgotten or repressed realities to
proliferate. Going to the nursery, she summons her older brother, killed in World
War I, from the design in the wallpaper. Defying the religious scene above the
mantelpiece, and the photograph of her saintly sister Thelma, she seduces him,
consummating her illicit adolescent desire for him. In the surrounding hallways, “the
women of earlier centuries shifted and creaked in their silk dresses and pinioned hats”
(43), as if disturbed, or perhaps stirred with desire themselves.

Embodying the repressions of the past, both Zita and Alice “write” the
unconscious of the house over the landscape, weaving a tapestry that reveals the
limited lives of its daughters, brings the dead back to life, and revives secret
languages and desires. As in “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman,” the
return of the repressed is also staged in the texts’ emphasis on the magical, the
personal, and the domestic as a counter-story to history measured by large-scale
cultural events: history is compressed into these rambling, haunted country houses,
where it can be rewritten. Wild Nights repeats the story of “The Rise of Capitalism
and the Fall of Woman,” the shift of one age into another, but continues the arc
beyond the Victorian age and into the post-war years. Alice Fell takes the story even
further, beginning with the end of the British Empire during the Suez Crisis and

forecasting the massive cultural upheaval of the 1960s and 1970s. In this way, the

three texts progress chronologically, and with increasing focus on the development of
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the female subject and her psychology, so that Wild Nights looks back at Zita’s
childhood and influences, while Alice Fell depicts every stage of Alice’s identity
formation. Yet the texts do not operate teleologically in this order: as an endpoint,
Alice Fell portrays a less developed subject, with much less agency, than Wild Nights
does. Alice more passively embodies rather than enacts change. Her growing sexual
and awareness symbolizes the changing world around her. Zita, on the other hand, is
presented as actively uncovering what has been repressed, much like the writer in
“The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman.” In fact, Wild Nights often adopts
the critical tone of Tennant’s essay, and is set in a mock-gothic Victorian house
similarly embellished with gargoyles and sumptuous furnishings, and decorated with
“the stone guns and flying buttresses of mid-nineteenth-century capitalism” (11).
Strangers to the region
heard the machinery, the turning wheels of my uncle’s latest invention as he
strove, year after year, to turn the whole edifice around so that it would dance
on a pivot like an elephant on a ball. [...] But the strangers saw only a great
monument to the Industrial Revolution. My uncle’s invention had no more
strength than a sewing machine, and a good deal more frivolity. (11-12)
But in a significant way, the story told across all three texts resists closure. All three
narratives, while suggesting that the heroine has achieved or is on her way to
achieving agency, the power to write her own text upon the world, also posit
ambiguous endings. In returning the repressed, both Zita and Alice instigate another

repression, one that qualifies the texts’ narrative of an emerging subversive and self-

determined female subject.
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THE RETURN OF THE REPRESSED 11

Zita’s power over the house is temporary and inconsistent. Throughout her stay, she
is challenged by the narrator’s mother and her sister Thelma. When Aunt Thelma
comes, the two sisters fight over the house and valley: “In the stern clouds, grey as
fuselage, I saw shreds of nights, brought on early by Aunt Zita’s impatience to leave
the house, get away from Aunt Thelma, and visit the ball” (60); “Aunt Thelma had
shrunk the lake already, and squeezed the valley in her iron fist” (61). Thelma
undermines the validity of Zita’s magic, transforming it into child’s play, while at the
same time reinforcing the Victorian atmosphere Zita seeks to dispel:

At these times of strain, when half the house had a pious, austere air, and the
William Morris printed curtains and carpets glowed with Aunt Thelma’s
sanctity, and the chairs grew tall-backed and uncomfortable and pressed in
with admonishing arms, Aunt Zita’s domain took on a tatty, theatrical look,
like a child’s cardboard theatre. The hall, with its christening scenes and the
stained glass windows [. . .] took on a more delicate appearance, as if the
Gothic were true Gothic and the stone masons and sculptors, as they wrought
the thin arches and crusader knights, had been true believers. The clumsy
imitation that my father’s grandfather had put up, the travesties of purity and
faith in the coy, Victorian gargoyles, were transformed by Aunt Thelma. (61)

When the family ghosts appear, the narrator’s mother uses them against Zita:

My mother looked around the room, and [. . .] puckered her lips and assumed
a saintly expression. These people—whom even my father must have sensed
vaguely, because he moved restlessly in his chair [. . .] came only when it was
time to welcome Aunt Zita. But my mother knew them well enough by now.
In her way, she could be as strong in her martyrdom, and her sense of virtue,
as Aunt Zita with her wilfulness and her fire. My mother took up her sewing.
This always infuriated Aunt Zita, who was made nervous by the number of
pale, unresisting women in the room, and who wanted my mother to talk to
her, to prostrate herself before her greater power. (18)

Later, the mother traps Zita in a vision of her older brother’s baptism. The ghosts of

old aunts with “yellow curls and white faces, chaste, swooning in suppressed desire in
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the mock medieval castle of their dragon father” resent and envy Zita: “They were as
enclosed as Zita now, but envying her journeys to the ends of the earth they looked at
her without love or understanding” (30). Zita is “disturbed by having her family
handed to her like this. The horrible limitations of her childhood returned to her, and
she squirmed on the hard bench, narrow as a coffin lid, under the family coat of arms”
(30). Towards the end of Zita’s visit, as her power wanes with the changing season,
other ghosts appear: the narrator sees her great-grandfather entering the locked room
next to Zita’s, where he had imprisoned his daughter Louisa for falling in love with a
shepherd. Louisa becomes insane in this room where the “flowers on the wallpaper,
with their round, curly heads, were frightening and oppressive” (75-6). The
proximity of this room to Zita’s suggests that the dominating forces of her childhood,
forces she seeks to escape, are not far off, and could also lock ser away. The allusion
to Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper (1892) also suggests madness induced by
containment, or at least the danger of being labeled mad for transgressing family
rules. And Zita does meet censure as a witch as winter approaches. Her
transformation of the valley makes the villagers nervous and resentful:
Dark came in now like an unexpected blow before the beginning of a fight,
knocking the looming house, and the village and greenhouses above, the
chicken-run below and the school half-escaping out of the valley, into an
obscurity that wasn’t even relieved by stars. And the wind, enormous in the
rightness of its time [. . .] seized and tussled with the gaping clouds, banged
them against each other until they groaned, dived through them in eddies
which danced the tiles from the roof of farm buildings, and sent splinters of
pure cold along the corridors, reminding Aunt Zita to get her ball-dress ready
and her jewels out from their box.

This time, though Aunt Zita couldn’t feel it, the resentment was there

and growing. [...] [The villagers] were looking for someone to blame. (46-
47)
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As Zita prepares for her ball, Maurice, a boy from the village, reveals “the extent of

the growing rage and obstinacy in the village” (51), showing the narrator what is

happening in the “bumpy wood which grew over the buried eighth-century village”:
It was as if the two villages, the old with its position near the entrance to the
valley, its strategic height on the mid-slope of a hill—and the new, built by
my father’s grandfather, were diametrically opposed to each other, in space, in
time, in attitudes of dependence and isolation. It was from this buried village,
though, that people were walking. From the trees, and mounds of brick that
had sunk in a millennium into the leaf mould, and from the skeleton houses,
thick with earth, walls strangled by the probing roots of old trees, the people
of the village advanced on the house. (52-53)

Although Maurice rings the house alarm bell, dispersing these ghosts, the villagers

continue to plot against Zita. Again, the figure of Louisa surfaces. Flying through

the night, Zita and the narrator see Louisa dancing in the valley:
Aunt Zita knew, from her demented dancing, that Louisa foretold calamities,
and the night would end badly. [...] Her dance, now far beneath us, was an
omen that wrote itself on the flat crest of the hill. (78)

On Hallowe’en, the villagers prepare a bonfire:
They made a toppling swan’s nest, which on the night would let out an egg of
fire. For all the authenticity of the victim, with Minnie’s knitted hat on, and a
thick body of crackling hay, and legs pressed in Peg’s old lisle stockings, it
was Aunt Zita they were going to burn. (85)

In their fear of impending winter, and in their long resentment of their feudal

relationship with the Big House, the villagers find a victim in Zita. They leave the

narrator’s father in peace, and focus their attention on the woman who writes autumn

over the valley, drags up old tensions between the village and the house, and revels in

the extravagance of Victorian upper-class life. They sacrifice Zita, writing her into

the text of seasonal rituals she evokes:

the village made ready to burn her . . . and the snow, hiding behind Pacific
stars, prepared its blinding, annihilating descent. Aunt Thelma was coming.
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Louisa, emblem of carnal love denied, wove her mad patterns among the
stones. Persecution and injustice rose with pitchforks, and marched on Aunt
Zita as she danced. (99)

The ritual transforms Zita into an effigy, a trope. At the village dinner before the
bonfire, Zita “looked more and more like a doll, ready to be thrown on the lighted
sticks” (97). She is “burned quickly as paper”:

Aunt Zita’s face hangs for a while in the air, after the flames had eaten her.
She looked suddenly like one of her imaginary companions—Tlike a white

paper mask, a moon-shaped kite with the night coming in the slits, for eyes.
(99)

She is transformed from flesh into text: textualized, and destroyed. This fate is
predetermined, already written into a larger text:

All of recorded time [. . .] lay in the lines of the valley. In the Roman camp

[. . .] centurions had sat in their interminable tedium, gazing out at the hills.
Below the camp [. . .] the bones of animals preserved a million years made
leaf patterns in the rock. In the village under the school, men long freed from
the Romans armed themselves against the coming of the Hammer of the
Scots. Steam from the first train went up into the clouds above our valley.
And my father, locked in the soaring buttresses of his grandfather’s dream,
paces the confines of his land, from the stone effigies of the men who had
fought to take it from each other, to the Romans yawning at their unprofitable
empire, and back again to the castle of material gain. The world and history
lay obediently within its bounds. (98)

For a while, Zita has taken over this world, borrowing from its maps and from the
scent of imported spices in the village store to create (write) the details of her nightly
journeys to exotic places (97). In this way, Zita possibly represents a fully realized
female subject. After all, she seems to accept, and even welcome, her fate.
Hallowe’en is “the night of bad omens, the night for which Aunt Zita had waited with
such impatience” (98). The night of her death is also the night of rebirth:

[On Hallowe’en] we flew the breadth of the world, and the world we had

known at our first awakening opened up to us. In its fears, the night of storms
took us to the hour of our birth. In the calm, ordered mansion where Aunt
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Zita danced in the tropical air, we knew the caress of infancy, the stately
unchangeable march of the days. (98)

The first mob that comes to kill her comes from the ruins of the ancient village, like
ghosts: has Zita summoned them as she has summoned her other ghosts? Does she
seek her death in the same way she seeks to be “obliterated” by her older brother
when she seduces him and he gives her “the punishment she craved” (43-44)?
Surrounded by flames like a phoenix, will she rise again next autumn, in an
irrepressible cycle of life and death? Forever oscillating between text and writer of
texts in the same way she moves between the living and the dead, Zita resists
inscription just as she resists the stifling patriarchal order of the house. But in the
end, her ritual destruction and magical landscape are subsumed by that order as the
tradition of primogeniture entails. Zita’s power is thus qualified, or at least rendered
ambiguous. Although the text hints she will return again—as the repressed always
does—it also suggests that her return is controlled by the “unchangeable march of
days” that is finally dictated by the big house. It is significant that Zita, not the
narrator’s father or the house itself, is subjected to the villagers® anger. The ritual of
her destruction provides a controlled outlet for the outrage of the other group ruled
and oppressed by the big house. As Stallybrass and White point out, when the low
invades the high, as with carnival, it sometimes effects “displaced abjection” in an act
of “licensed complicity” with the very powers it seeks to overturn (19)."" At least for
now, Zita’s death at the stake protects the big house from insurrection, and upholds
the “world and history” that lies “obediently in its bounds.”

Or perhaps the answers to these questions hinge on the narrator who takes Zita

as her role model, and who “reads” and “translates” her text for us. As Malzahn
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observes, the two characters often seem identified with each other, and the narrator’s
tone sometimes takes on a more mature (and retrospective) attitude that recalls
Tennant’s observations in “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of Woman.” Unlike
the aspiring girl writer that Rich depicts in “When We Dead Awaken,” who only
finds images of passive heroines, perhaps Tennant’s narrator finds a different, more
resistant model in Zita. Does Zita teach her to read the world in different ways,
enabling her to grow up and write this text? This passing on of knowledge from Zita
to the next generation is hinted at in the text’s conclusion. In the latter half of Wild
Nights, the family goes “South,” where Uncle Rainbow lives. Here, the weight of the
past and of ancestors is ignored in favor of the present. Spring arrives, bringing light,
rebirth, and its own kind of magic—magic associated not with the dark, ancient
nature of the valley, but with the fresh, green nature of Uncle Rainbow’s forest,
where his companion Letty is reborn in the springs. In this “harmony of the south,”
“flags of all colours waved together” and “[h]ot and yellow, the sun lay all day in
Letty’s arms” (134). Letty asks the family to stay all summer, and “[t]he brightness
of the light crept into my father’s mind and made him think of the future of the
world” (134). But the North pulls at him:

But he chose the dark. We drove to the station, and waited for the
train that would take us to the dark again.

In the north, spring had hardly touched the trees and hills. It had come
in pale, uneven waves, and then receded, leaving a faint wash over larch and
elder. The dark came down in the evenings as if it would never give way to
spring. (134)

These are the narrator’s observations: Zita has long since disappeared from the text.

In the way the narrator sees the worlds of the North and the South, “painting” colors

and tones over their landscapes, does the narrator convey an understanding, learned
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from Zita, about the repressive, isolated life of the North, and a desire for a different
future? Or is she resigned to her father’s realm of darkness?

Like Zita, Alice’s fate is similarly taken out of her hands and subsumed by
pre-existing narratives that overarch her small childhood rebellions. Her fall into
prostitution in London is foreshadowed by her figuration, in infancy, as Eve: as she
grows up, she is written into the myth of Persephone and the underworld. When the
Old Man witnesses her first fall, he names her “Persephone” (32), and later Alice tells
Ella “everything had happened to her [. . .] was written in the book of the underworld;
and now she knew that world and could live in it, and she leaned back on the
banquette like a queen of the shades” (117). Like Demeter, Mrs. Paxton seeks but
cannot find her daughter: like Persephone, Alice has been taken into Hades. When
Mr. Paxton finally brings her home, it is a temporary reunion, like Persephone’s
season on earth. At her wedding to William, Alice and Ella know she will leave for
the underworld again:

In the window, Alice’s life played [. . .]. She saw summers in the Old Man’s
house, and William and her mother, and [. . .] the winter months, ruby streets
where she would be drawn to live at the time the ground by the river was as
hard and grey as stone. And she turned to Ella. There was nothing to say.
[...] They both knew, with the ending of summer, that Alice would soon be
gone. (124)
This, too, has been predetermined. Waiting for Joe to fulfill his promise and take her
away, “Alice sat a long time on the upper floor, watching the swallows leave and
arrive, go in and out under the roof, like needles in a frame” (104). Alice, too, will
“leave and arrive,” as she has done with her mother all her life, at times close, at other

times unreachable. She is being “stitched in” to Persephone’s text. On the night of

her birth, her father even foresaw Joe, the man “who would come to claim her” (17).
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He tries to protect her from this, which is also an attempt to protect her from a “fall”
into sexuality, into being a “bad” woman. But the alternative he offers is marriage to
William, the opportunity to be a “good” wife, a daughter of the house. Thus, Alice is
forever suspended between two texts and two prescribed lives, of “bad” and “good”
womanhood. As in Wild Nights, the trope of seasonal cycles suggests liberation and
progress, but also the inevitable reach and return of older power structures. Alice Fell
and Wild Nights tell the story of an emerging female subject, like “The Rise of
Capitalism and the Fall of Woman,” yet these novels also explore how the
chronological and teleological progression of history is bound up with, and built

upon, cycles of regression and repression.

In both texts, the house is developed as the site of converging and changing
worldviews or discourses that Kristeva would term fexts. There, all texts can be
rewritten, like the Blue Woman tapestry, or the wallpaper that Zita weaves from
menacing design into sexual fantasy. At the center of these converging texts is
Tennant’s heroine, who struggles to emerge as her own text. Alice must fight against
the narrative that has been written for her: the Blue Women woven into a life limited
to maternal and wifely duties, Persephone’s cyclical separation from Demeter and
descent into Hades. Like Persephone, Alice dictates the change of seasons and
passage of time, but they are also dictated for her: Persephone was taken by Hades
just as Alice is “taken” in turns by George, Joe, and Mr. Paxton. Her summer is spent
at home, after her rescue; but her fate dictates she will fall again, into the underworld

that is the new London, into an allegory that aligns the fall of old Britain with the fall
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of woman. In Wild Nights, Zita tries to escape and rewrite the old narratives—to be
free, unlike the consumptive daughters of the house. Her imagination literally takes
over the house of intertextuality, making it her own: but even she cannot escape the
text that has already written her into a witch, erased her magical transgressions of
space, time, real, and symbolic, and killed her off into an effigy, into scraps of
material that cannot take shape and materialize, but dissipate into the past, into legend
and myth.

But there are ambiguities, as in “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall of
Woman,” concerning the texts’ final word. Alice and Zita are subsumed into myths
and rituals of sacrifice. But the narrative of their loss of agency—like the feminist
history Tennant poses in her essay, coded as gothic and imaginative—is inferwoven
with the narrative of “History” and acts to displace and delegitimize it. Changing the
order of the three texts once more, we see that from the essay to Alice Fell to Wild
Nights, “History” is gradually phased out. Both “The Rise of Capitalism and the Fall
of Woman” and Alice Fell depict the events of the world outside Tennant’s female
counter-narrative. But in Wild Nights, the only references to the outside world are a
description of a German bomber plane wrecked in the hills, and the goods brought
into the village store. Read in this order, with Wild Nights as the ultimate version of
the composite text, the narrative shifts further away from a realist setting and into the
ever-shifting, borderless world Zita creates in Wild Nights. 1f Wild Nights develops
the previous texts, then we see that the perspective also shifts, from “realist” first-
person narrative to the stylized, image-oriented, omniscient third-person narration of

Alice Fell to the even more stylized, lyrical first-person narration of Wild Nights. As
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the conceit of the external author (first “Tennant” herself and then the omniscient
third-person narrator of Alice Fell) drops away in this composite text, we see the
evolution of—or disintegration into (progress and regression are qualified here just as
they are shown to be intertwined)—a poetics of ambiguity and ambivalence that

increasingly resists positive narratives, closure, and stabilized meaning.

! As discussed in Chapter 4, delegitimation does not ensure the upset of power
structures, either. In delegitimizing myths, Tennant’s texts also show that awareness
and subversion can be ineffective weapons against narratives whose “truthfulness”
and force are deeply ingrained in a culture.

2 Bakhtin argues that centrifugal (separating, dispersing) and centripetal (unifying,
hierarchizing) forces interact with one another. Authoritative or official discourse is a
“unitary language” and strives towards stability. It is always “opposed to the realities
of heteroglossia” (270). Centrifugal forces promote ongoing heteroglossia:
“alongside verbal-ideological centralization and unification, the uninterrupted
processes of decentralization and disunification go forward” (272).

} Burke writes that “whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and
danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible
objects, is a source of the sublime” (36).

* The actual title of Godard’s film is Deux or trois choses que je said d’elle (1967).

> The title also alludes to Wordsworth’s poem “Alice Fell, or Poverty” (1807), in
which the orphaned Alice Fell loses her cloak and is given a new one by the speaker.
Alice Fell recreates this narrative to the extent that Alice is similarly cared for by (a
series of) protective male figures, although Tennant stresses the theme of
dress/undress over pity, especially when Alice “falls” into the hands of a London
pimp. Tennant also alludes to a nursery rhyme about an old woman who falls asleep
and wakes up to find her skirts cut off at the knee. In her interview with Monteith,
Tennant explains that this nursery rhyme terrified her as a child (“Women Talking”
146). In Alice Fell, when Mrs. Paxton falls asleep by the road, she wakes into a state
of bewilderment at the changes around her (94).

6 Wild Nights—Wild Nights!

Were 1 with thee

Wild Nights should be

Our luxury!

Futile—the Winds—
To a Heart in port—
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Done with the Compass—
Done with the Chart!

Rowing in Eden—

A, the Sea!

Might I but moor—Tonight—

In Thee! (Dickinson 114)

” Tennant acknowledges this: “His Street of Crocodiles is one of the most
extraordinary novels, which to me seem [sic] more extraordinary than Kafka. Great
germs, great seeds for my books Wild Nights and Alice Fell” (Interview with Olga
Kenyon 181).

8 London: Picador, 1982. Subsequent references are to this edition.

? These scenes prompt a Lacanian reading of Alice’s entry through the mirror stage
into the imaginary order, where she recognizes the powerful phallic mother. Her later
location in the symbolic order under the name-of-the-father is represented by
George’s games with their rules and symbols: “It is in the name of the father that we
must recognize the support of the symbolic function which [. . .] has identified his
person with the figure of the law” (Lacan, Ecrits 74). This is, of course, a patriarchal
symbolic order, with different consequences for men and women: “The girl has
quickly learned that she does not have the phallus, nor the power it signifies. She
comes to accept, not without resistance, her socially designated role as subordinate to
the possessor of the phallus, and through her acceptance, she comes to occupy the
passive, dependent position expected of women in patriarchy” (Grosz 69).

19 Uncle Ralph is similar to the narrator’s father in The Street of Crocodiles: both are
eccentrics and collectors. Favoring machines over people, Ralph detests Zita’s
passion that is “Done with the Compass— / Done with the Chart!”

' Stallybrass and White acknowledge that “carnival often violently abuses and
demonizes weaker, not stronger, social groups—women, ethnic and religious
minorities, those who ‘don’t belong’—in a process of displaced abjection” (19) but
also argue that transgressions of high/low like carnival and Zita’s ritualistic death are
more ambiguous than this: “for long periods carnival may be a stable and cyclical
ritual with no noticeable politically transformative effects but [. . .] given the presence
of sharpened political antagonism, it may often act as catalyst and site of actual and
symbolic struggle” (14).



CHAPTER III

REPETITIONS AND INTERRUPTIONS:
TENNANT’S GOTHIC POETICS OF REWRITING

“The most interesting thing [the film maker Luis Bufiuel] said about his work was
that it consisted of nothing but repetitions and interruptions [. . .] I do think that a lack
of a feeling of a linear life, plus a desire to rid myself of nightmares—have together
produced my writing.” (Tennant, “John Haffenden Talks™ 39)
That which is written over, or written again, is not eradicated but remains in some
form, surfacing as a return of the repressed, or more generally as the double-
voicedness of rewriting that both reinforces and subverts its source texts (Boehnke
66). The question of what remains is one of the relationship between “repetition” and
“interruption,” and of the trace that indicates indeterminacy: “not a presence but the
simulacrum of a presence that dislocates itself, displaces itself, refers itself, it
properly has no site” (Derrida, Margins 24). In this sense, the trace of earlier texts
heightens or points to the ambiguity of origins and meaning, to a “hauntology” of
“[r]epetition and first time [. . .] the question of the event as question of the ghost”
(Derrida, Specters 10), and to the spectrality of rewriting;:

To speak of the spectral, the ghostly, of haunting in general is to come

face to face with that which plays on the very question of

interpretation and identification, which appears, as it were, at the very

limit to which interpretation can go. (Wolfreys x-xi)'
The previous chapter showed how Tennant’s double-voicedness collapses binary
distinctions, resulting in ambiguous and ambivalent new narratives. This chapter
turns to the gothic poetics of rewriting to examine how Tennant’s texts are haunted by

the conflicts, anxieties, plots, and tropes she rewrites—particularly in her rewritings

of gothic texts. As Wolfreys argues, the gothic did not die out in the early nineteenth



105

century, but, “always already excessive, grotesque, overspilling its own boundaries
and limits” (8), haunts its own afterlife “as a number of apparitional traces and
fragments in discourses of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries” (7). This
spectrality is what haunts the gothic’s new forms and makes them terrifying, rather
than a recourse to the supernatural or sublime: “Escaping from the tomb and the
castle, the monastery and the mansion, the gothic arguably becomes more potentially
terrifying because of its ability to manifest itself and variations of itself anywhere”
(Wolfreys 9). How does the terror of spectrality, with its implications of contagion
and the uncanny, translate into a postmodern context, wherein texts and genres are
infinitely recycled and the instability of meaning is so frequently a source of play?
How, exactly, are Tennant’s texts haunted? What makes rewriting “gothic”?

Allan Lloyd Smith introduces two modes of the gothic’s manifestation in
postmodernism: “the stylised flat repetition of Gothic narrative structures” and “the
more momentary incursions of the Gothic into novels by broadly non-Gothic writers”
(13). Becker outlines a similar twofold system in her evaluation of contemporary
gothic writing by women: one of “continuity: an ongoing elaboration of the large web
of women’s Gothic intertextualisations” versus “deconstruction: a challenge to the
limits of Gothic form” (“Postmodern™ 72). Such divisions underlie critical analyses
of Tennant’s and other postmodern gothic fiction, and point to the problems of
defining a postmodern gothic. The disjunction between these definitions illustrates
two different understandings: the view that the gothic persists as a unified genre into
the twentieth century and beyond, and the view that the gothic has eroded into a set of

conventions to be used selectively in the pastiche manner of postmodernism’s
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“literature of replenishment.”

Correspondingly, the function and meaning of the
gothic are assigned to opposing categories. On the one hand, the gothic is understood
as a parallel tradition and read as a counter-mode to a discourse of progressive
postmodernism. As such, it narrates “the underside of culture [that] is blood, torture,
death, and terror” (Jameson, “Logic” 5), explores the profane in a rejection of
institutionalized values (Neumeier 141), and/or exposes postmodernism’s veiled
status as central worldview (or master narrative). As D’haen argues:

the fantastic postmodern expresses the fears of this [postmodern] society for,

and the pressures exerted upon it by, those it has traditionally excluded from

participation or has made subservient to the interest of making its “central”

character into its present shape. [. . .]

It is in this framework, then, that the postmodern Gothic needs to be

read. (“Postmodern Gothic” 292)
As postmodernism’s counter-narrative, the gothic is essentialized as purely
subversive, corrective, and uncanny, and also as other: locally, as a racial, gendered,
sexual, or cultural, other, but more generally, as a refusal of meaning, a mode in
which interpretation and signification operate other-wise. On the other hand, the
gothic is assimilated into the (central) discourse of postmodernism: its attention to the
slipperiness of language, surfaces, and shifting boundaries between the knowable and
the supernatural are put to service as signifiers of the artifice, superficiality, and lack
of the real that characterize the postmodern world. In this latter approach, the
gothic’s spectrality ceases to be readable or meaningful, as the gothic is called up as a
simulacrum of itself and as an empty image of the (literary) past: the implication is

that rewritings of the gothic are a “literature of exhaustion” and have no depth or

meaning beyond pastiche.
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I argue that the gothic is not as simple as one or the other. The gothic has
never been a discrete or unified genre, but a generic hybrid, a merging of “two kinds
of Romance, the ancient and the modern,” as Walpole described it (7), while also
drawing on a range of other generic sources.” It is more useful and accurate to
approach the gothic “as a mode that exceeds genre and categories” since “the
diffusion of Gothic features across texts and historical periods distinguishes the
Gothic as a hybrid literary form, incorporating and transforming other literary forms
as well as developing and changing its own conventions” (Botting 14). Itis
important to approach gothic texts in this context, and, as James Watt urges, to look
beyond the homogenizing critical label “Gothic” (1). Acknowledging that the gothic
“feeds upon and mixes” (Kilgour 3) different source texts allows us to examine how
this tendency is employed (or transformed) in a postmodern context where the
distinctions between text, source text, reality, and fiction are often destabilized.

Addressing these points might seem unnecessary, and I am far from alone in
arguing that the gothic continues to transform itself into the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries (Punter, Literature of Terror 2; Sage and Smith). But I raise these points in
order to develop more explicitly and fully their implications. If the gothic is always
evolving—we might say, is endlessly rewriting itself—then it is facile to assume that
gothic tropes appearing in postmodern fiction are devoid of the nexus of anxieties the
gothic has always signified and the fear it has always worked to provoke. In other
words, if the gothic and postmodernism meet at the juncture of artifice, self-conscious
language, and narrative play, then the gothic imbues these qualities with

contemporary anxieties—about the uncanny, about power, about the nature of reality,
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and especially about language itself. As critics such as Sedgwick, Halberstam, and
Spooner have pointed out, much of the gothic’s energy—its spectrality, as Wolfreys
defines it—Ilies in its surfaces:

Gothic texts do not necessarily privilege surface but rather consistently

foreground it in order to interrogate the surface-depth relationship. The

metaphors of masking and disguise seem to indicate an “authentic” self
hidden beneath, but in Gothic texts they consistently work to problematise that

authenticity. (Spooner 5)

This has been overlooked in criticism of Tennant’s gothic that glosses over her play
with shifting signifiers, artifice, and the superficial in order to read her texts’
relationship with the gothic as a correction/subversion of its representations of the
other (women, foreigners, the lower class, for example). The possibility that the
postmodern gothic is both continuous with and a break from earlier gothic traditions,
and that this ambiguous and ambivalent stance might itself stand for and generate
other anxieties, has not been fully explored.

In this sense, definitions of the postmodern gothic applied to Tennant’s
writing have certain parallels with definitions of women’s rewriting (discussed in
Chapter 2) that insist on interpreting continuity and disruption as separate tactics.
These approaches to Tennant’s gothic also promote a narrow mode of literary
criticism reliant on trope identification. As Howard has noted, “cataloguing and
codifying the literary conventions perceived to be common to the [gothic] form” is
“ahistorical and homogenizing,” and compels “a ‘monologic’ structure or
closure—that is, a single ‘authoritative’ reading which disallows a text’s semantic

richness and suppresses alternative ways of speaking” (130-14). Another result of

this approach is a failure to theorize repetitive gestures across texts and time: to
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ignore the dialogic, inter-textual nature of literature and of the gothic, which is
especially foregrounded in rewriting. In this chapter, I address these problems by
establishing Tennant’s gothic poetics of repetition as both a continuation (more
specifically, a repetition and amplification) of gothic anxieties and conventions, and a
break from (a transformation and distortion of) them. I draw on Sedgwick’s thesis
about the gothic’s structural, thematic, and linguistic correspondences (explained
below) to show how repetition/distortion operates both within Tennant’s texts, and
between her texts and her source texts. I establish how Tennant dramatizes the return
of repressed anxieties about origins and contamination in Hogg’s and Stevenson’s
narratives, and how this is both an act of correction giving a voice to the other and an
amplification of those same conflicts. Finally, I trace the texts’ signature through
gothic anxieties about language and representation to show how Tennant constructs a

problematic voice of the other.
1. TENNANT’S GOTHIC POETICS

The Bad Sister is a female-centered version of Hogg’s Confessions set in London and
the Scottish Borders in the 1970s and 80s. Like Hogg’s text, it is composed of
competing narratives, all centered on the murder of Scottish laird Michael Dalzell and
his daughter Ishbel. The central document, playing counterpart to Robert Wringhim’s
paranoia-ridden “confession” of sibling rivalry and an evil doppelgdnger named Gil-
martin, is the diary of Dalzell’s illegitimate daughter, Jane Wild. Characterized by
lyrical prose, vivid images, and multiple realities, it describes Jane’s paranoid rivalry
with a series of real and imagined “bad sisters”—her half-sister Ishbel, her boyfriend

Tony’s ex-girlfriend Miranda, and Tony’s mother Mrs. Marten. Her diary also details
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strange, supernatural visions sent by a radical feminist named Meg Gilmartin, who
raised Jane alongside a commune of “Wild” sisters on the outskirts of the Dalzell
estate, and later in London. Meg wants to destroy Dalzell because he is the
“Incarnation of capitalism” (40) and orders Jane to kill her “bad sister.” In exchange,
she promises to give Jane “Gilmartin,” Jane’s lost male half.* While this strange
transaction is in keeping with Meg’s feminist rhetoric about the divided female self, it
also alludes to Wringhim’s doppelgdnger. In Hogg’s text, Gil-martin manipulates
Calvinist rhetoric to convince Wringhim he is one of the elect and to goad him into
ever-greater acts of evil. But Tennant’s Gilmartin is an elusive figure who appears
only in the visions Meg sends Jane; in contrast to Wringhim’s devil-like double, he
radiates a positive male energy to which Jane is powerfully drawn. It is Meg who
takes the place of Wringhim’s tormentor, generating Jane’s paranoia and convincing
her to commit murderous acts. Like Wringhim’s confession, this narrative is framed
by the rationalizing account of an editor. The editor is researching the Dalzell
murders for a television program, and his commentary presents conflicting evidence
in the murder case: Jane’s diary, interviews with witnesses, photographs, and
psychiatric reports. Like Hogg’s text, The Bad Sister concludes with the exhumation
of a dead body that shows signs of being buried alive, and with the editor’s final
dismissal of any supernatural explanation for the events described in the primary
account.

Two Women of London is set in Nightingale Crescent in London in the 1980s,
a fashionable neighborhood inhabited by attractive gallery manager Eliza Jekyll and

an assortment of female stereotypes: maternal gossip Robina, who hosts salons where
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the neighborhood women discuss politics and feminism; her niece, the young,
impressionable Tilda; feminist activist and artist Mara; practical Scottish lawyer Jean
Hastie, who is investigating Jekyll’s relationship with a certain Mrs. Hyde; and
others. Nightingale Crescent abuts the poorer area of Ladbroke Grove, where Jekyll’s
alter-ego, single mother Mrs. Hyde, ekes out an impoverished existence and whose
violent temper is encouraged by Mara. The story apparently centers on the murder of
the local magistrate, the Honourable Jeremy Toller, but soon delves into the
relationships between the women, especially the connections between Hastie, Jekyll,
Hyde, and Mara. Like Stevenson’s novel, the text is composed of different
documents, each offering information about Jekyll’s puzzling wish to sign her flat
over to Mrs. Hyde, and about Hyde’s involvement in the Toller murder. There are
also equivalents to Utterson and Dr. Lanyon in, respectively, Jean Hastie and Dr.
Crane, although Jekyll’s butler Poole becomes “Grace Poole,” Eliza Jekyll’s maid
(who of course recalls Bertha Mason’s “keeper” in Jane Eyre). Several of the
seminal moments from Stevenson’s text are repeated: Hyde’s murder of a magistrate,
Jekyll’s horrified reaction when she sees Hyde’s hand in place of her own, and Dr.
Crane’s death-by-terror when she witnesses the transformation of one personality of
Jekyll/Hyde into the other. The most significant change to Stevenson’s plot, which
some critics have observed, is Tennant’s reversal of the Jekyll-Hyde transformation.
In Stevenson, the upstanding Dr. Jekyll takes drugs to bring out a physically and
morally repugnant double; in Tennant, Mrs. Hyde takes drugs to transform herself
from a poor, unattractive single mother back into a former, more attractive and

successful version of herself.’
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These seemingly superficial changes point to the way the gothic trope of
doubling or division is repeated with a difference in Tennant’s rewritings, so that they
conform to what Sedgwick identifies as the gothic’s structural formula: “X within and
X without” (Coherence 34):

In the Gothic novel the dream, the imprisonment, the suppression of language

become potent by a relation of correspondence to a reality outside the dream,

the life surrounding the prison, the same word present in other minds.

“Correspondence” is distinguished from direct communication, which is seen

as impossible; instead it moves by a relation of counterparts and doubles, and

1s subject to dangerous distortions and interferences. (40)

These correspondences operate on structural, thematic, and linguistic levels of the
text: thus, the trope of the unspeakable finds form in stuttering narrators or moments
of horrified speechlessness, but also in the gothic’s indecipherable manuscripts and
tortuous plots, its “despair about any direct use of language” (Sedgwick, Coherence
14). For Sedgwick, the collapse or breaching of “originally arbitrary” boundaries
between corresponding spaces, plots, and characters, or the transgression of taboos, is
what generates the gothic’s terror (22). Within the corresponding textual spaces that
Tennant creates when she rewrites Hogg and Stevenson, the gothic’s barrier problem
extends from the conflict of divided identity, troped through the doppelgdnger, to an
explicit problematization of representation itself. Duality gives rise to plurality, and
division to diffusion, in a way that undermines narrative authority and the stability of
the signifier, transforming Tennant’s literary landscape into one of shifting surfaces.

Both texts recreate their predecessors’ structure of multiple narrative
frameworks. The contradictions of these different narratives render the “case

histories” largely illegible for editor and reader alike. The editor’s commentary and

presentation of evidence further complicate interpretation. In Two Women of London,
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the editor quotes directly from multiple sources and inserts his own evaluations, so
that several conversations from different time frames seem to occur simultaneously.
This happens when the editor describes one of Mara’s videos along with Mara’s tape-
recorded comments on the film. Suddenly, there are three narrators at once: Mara’s
voiceover in the film, Mara speaking in the recorded interview, and the editor framing
both contexts with his own comments. Since all are speaking in the first person, the
narrative “I” becomes multiplied and dispersed over several chronologies, texts, and
persons. Narrative stability and coherence are also destabilized by the text’s blurring
of voices. At one point in Two Women of London, reluctant to reproduce Jean
Hastie’s “long—overlong—account of her days in the British Library” (44), the editor
summarizes her journal entries. Describing her description of an afternoon spent
following Hyde, he writes:
Something seemed to press Jean Hastie to go on. She was not the sort of
person, as we have seen, who would admit to instinct or premonition as a
guiding force; but her entry for Wednesday the eleventh does own to a kind of
“drivenness,” making her walk [. . .]. (46)°
He continues:
Imagine the scene . . . a turning down a crumbling street leads Jean Hastie to a
bridge . . . a bridge with two pathways, as if those crossing over must return
by the other way . . . and on the far side of the low, humped metal bridge, is a
great red-brick warehouse [. . .]. (47)
The editor moves from paraphrase (of Hastie’s “drivenness”) to an imaginative
reconstruction punctuated by ellipses. Later, the editor alternates between direct and
free indirect discourse, literally filling the gaps in the reconstruction of Hastie’s day:
What was she to say to this woman, whom she had seen only once, after all, in

the gardens and late at night? (It’s odd here, as Jean remarks, that she was so
sure the woman was Mrs Hyde [. . .]). The very thought of stopping such a
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pathetic creature—or undeserving no-hoper, depending on how one saw these
things—was repellent to the solicitor and mother of two. (49)

It is no longer clear who is speaking, whether the editor is paraphrasing or quoting
Jean Hastie, or if he is describing his own impression. The narration of this particular
event is distorted further when the editor splices Hastie’s diary account with an
interview with Robina:
[Hastie] wasn’t sure, as she records in her diary, what decided her, in the end:
it was the possible frustration, very likely, of losing Mrs Hyde again; and of
waiting, unrewarded, on a corner of Ladbroke Grove while her interviewee
vanished from the face of the earth (not, as Jean told Robina Sandel [. . .] that
that, or something very like it, hadn’t taken place in front of her own eyes
[. . .])- But at least she’s got some picture of her—and here Jean shuddered
again and took the hot toddy proffered by Robina gratefully. We must regret
this, for the rest of the entries for that afternoon’s encounter are short and
stumbling, dwindling to silence after only a paragraph or two.
Mrs Hyde, apparently, had won some money on a horse, McCubbin,
the day before. (All this as related by Robina, as told her by Jean [. . .].) (49-
50)
The effect here and throughout of the editor’s narrative method is not only to blur the
voices of the characters (with each other’s and with his own), but also to confuse
accounts and chronology, and factual with speculative evidence. Clues become red
herrings, as the allusion to “McGuffin” (“McCubbin”) suggests.” The reader can
never be certain about who is addressing whom, or when, or to what extent the
editor’s account is fictionalized. There is an element of artifice from the very
beginning, when the editor provides a “cast list” for this “perverse drama” and admits
he has “‘described’ events [. . .] as a writer (presumably) would” (5-8). Even these
initial qualifications—the admission to creative reconstruction, the quotation marks

around “described,” and the editor’s “presumption” of a writerly style—indicate “a

kind of despair about any direct use of language.”
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The Bad Sister’s editor also fictionalizes and speculates, including, omitting,
and disputing information where he deems necessary. He reads only part of a letter
from a friend of the Dalzell family (16-19), and manipulates an interview with Jane’s
friend Stephen, cutting him off when he talks about Meg’s politics, hoping “to steer
the conversation away from this unprofitable area” (43). His introduction of the
“strange” journal offers a precursory evaluation: “I will make no comment on the
pages to follow, except to say there can seldom have been so forceful an example of
the effect a fanatical mind can have on an impressionable one” (44). Despite the
editor’s pretense of objectivity, he appends and argues against a partial psychiatric
report that claims “Jane is a schizophrenic with paranoid delusions” (215):

The psychiatrists went on at some length about the nature of Jane’s illness—I

have omitted to print this [section] as I feel the combination of recent

discoveries, with the fact the psychiatrists showed little interest in the

“political” factor involved in her conversion (or coercion), largely invalidates

the report. (216)

He also includes a newspaper article detailing mysterious disturbances in a wood
where Jane’s body is later found. Although this would seem to support a supernatural
explanation of the events, the editor refutes his own ideas along these lines as “the
over-tired and agitated wanderings of my mind” after a long day (222). The effect
here is not so much the dispersion of a narrative “I” as the destabilization of all
narrative authority. The editor’s presentation of different explanations (supernatural,
scientific, political) writes over Jane’s text, invalidating her viewpoint. The selective

nature of this presentation is obvious, but so too is the editor’s own inability to extract

unitary meaning from the evidence: to solve the mystery of Jane Wild. In the end, he
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is torn between rational and irrational conclusions. He rejects the possibility of the
involvement of Hogg’s Gil-martin in favor of the psychological explanation:
For a time I was so taken in by Jane’s jealous descriptions of Miranda [. . .]
that I felt the woman who had written this could in no way have been
describing her half-sister. The psychiatrists say, though, that this type of
transference is perfectly common in such cases. (222)
On a later visit to the Martens, however, he wonders:
Perhaps by then I was becoming superstitious and irrational myself. But as I
turned to leave, [Mrs. Marten] came with me to the gate and waved goodbye.
She was wearing a small white petal hat, and as it was windy outside, the
petals ruffled in the breeze. I don’t know why, but I couldn’t help
remembering Stephen’s description of his visit to Meg, and the white petals
blowing in from the window onto her hair. (223)
Ultimately, even the editor’s authority is undermined because he is finally “of two
minds” about the case. In Two Women of London, the editor insidiously and subtly
dominates the narrative, but his objective status and authority, too, are undercut: all
along he reveals biases and prejudices concerning the characters, and tellingly, the
text’s “Afterword” is written by Jean Hastie, who closes the text not with her own
words but with a quotation of Hyde’s. In both novels, every account is contradicted
by and implicated in several others. The repetition of stories effects a distortion of
them.
This process by which repetition becomes transformation is also reflected in
the novels’ settings and surfaces, which appear to suggest two sides locked in a
binary opposition, but eventually multiply so that difference itself collapses. The Bad
Sister takes place on a semi-feudal estate in the Scottish Borders, and in modern

London. At the same time, Jane depicts two realities in her journal: the mundane life

she shares with Tony, and the visionary life she shares with Meg. On the one hand,
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she inhabits a shifting world of fantasies and memories, enraptured by magical
transcendence in one moment, and trapped by childhood horrors in the next. On the
other hand, she maintains an unhappy relationship and career, and traverses a dreary
urban topography that itself contains a “mixture of misfits” (51). Two Women of
London also employs a Scotland-London divide: Jean Hastie condemns the “frenetic”
(36) city and the “combination of emotional insecurity and extreme aggression” (34)
among its female inhabitants, favoring instead the “calm, sane atmosphere of the
countryside” in Scotland (36). The novel’s main setting, London, is itself doubled
and unstable (one character calls the city “a quick-change artist” (82) in “an age of
rapid change, demolition and reconstruction” (55). There are the opposing but
connected neighborhoods of Nightingale Crescent and Ladbroke Grove, but also
traces of a Victorian city overlaid by a modern one. Mixed diction suggests sepia-
toned pictures of Victoriana alongside the stark, weird images of postmodern science
fiction: “Chandeliers snap out, like dead stars” (1) among trees “in crinolines of wire
netting” (2) and
[y]ellow diggers and dumpers moved like giant crabs in a sludge of churned
earth and mud, their feelers reaching higher than the uppermost windows of
the houses. Lamp-posts, facsimiles of the Victorian originals [. . .] stood
marooned on their islands of concrete as the road-widening exercise took
place. (53)
The 1880s and the 1980s sit side-by-side in the text’s landscape, testimony to the
country’s “new Victorian values” (121). If these surfaces signify a blurring of
different eras and places, they also point to a lack of substance. Mara describes the

décor of the Shade Gallery as “all Heritage stuff:”

Looks as if it’s been there forever, doesn’t it? But you could unclip that
fireplace off the wall and stick it up in the hallway in any one of the new
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‘period’ developments [. . .]. Underneath . . . there’s just a hole in the wall.

(12)
Often surfaces that project images outward also conceal other surfaces and images
within: Jekyll’s mirrored hallway hides secret doors and cabinets, and the designer
décor and “trick paintings” of her flat disguise the real walls. In the same way,
specific images are also repeated and refashioned throughout both texts. Mara’s
artwork features collages of the rapist’s victims, cut apart and refashioned into an

image of trauma that looms over the gallery:

no single woman has those cheeks, that Cyclops eye, the turned-up nose that
adds a note of macabre humour to the Face of Revenge. And the unknown
woman is herself spread over multi-panels so that a portion of her brooding,
bruised face looks out with sudden ferocity from a corner of the gallery—or,
again, a curtain of gold-silk hair with a gash of red torn flesh for a mouth
looms from a suspended raft. (14-15)

When a mob of women storms the gallery, they repeat the already-repeated vision of
rape created by Mara’s artwork:

While the lens [. . .] wanders over the faces of the women, it’s possible to
make out a feature here, a turn of the head there, an incline of the neck, which
seem suddenly recognizable. [...] “That’s right, “ [Mara] says. “That was
the Face of Revenge” (16).

Repetition also confuses original and reproduction, as Mara reveals that the women
are “each one a part of her composite portrait” (16). In The Bad Sister, reality itself is
a concealing surface:

There are no signs of the street around me. I feel the block of flats at my back
slip away [...]. Grass at my feet. Fields. Little flowers, yellow and white,
which also look more invented or remembered than real—they are too neat,
somehow, too well placed. I might be in a painting, or in a housewife’s
embroidered tea towel of the ‘thirties [. . .] [and this landscape] gives an
impression of such opacity it is in fact threadbare in places: there are tiny
suggestions, as if the tea towel had got wet, worn thin, of the street where I
live in London. [...] traces come through of the familiar pavements where I
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had gone in my jeans to seek the girl. Sometimes, underfoot, there is a
fleeting glimpse of tarmac, a hardness [. . .] of broken concrete. (99-101)

What appears to be tangible takes on the qualities of a created or artificial image.

The distortive effect of repetition and doubling also characterizes the texts’
representations of language (characters’ attitudes towards language, and the texts’
many figurations of writing) as well as in their linguistic structures (puns and
wordplay, metonymy and metaphor). Sedgwick argues that “written language ‘is’
Gothic” because it “recreate[s] parallel representations at a distance from the original,
subject to more or less frightening distortions” (Coherence 63). She notes that this
correspondence 1s concentrated in the image of the palimpsest: “metonymy is the very
essence of the palimpsest image; the palimpsest is a history of the contingent” (89).
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